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Supervisor:  Cindy Carlson 

 

Grounded theory methodology was used to study the involvement of eleven 

nonresidential fathers in their school-aged children’s education. Semi-structured 

interviews were utilized to gain information about nonresidential fathers’ involvement in 

their children’s education. The results of this study present a detailed picture of 

nonresidential fathers’ process of being involved in their children’s education. Data 

suggests fathers’ process of being involved is shaped by the contextual factors of cultural 

norms on fathers, laws on custody, and the specifics of each father’s divorce/custody 

agreement. Important factors influencing fathers’ involvement include their beliefs about 

themselves as fathers, beliefs about the co-parenting relationship, the distribution of power 

in the co-parenting relationship, and fathers’ beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting 

relationship. Based on the aforementioned factors, nonresidential fathers engage in targeted 

actions (“battling”, “leveling”, and “parenting”) to improve their involvement with their 

children. Fathers’ educational involvement behaviors revealed to be  multifaceted, as 

fathers address their children’s school and overall development through direct actions and 

activities with their children, and through indirect interactions with the school and the co-

parent. Results suggest implications for future research, child and family policy, schools, 

and health-practitioners. 
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CHAPTER 1. 

INTRODUCTION 

Parental involvement in education (PI) has been widely demonstrated to positively 

impact children’s educational success (Bempechat, 1992; Cotton & Savard, 1982; Epstein & Van 

Voorhis, 2001; Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry & Childs, 2004; Hoover-Dempsey, Battiato, Walker, 

Reed, DeJong, & Jones, 2001; Sénéchal, 2006;– see also Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2005; and 

Jeynes, 2007 for recent meta analyses of the literature). Although several frameworks exist to 

describe PI, Epstein’s (2001) typology is often regarded as the most comprehensive. Epstein’s 

(2001) typology offers that PI is active, multifaceted, and includes the following: parenting skills 

and provision of basic needs, home-school communication, volunteering at school, at-home 

learning, participation in school decision-making, and collaboration with community 

organizations. Researchers have found that when parents are actively involved in their children’s 

education in the ways such as those described by Epstein (2001), children across racial, ethnic, 

and socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to show improved motivation and behavior, 

achieve better grades and test scores, and ultimately, graduate high school and enroll in college 

(Barnard, 2004; Brody, Flor, & Gibson, 1999; Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Jimerson, 

Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; Pantin, Coatsworth, Feaster, Newman, Briones, Prado, 

Schwartz, & Szapocznik, 2003). 

In light of the research documenting the positive effects on children’s school 

achievement, motivation, and behavior, policymakers turned their attention to PI. PI has been the 

focus of several recent federal programs and initiatives including Head Start and the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which set forth guidelines for state and local education 

agencies to collaborate with parents to develop programming that will encourage parent’s active 

role in their children’s schooling (Fishel & Ramirez, 2005). Although NCLB requires that 
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education agencies collaborate with parents, schools have reported experiencing challenges in 

gaining the participation of some groups of parents who may experience more barriers to PI. A 

targeted effort must be made to reach out to all parents, including single parents, working 

parents, parents of diverse cultural and language backgrounds, and fathers (Epstein, Sanders, 

Simon, Salinas, Jansorn, & Van Voorhis, 2002; Henderson, Jacob, Kernan-Schloss, & 

Raimondo, 2004). To the detriment of their children, the voices of fathers are frequently missing 

from research, policy, and school efforts on PI.  

Extensive research in child development exists documenting the importance of fathers’ 

contributions to children’s cognitive, social, and emotional well-being (see Lamb, 2010 for 

detailed review). Father involvement in child development is most often conceptualized and 

measured using the framework proposed by Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, and Levine (1987). In this 

model, involvement includes three components: (a) paternal engagement - direct interaction 

between the father and child; (b) accessibility - the father’s physical availability to the child; and 

(c) responsibility - the father’s efforts to assure resources are arranged and the child is taken care 

of (Lamb et al., 1987). Although this typology provides a useful way of understanding father 

involvement, the applicability of the model to diverse fathers has been questioned (Hawkins & 

Palkovitz, 1999). One growing group of fathers for whom Lamb et al.’s (1987) typology is of 

questionable fit, and who have been under-examined in father involvement research, is 

nonresidential fathers.   

Within the historical context, the structure of American families has changed 

substantially since the 1950’s (Cherlin, 2005). Today, more than one third of children are born to 

unmarried parents (Martin, Hamilton, Sutton, Ventura, Mathews, & Osterman, 2010) and nearly 

half of all U.S. children will live apart from their father at some point during childhood (Bianchi, 
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1990). Even though the numbers of nonresidential fathers have increased dramatically in recent 

decades, research on nonresidential father involvement is limited. Some early reports stated that 

nonresidential fathers were rarely involved, and if they were, their influence was minimal (Coley 

& Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Lerman, Ooms, & Ooms, 1993; Nord & Zill, 1996). Many researchers 

focused on the quantity of time nonresidential fathers spend with their children (i.e. visitation) 

and their provision of financial resources (i.e. child support), rather than other forms of quality 

involvement (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999). However, recent studies 

have found that even when fathers do not reside with their children, most maintain regular 

contact (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997; Amato & Sobolewski, 2004) and their continued 

involvement is critical for children’s well-being (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Papp, Goeke-Morey, 

& Cummings, 2005). In fact, children and adolescents who benefit from nonresidential father 

involvement are likely to have fewer mental health, or internalizing, problems (Buchanan, 

Maccoby, & Dornbusch, 1996; King, 2006; Thomas, Farrell, & Barnes, 1996; Zimmerman, 

Salem, & Maton, 1995; Papp et al., 2005) and fewer behavioral, or externalizing, problems 

(Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; King, 2006). Despite the significant evidence supporting the 

importance of nonresidential fathers in children’s development and the beneficial effects of PI, 

very little research has examined the involvement of nonresidential fathers in their children’s 

schooling. 

To date, three studies have examined the role of nonresidential father involvement in 

education (Menning, 2006; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997; Stewart, 2003). Using data from the 

1996 National Household Education Survey (NHES), Nord and colleagues (1997) contributed 

the first study on nonresidential father involvement in education. The authors found that although 

nonresidential fathers are less likely to attend school meetings, parent-teacher conferences, 
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school events, or volunteer at school.  The children whose father’s were more involved were  less 

likely to repeat a grade or to be suspended and in turn more likely to earn A’s in school, enjoy 

school, and participate in extracurricular activities (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). Two recent 

studies have used the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) to 

measure the effects of nonresidential father involvement in their adolescents’ education. 

Menning (2006) found that when adolescents talked to their nonresidential fathers about grades, 

they were 69% less likely to fail a grade. Moreover, when adolescents talked to their 

nonresidential fathers about “other things going on at school”, they were 90% less likely to 

experience school failure (Menning, 2006). In another study, Stewart (2003) concluded when 

adolescents reported talking to their nonresidential fathers about “other things going on at 

school”, they had better outcomes on measures of internalizing problems, externalizing 

problems, and academic achievement. It is clear from this data that something important occurs 

when nonresidential fathers are involved with their children’s education. However, due to 

methodological limitations, exactly what occurs cannot be determined.  

The limitations of current research on nonresidential father involvement in education are 

threefold. First, the existing research has been conducted using large-scale national surveys. 

Although the benefit of these surveys is the use of a large, nationally-representative data set, the 

measures used are often narrow in scope and participants cannot provide additional information 

to explain their responses. For example, one item from the Add Health survey (i.e., “other things 

going on at school”) has several significant findings, but without more information the results are 

not practically significant.  

Second, in the current research on nonresidential father involvement in education fathers’ 

voices are often missing. In the NHES dataset, less than 10 percent of respondents were fathers 
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and only a small subset of those were nonresidential fathers (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). 

Similarly, Add Health only surveys adolescents and their residential mothers (Menning, 2006; 

Stewart, 2003). The overreliance on mothers as reporters of father involvement behaviors has 

been identified as a serious limitation of this literature (King, 2006). At worst, mothers may have 

a bias against nonresidential fathers due to conflicts in their relationship and at best, mothers may 

not be aware of all of the involvement behaviors of nonresidential fathers and their children. In 

order to achieve triangulation it is critical to obtain the perspectives of the persons closest to the 

phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 2003), and in this case, the perspective of nonresidential 

fathers has yet to be examined. 

Finally, there is a lack of guiding theory that can explain nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education. Current frameworks on PI have focused on the 

involvement behavior of mothers. Similarly, frameworks on father involvement have been 

developed based on the behaviors of married or coresidential fathers. Within both PI and father 

involvement frameworks, the involvement behaviors are more likely to be present when fathers 

reside in the same home as their children. Furthermore, when nonresidential fathers are 

compared to residential parents in terms of quantity of involvement, they will always come up 

lacking simply because they spend less time with their children. Although some attempts have 

been made to explain nonresidential fathers’ involvement with their children (e.g., Stone & 

McKenry, 1998), a guiding model has yet to be developed.   

The purpose of this study is to seek to understand the nature of nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education. The grounded theory approach of qualitative analysis 

will be used in this study to ask nonresidential fathers of school-aged children about their 

involvement in their children’s schooling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Participants will be recruited 
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using snowball sampling and advertising at public venues in the community (i.e. barbershops, 

grocery stores, etc.). Criterion sampling was used to identify approximately 20 eligible 

participants for a participant pool. Theoretical sampling was then used to select 11 participants 

for semi-structured interviews that were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Informed by 

grounded theory research techniques, data collection and analysis occurred concurrently, with 

each process informing the other. Several research questions were used to guide initial interviews 

and the data analyses of those interviews guided subsequent interviews and analyses.  

Nonresidential fathers with at least one school-aged child who resides with them 50% of 

the time or less were recruited through local advertising and snowball sampling. Semi-structured 

interviews were the primary method of data collection. Fathers were asked to discuss broadly 

their involvement in their children’s education. Data were then analyzed using a grounded theory 

approach. This approach yielded a model of nonresidential fathers’ process of being involved in 

their children’s education.  

The current study addresses the limitations of the previous research in several important 

ways. First, this study sought to “hear the voices” of nonresidential fathers by interviewing them, 

as opposed to relying on the reports of children or residential mothers. Second, this study utilized 

semi-structured interviews and qualitative analysis, rather than quantitative measurement and 

analysis, to obtain a clearer understanding of the ways nonresidential fathers are involved in their 

children’s education. Additionally, this study used the grounded theory approach to qualitative 

research so that a substantive theory was able to emerge from the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).   

Chapter 2 provides an overview of relevant research that informed this study, including a 

broad discussion of PI, fathers’ involvement in their children’s overall development, and fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education. Chapter 3 provides a description of the methods used 



 
 

7 
 

to guide data collection and analysis. In Chapter 4, brief summaries and demographic 

characteristics of the fathers who participated in this study are provided to familiarize the reader 

with the participants and their stories. In Chapter 5, an overview of the model that emerged from 

data analysis is presented. Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9 explore the model more fully, using data to 

support the findings. In Chapter 10, the model is illustrated through the detailed stories of three 

participants. Finally, Chapter 11 discusses the results as related to previous research through the 

frame of the original research questions. Chapter 11 also presents the limitations of the study and 

implications for educational and family policy and practice.  
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CHAPTER 2. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Parent Involvement in Education 

Parental involvement in education (PI) has received substantial support in research, 

public policy, and public opinion. Not only has PI been positively associated with children’s 

academic achievement, but also researchers have found that children across racial, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds show improved behavior, social skills, and educational attainment 

when their parents are involved in their schooling. With the mounting evidence that PI is 

important for children’s well-being, it is no surprise that policymakers have focused on PI in 

legislation related to education.  

History of PI Legislation 

 In response to a report detailing the shortcomings of the United States education system, 

President Reagan declared that a lack of parental involvement in their children’s education (PI) 

was contributing to mediocrity that “threatened our very future as a nation” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1990, p. 11).  The urgency in President Reagan’s statement, along with the growing 

popularity of PI, led researchers and policymakers to seek immediately to find ways to increase 

PI across the nation. Subsequently, several pieces of important legislation have included PI as an 

important factor to ensure children’s educational success. Legislation including Goals 2000: 

Education America Act, the reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1994 

(ESEA), and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) have all emphasized the important 

role of parents in children’s education.  

 Legislation has emphasized different aspects of PI. For example, the Goals 2000: Educate 

America Act encouraged parent-school-community partnerships and required parents’ input on 
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school improvement designs at state and local levels (Trotman, 2001). The 1994 reauthorization 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) set forth guidelines for state and local 

education agencies to collaborate with parents to develop programming that would encourage 

parents to actively participate in their children’s schooling and required that Title I schools spend 

one percent of Title I funding on PI initiatives (Fishel & Ramirez, 2005). Congress amended and 

reauthorized ESEA in 2001, naming it as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). NCLB, 

particularly Section 1118 (Parent Involvement), provided the most comprehensive policies on PI 

and, for the first time, a comprehensive definition of PI. The NCLB defines PI as: 

The participation of parents in regular, two-way, and meaningful communication 

involvement student academic learning and other school activities, including ensuring – 

that parents play an integral role in assisting their child’s learning; that parents are 

encouraged to be actively involved in their child’s education at school; that parents are 

full partners in their child’s education and are included, as appropriate, in decision-

making and on advisory committees to assist in the education of their child; and that 

other activities are carried out, such as those described in section 1118 of the ESEA 

(Parental Involvement) (United States Department of Education, 2004, p. 3).  

Despite the collective contributions of legislation on PI (including a substantive 

definition, funding requirements, and policies mandating parental involvement at multiple levels 

within local and state education agencies), PI programs are experiencing challenges. For 

example, schools have stated that limited funding reduces the abilities of local and state 

education agencies to meet requirements outlined in NCLB (Mattingly, Prislin, McKenzie, 

Rodriguez, & Kayzar, 2002). Furthermore, without the oversight that often accompanies similar 

policies, the lack of accountability has led to inconsistent application. In addition, schools have 
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reported challenges in gaining the participation of some groups of parents, including single 

parents, working parents, parents of diverse cultural and language backgrounds, and fathers who 

may experience more barriers to PI (Epstein, Sanders, Simon, Salinas, Jansorn, & Van Voorhis, 

2002; Henderson et al., 2004). Researchers have suggested that in order to continue making PI 

gains, future PI legislation should encourage the use of support teams, clarify guidelines on 

“school-parent compacts”, provide additional financial support for PI program implementation, 

and encourage schools to equitably reach out to all parents (Epstein, 2005; Epstein et al., 2002).  

Outcomes Associated with PI 

 In recent decades, a substantial body of evidence has accumulated which posits that PI 

has multiple benefits on children’s educational outcomes. While the most often cited is academic 

achievement, PI has also been linked to school completion and positive behavioral outcomes for 

students. 

 Academic achievement. Several researchers have conducted meta-analyses to examine 

the effects of PI on student’s academic achievement. Fan and Chen (2001) reviewed 25 studies 

and found that PI and academic achievement have a small to moderate, and practically 

significant, relationship. The authors also stated that the relationship between PI and 

achievement was strongest when PI was represented by parents’ expectations and aspirations and 

children’s achievement was measured broadly (such as GPA) (Fan & Chen, 2001). Jeynes (2003) 

reported that, across 21 studies, PI generally has positive effects on the academic achievement of 

minority students; however, African American and Latino students benefited from PI more than 

Asian American students. In a meta-analysis of 41 studies examining the relationship between PI 

and achievement of urban elementary school students, Jeynes (2005) indicated that the 

relationship was positive and significant for both genders and for White and minority students 
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alike. Jeynes (2007) reported similar significant findings for urban middle and high school 

students in a meta-analysis of 51 studies. In a recent meta-analysis, Hill and Tyson (2009) found 

that, across 50 studies of middle-school students, PI was positively associated with overall 

academic achievement.  

 In order to make a stronger case for the causal influence of PI on academic achievement, 

additional studies have been conducted using longitudinal data. For example, Reynolds (1992) 

used a multifaceted measurement to examine the relationship of PI to reading and math 

achievement for seven-year-old, low-income minority students. Although low to moderate 

relationships were found using cross-sectional data, PI significantly predicted math and reading 

achievement two and three years later (Reynolds, 1992). Additionally, PI predicted gains in math 

achievement (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005) and general academic achievement (Steinberg, 

Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992) over time for adolescents.  

 Researchers have found a link between parental participation in programs designed to 

encourage PI and children’s academic performance. In a study examining the effects of 

workshops provided to parents of children in Title I elementary and middle schools, Shaver and 

Walls (1998) found that when parents became highly involved in their children’s education, 

children made significant gains in reading and math achievement. Starkey & Klein (2000) 

reported that an intervention for families in Head Start to increase PI led to significant gains in 

children’s prekindergarten math development. Similarly, other findings suggest that when 

parents were more involved in children’s language development at home and school, children 

made significant gains in early literacy between kindergarten and first grade (Jordan, Snow, & 

Porche, 2000). Another study demonstrated that when parents were involved in the homework of 

middle school students with emotional and behavioral disorders, the students improved in 
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homework completion, accuracy, and math achievement (Cancio, West, and Young, 2004). 

Other researchers however, have cautioned that “serious design, methodological, and analytic 

flaws inherent in studies evaluating the effectiveness of parent involvement programs must be 

addressed before definite conclusions about program effectiveness can be reached” (Mattingly et 

al., 2002, p. 549; Fishel & Ramirez, 2005).  

 School-related behavior. PI has been demonstrated to improve students’ behavior and 

social skills from pre-school through high school. For example, PI activities in pre-school have 

been found to promote children’s social development which correlates to positive engagement 

with peers and adults in kindergarten (McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004). 

African American single mothers who were involved in the education of their children in 

elementary school and developed a family routine at home, helped their children develop self-

regulation skills that are important for school success (Brody, Flor, & Gibson, 1999). Finally, 

middle school students in Hispanic families had less frequent behavior problems when parents 

were more involved in their education (Pantin et al., 2003).  

Researchers have also found that PI, beginning in children’s first years of schooling, is 

critical for children’s attendance and long-term attainment in school. For example, Epstein and 

Sheldon (2002) found that family-school partnerships reduce student absenteeism and increase 

attendance for elementary and secondary students. Parent involvement activities in preschool and 

kindergarten also predicted less frequent grade retention through 8th grade (Miedel & Reynolds, 

1999). Similarly, Rumberger (1995) reported that positive family and school experiences, as well 

as school climate, significantly reduced the likelihood of middle school students dropping out of 

school. Finally, the results of several studies suggest that for students at risk of dropping out of 
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school to successfully graduate from high school, parent involvement in school should begin in 

the “sensitive period” of early school years (Barnard, 2004; Jimerson et al., 2000). 

Relevant Models of PI 

 The evidence of the importance of PI is considerable and recent research has improved 

our understanding of what PI is and why parents engage in it (Epstein, 1992; 1996; Fantuzzo, 

Tighe, & Childs, 2000; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; 1997; 

Hoover-Dempsey, Walker, Sandler, Whetsel, Green, Wilkins, & Closson, 2005). Although most 

empirical studies have used few items to measure PI and have separated PI into home-based and 

school-based activities (Green at al., 2007), the work of several predominant researchers 

supports a multidimensional conceptualization of PI that acknowledges the occurrence of several 

components across a variety of contexts (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994).  

 Explaining the “what” of PI. Joyce Epstein has made significant contributions to our 

understanding of PI, including the development of a foundational typology to describe what PI 

is. The six types of involvement have provided researchers with a framework for studying PI and 

schools with multiple ways of collaborating with families and communities (Epstein, 1992; 

1996).   

Type 1: Basic obligations of parents. Parents’ provision of a home environment 

that supports children’s healthy development and learning. 

Type 2: Basic obligations of schools. Schools’ support of two-way 

communication between parents and school about program expectations and 

children’s progress. 

Type 3: Parent involvement at school. Schools’ provision of opportunities and 

parents’ engagement in volunteer activities at the school or in school programs.  
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Type 4: Parent involvement at home. Schools’ provision of ideas and parents’ 

engagement in learning activities with their children at home. 

Type 5: Parent involvement in governance. Schools’ inclusion of parents in 

decision-making and governance through parents’ participation in organizations 

and advocacy. 

Type 6: Community collaboration. Schools’ efforts to collaborate with 

community organizations and agencies that support children’s education and 

family involvement. 

 Several empirical studies have found support for Epstein’s typology (e.g., Epstein, 1986; 

Epstein & Dauber, 1991). However, the typology has also been critiqued for a lack of clear 

delineation between the roles of parents and the roles of school systems. This lack of distinction 

created a challenge for researchers attempting to operationalize and validate the types.  

 Fantuzzo and colleagues (2000) recognized several limitations in the existing PI literature 

noting that PI had not been clearly defined and most studies employed unidimensional 

measurements (often of one or few items) to measure PI. In addition, the authors asserted that PI 

had yet to be conceptualized from a developmental perspective and that little was known about 

PI in low-income and minority families. The authors sought to address these limitations and to 

develop a PI questionnaire with a sample of predominantly low-income, African American 

children attending pre-school and kindergarten programs (including Head Start) in urban areas. 

Fantuzzo and colleagues (2000) contributed to the PI literature a measure of PI (the Family 

Involvement Questionnaire) and a three-dimension conceptualization of PI that simplified the 

typology proposed by Epstein (1992; 1995). The three dimensions (Home-Based Involvement, 

School-Based Involvement, and Home-School Conferencing) have received support in several 
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recent empirical studies (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Manz, Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004; McWayne et 

al., 2004).   

As most existing models of PI were developed based on mothers’ involvement, Grolnick and 

Slowiaczek (1994) sought to develop a multidimensional model of parent (both mother and 

father) involvement in school. Rather than obtaining reports from parents directly, Grolnick and 

Slowiaczek (1994) surveyed 302 middle school students and their teachers in order to measure PI 

from the perspective of the child, who is the recipient of the involvement, and the teacher, who is 

able to be a third-party observer. The authors described three domains of PI based on children’s 

perceptions: (a) behavior, i.e., the child’s perception of parents’ participation in school related 

activities; (b) personal, i.e., the child’s feelings that the parent cares about school and enjoys 

interacting with them about school; and, (c) cognitive/intellectual, i.e., the child’s report of their 

parents efforts to expose them to intellectually stimulating experiences and materials. 

Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) suggested a definition of PI that is particularly useful in 

studying fathers’ involvement in children’s education. They indicate that PI is “the dedication of 

resources by the parent to the child within a given domain” (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994, p. 

238). Previous research consistently demonstrates that fathers’ involvement is lower than that of 

mothers’ and this definition may help explain the gap. Based on this definition, the difference 

between fathers’ and mothers’ available resources would be likely to translate into a difference in 

resources allocated to school involvement.  

Explaining the “why” and “how” of PI. While Epstein and colleagues, Fantuzzo and 

colleagues, and Grolnick and Slowiaczek worked to define PI, Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues 

(1995; 1997; 2005) have developed a theoretical model to explain why parents choose to engage 

in PI activities and how PI positively impacts children. Specifically, Hoover-Dempsey and 
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Sandler wanted to expand the current literature from identifying factors that predict PI to 

explaining parents’ decision-making process to become involved. The original model of PI 

developed by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995; 1997) consisted of five levels of theoretical 

variables. The model has since been revised by Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues (2005) and now 

has a level “1.5” between levels 1 and 2. See figure 1 for a graphic representation of the revised 

model.  

Level 1 of the model represents the variables influencing parents’ decisions to become 

involved in their children’s education. Level 1.5 of the model defines four forms of involvement 

parents engage in. Level 2 of the revised model describes the mechanisms through which parents 

influence their children. Levels 3, 4, and 5 describe students’ perceptions of their parents’ use of 

the four mechanisms, students’ personal attributes, and student academic achievement, 

respectively.  

Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues (2005) discussed the results of several studies that 

provided support for their initial model. The revised model, particularly levels 1 and 1.5, has also 

received support in empirical studies (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007) using 

samples of African-American and Latino parents (Marinez-Lora & Quintana, 2009) and parents 

who homeschool their children (Ice & Hoover-Dempsey, 2011).  

Factors that Influence PI 

 Parent factors. Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues’ (1995; 1997; 2005; 2010) model of PI 

provides a useful frame for discussing the findings in the literature on parent factors that 

influence PI. Several studies have documented support of the importance of parents’ personal 

motivation to PI. For example, parents’ role construction and their beliefs regarding their roles in 

their children’s education impact subsequent behaviors (Hoover-Dempsey & Walker, 2005).  
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fd 
Figure 1: The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model of Parental Involvement, taken from the 

Family-School Partnership Lab website 
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Researchers have found that role construction is an important factor for parents across racial and 

ethnic groups (Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Chrispeels and Gonzalez, 2004; Trevino, 2004) as 

well as for fathers (Van Bolhuis, 2011). In addition, research supports that parental self-efficacy, 

or parents’ beliefs about the importance of their involvement for their children’s education, is 

related to PI (Epstein, 1990; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).    

 Invitations for involvement in the form of welcoming school climates and staff have been 

demonstrated to impact PI (Griffith, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). In addition, 

researchers have consistently found that specific invitations from children are highly predictive 

of PI (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007). Moreover, invitations from teachers 

are the most predictive of PI across contexts (e.g. Anderson & Minke, 2007; Bempechat, 1990; 

Dauber & Epstein, 1989; Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Fan & Chen, 2001; Green et 

al., 2007; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Jeynes, 2005, 2007).  

 Finally, parents’ life context factors are important predictors of parents’ involvement in 

their children’s education. Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues have stated that variations in PI are 

better explained by differences in parent resources, rather than simple measures of 

socioeconomic status that are often used (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; 1997; Hoover-

Dempsey et al., 2005). For example, researchers have documented that parents’ general work 

schedule (Collignon, Men, & Tan, 2001; Machida, Taylor, & Kim, 2002; Weiss et al., 2003) and 

ability to take time off from work (Richman-Prakash, West, & Denton 2002) predict their 

involvement in their children’s schooling. Also critical to PI are parents’ own prior school 

experiences and education (Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003) and parents’ perceptions of their 

abilities to contribute to children’s learning more in early grades compared to later grades 

(Vaden-Kiernan, McManus and Chapman, 2005). Finally, some researchers have described 
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differences in PI practices amongst parents of varied racial and ethnic backgrounds and have 

attributed the differences to cultural expectations of involvement (Griffith, 1998; Hong and Ho, 

2005; Sheldon, 2002).  

 School factors. Several studies have documented the impact of general school climate 

(Griffith, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997) and principals’ behaviors (Haynes, Emmons, 

& Woodruff 1998; Sanders & Harvey, 2002; Sheldon, 2003) on PI. In addition, teachers’ 

negative perceptions of parents, particularly perceptions that parents are the cause of children’s 

school problems and that parents should engage in more decision-making, are likely to reduce 

parents’ willingness to be involved (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995). Additionally a teachers’ 

training on PI is an important school-related factor. Several studies have reported that teachers 

generally feel untrained for and ineffective in partnering with parents (Garcia, 2004; Quigley, 

2000). Educators of future teachers have also reported that student teachers have negative 

judgments about parents and are confused about how to collaborate with parents (Flanigan, 

2005). Although most programs that train future teachers do not have the flexibility to offer 

teachers training on collaborating with families (Flanigan, 2005), the results of one study suggest 

that the addition of a training component can positively impact PI and student outcomes. Power 

and Perry (2000) reported that the addition of a 20-hour family collaboration component to a 

preservice teacher education program led to significantly improved teacher-parent 

communication and student learning. 

 Parent-school relationship factors. Researchers have noted that several factors within 

the parent-school relationship influence PI. For example, differences of opinion between parents 

and schools about the amount and ways in which parents should be involved are likely to reduce 

PI altogether (Abrams & Gibbs, 2000). Similarly, one study found that mistrust is reciprocal and 



 
 

20 
 

that when parents trust teachers less, teachers in turn trust parents less, leading to decreased PI 

(Adams & Christenson, 2000). On the other hand, when communication between parents and 

schools is clear (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004) and when parents feel valued and respected 

(Bredekamp, 1987), parents are more likely to choose to be involved. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that when parents feel that the school makes an effort to involve them, parents 

are subsequently more involved in both school-based and home-based activities (Epstein & 

Dauber, 1991). Finally, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, language, and other cultural barriers 

have been demonstrated to negatively influence PI (Carlson, Funk, & Nguyen, 2009).   

Limitations of PI Research 

 Researchers have made significant contributions to the literature on PI in recent decades; 

however, the research also has several noteworthy limitations. First, despite the contributions of 

researchers to define PI as a multidimensional construct (e.g., Epstein, 1992; 1996; Fantuzzo, 

Tighe, & Childs, 2000; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994), many empirical studies on PI have 

measured only one aspect of PI and often with one or few items (Griffith, 1998). Furthermore, 

the operational definition of PI varies significantly across studies (Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 

2000). Therefore, we have a significant body of evidence supporting the importance of PI for 

children’s educational success, but the lack of consistency limits the applicability of findings to 

family and school settings.  

 In addition, definitions of PI used by both researchers and schools are often “school-

centric”, that is, focusing on the school-based involvement behaviors of parents or on parents’ 

compliance with schools’ PI expectations (Lawson, 2003). As a result, many parents are labeled 

as “uninvolved” when in fact they are engaging in PI behaviors, but the behaviors may not be 

consistent with the school’s or researcher’s definition of PI (Lawson, 2003; Pena, 2000; Trevino, 
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2004). This problem is particularly salient for parents with limited resources or significant 

barriers to engaging in PI, including single parents, working parents, parents of diverse cultural 

and language backgrounds, and fathers (Epstein et al., 2002; Henderson et al., 2004).  

 A final limitation that is particularly relevant for this proposed study is the use of the term 

“parent” involvement, when instead most studies are actually measuring “mother” involvement. 

Although fathers are half of the parental unit, their representation in studies of PI is far below 

half. For example, in a study that provided foundational data for Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s 

theoretical model of PI, nearly 400 parents completed surveys on their involvement behaviors, 

but less than 15% of respondents were male (and not all male respondents were fathers) 

(Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1992). Epstein’s (1986) typology was the sum of many 

years of research, including one study that surveyed the parents of 1,269 children; however, less 

than 8% of respondents were fathers. Similarly, as Fantuzzo and colleagues (2000) developed 

their three-dimension model of PI and the Family Involvement Questionnaire, they surveyed the 

parents of 641 children; only 4% of respondents were fathers. While the contributions these 

researchers made to the field are substantial, the applicability of the subsequent frameworks to 

fathers’ involvement behaviors is questionable and should be examined in future research.  

Father Involvement in Child Development 

Brief Overview of Father Involvement 

Conceptualizations of “good fathering” are dynamic and prone to changes in cultural 

norms. For example, the 20th century brought about a change in conceptualization from the 

father as “moral leader” to the father’s primary role as “breadwinner” (Pleck & Masciadrelli, 

2004). Feminist research and social climates in the 1980’s popularized the idea of the “new 

nurturant father”, whose role was not limited to breadwinning and provision of a male role 
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model, but should also include other behaviors termed “involvement” (Lamb, 2010). What began 

with a narrow view on the limited roles of fathers in child development has evolved into a large 

literature base that acknowledges the many roles fathers fill in their children’s lives (Lamb, 

2010). Furthermore, the recent research has also demonstrated that fathers do provide an 

important and unique influence on their children’s development (Parke, 2002; Goncey & 

Dulman, 2010; Flouri, 2010) beginning with prenatal maternal health (Ali, et al., 2010), to early 

childhood (Fagan & Iglesias, 1999), and through adolescence and into young adulthood 

(Aquilino, 1997). 

Definitions and Models of Father Involvement 

 While early studies of father involvement focused primarily on the father’s presence in 

the household and role as a provider (Lamb, 1976), the concept of father involvement has 

evolved to include other components and roles. The most cited model of father involvement is 

the three-component model proposed by Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, and Levine (1987). Lamb and 

colleagues conceptualized father involvement as composed of three components: (a) paternal 

engagement, or direct interaction between the father and child; (b) accessibility, or the father’s 

physical availability to the child; and (c) responsibility, or the father’s efforts to arrange 

resources and assure that the child is taken care of (Lamb et al., 1987). Despite the frequent use 

of the initial tripartite model in many empirical studies, Pleck (2010) discussed the limitations of 

the three-component model, namely that the components were not clearly defined and the model 

was not based on a theoretical framework. 

 In order to address the limitations of the previous model and to respond to increasing 

interest in warmth and quality in father-child relationships, Pleck (2010) offered a revised 

conceptualization of father involvement. The proposed five-component model includes: (a) 
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positive engagement activities; (b) warmth and responsiveness; (c) control; (d) social and 

material indirect care, activities that parents do for the child but not with the child; and (e) 

process responsibility, ensuring that the four prior components are provided (Pleck, 2010). 

Strengths of this revised model include an elaboration of the original components and a 

theoretical framework based loosely on Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) concept of proximal process 

and Coleman’s (1988) work on social capital (Pleck, 2010).  

 The literature on father involvement in child development has several studies that offer 

models of father involvement (i.e. models proposed by Lamb and colleagues) but few studies 

that empirically validate previous models (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998). Hawkins and 

colleagues (1998; 2002) commented on the limitations of models offered by Lamb and 

colleagues, stating that the conceptualizations were narrow and based on quantifiable and 

observable behaviors, not allowing for an examination of the context of father-child interactions 

(Finley & Schwartz, 2004). They have found support for a multidimensional conceptualization of 

father involvement and preliminary validation of a measure of father involvement from fathers’ 

perspectives that assesses the following domains: discipline and teaching responsibility, school 

encouragement, mother support, providing, time and talking together, praise and affection, 

developing talents and future concerns, reading and homework support, and attentiveness 

(Hawkins et al., 2002). 

Outcomes Associated With Father Involvement 

 Recent research on father involvement in child development has made significant gains. 

Researchers in this field worked to address limitations in prior research by obtaining children’s 

perspectives, using longitudinal data, and accounting for the correlation between mothers’ and 

fathers’ involvement (Pleck, 2010). As the methodology has improved, the findings have 
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consistently demonstrated that when fathers have close, positive involvement and high relational 

warmth, children have improved outcomes in behavioral, emotional, and academic areas (Amato 

& Rivera, 1999; see Lamb, 2010 for detailed review).  

 Father involvement is associated with decreases in behavioral, or externalizing problems 

for children and adolescents. In cross-sectional studies, father involvement and authoritative 

parenting in late childhood is associated with fewer behavior problems (Aldous & Mulligan, 

2002). Furthermore, longitudinal data has shown that youth with involved fathers are less likely 

to engage in delinquent behaviors (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 

1999). Importantly, reports from children and adolescents indicate that when youth perceive 

higher father involvement they are less likely to report substance use (Salem, Zimmerman, & 

Notaro, 1998; Zimmerman, Salem, & Maton, 1995) and externalizing problems (Coley, 2003; 

Salem et al., 1998; Scaramella et al, 1999; Zimmerman et al., 1995).  

 In addition to reducing child and adolescent externalizing behaviors, father involvement 

has also been associated with improved mental health, or internalizing, outcomes for children 

(Hawkins, Amato, & King, 2007). The benefits of father involvement in childhood has been 

linked to better psychological health in adolescent males (Zimmerman et al., 1995), adolescent 

females (Wenk, Hardesty, Morgan, & Blair, 1994; Salem et al., 1998), and young adults (Wenk 

et al., 1994). Studies that gathered the perspectives of children supported the finding that positive 

father involvement is associated with optimal mental health (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Guttman 

& Rosenberg, 2003; Wenk et al., 1994; Zimmerman et al., 1995). 

 The benefits of father involvement extend to children’s academic attainment. Researchers 

have found that involved fathers, and fathers who used authoritative parenting techniques, 

promote academic achievement in their children and adolescents (Hawkins et al., 2007; Flouri & 
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Buchanan, 2002; Guttman & Rosenberg, 2003; Wenk et al., 1994; Zimmerman et al., 1995). 

Youth were also more likely to have a positive attitude towards and engage in school when 

fathers were involved (Flouri, Buchanan, & Bream, 2002; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). 

Furthermore, youth’s perceptions of high father involvement were positively correlated with 

academic achievement (Coley, 2003; Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Flouri et al., 2002; Guttman & 

Rosenberg, 2003). Some research has demonstrated that the educational benefits of father 

involvement later translate into financial attainment as children grow into young adulthood 

(Harris, Furstenberg, & Marmer, 1998).  

Limitations of Research on Father Involvement 

 Extensive research exists documenting the benefits of father involvement on children’s 

cognitive, social, and emotional well-being (see Lamb, 2010 for detailed review). However, 

there are limitations within the research and body of literature on father involvement that are 

important to address. 

 First, many studies of father involvement have utilized large-scale surveys such as 

Fragile Families, Three Cities, and PSID. The household is often surveyed and the respondent, 

typically the mother, becomes the unit representative for that household. Response rates of 

fathers in these studies have traditionally been low, thus surveying mothers to achieve a large 

sample has proven to be financially and logistically preferable. The nearly sole reliance on 

mothers (and sometimes children) to report on father involvement behaviors is a serious 

limitation of the existing research. 

 To date, two studies have examined the differences between mothers’ and fathers’ 

reporting of father involvement using large data sets. Using a 6-item scale created using data 

from the Three Cities data set, Coley and Morris (2002) found that 61% of mothers and fathers 
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are in exact agreement on fathers’ level of involvement; however agreement differed 

significantly based on residential (75%) compared to nonresidential (48%) status of the father. 

Furthermore, the authors found that several characteristics, including father’s age, mother’s 

education and employment, and conflict in the co-parenting relationship were associated with 

mothers reporting a significantly lower level of involvement than fathers reported. Mikelson 

(2008) had similar findings using 13 items of physical and emotional involvement from the 

Fragile Families data set. Mikelson reported that fathers report higher levels of physical 

involvement on all items, but mothers and fathers had similar perspectives on emotional 

involvement. Similar to the findings of Coley and Morris, Mikelson found that several 

characteristics are associated with more discrepancy between mothers’ and fathers’ reports, 

including father’s nonresidential status, mothers’ receipt of financial assistance from someone 

other than the father, and the co-parenting relationship.  

 The findings of the studies by Coley and Morris (2002) and Mikelson (2008) present 

empirical support for a common sense idea – mothers and fathers have different perspectives and 

their perspectives can be influenced by a multitude of factors. Furthermore, mothers are likely to 

report a lower level of father involvement and the studies suggest that conflict in the co-

parenting relationship widens the gap between mothers’ and fathers’ reports. Accordingly, it is 

critical to obtain the perspectives of fathers on their involvement with their children. 

 A second important limitation of father involvement models and outcome studies is the 

lack of generalizability to diverse groups of fathers. Existing research and models have focused 

primarily on biological fathers who reside with their children, or residential fathers (Aquilino, 

1997; Fisher and Feldman, 1998). There is a significant need “for more diverse and broader 
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conceptualizations and measures of father involvement”, particularly in consideration of a 

rapidly growing group of fathers, nonresidential fathers (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999, p. 11). 

Nonresidential Fathers – Social and Political Background 

The structure of American families has changed markedly since the 1950’s (Cherlin, 

2001). Today, more than 40% of children are born to unmarried mothers, a number that has more 

than doubled since the 1980’s (Martin et al., 2010). Romantic partners are more likely to live 

together (cohabit) than to marry at a rate 1,500 percent higher than just fifty years ago (“The 

Downside of Cohabiting Before Marriage,” 2012).The rate of divorce has remained largely the 

same after spikes in the 1970’s and 1980’s such that nearly half of first marriages will end in 

divorce (Bramlett & Mosher, 2001). What do these statistics tell us about children residing with 

their parents?  

 The increasing rates of nonmarital births and cohabitation have led to a dramatic increase 

in the number of children living in single-mother headed households. In 1960, single-mother 

headed households represented 5% of families (Cherlin, 1998). Today, that number has climbed 

to 24% for all children, and 27% and 52% of Latino and African American children, respectively 

(Mather, 2010). Said another way, at any given time, one in four children (and one out of every 

two African American children) lives in a home without their father. When the increasing rates 

of unmarried and cohabiting partnering are combined with the increased likelihood that those 

relationships will dissolve within five years (McLanahan & Beck, 2010), children are highly 

likely to live away from their fathers. In fact, some researchers estimate that nearly half of all 

children will spend some time in their childhood living apart from their father (Bumpass, Raley, 

& Sweet, 1995).  
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Fathers provide important benefits for children and families. Without fathers in the home, 

children in single-mother headed households are more than twice as likely to live in poverty 

(Mather, 2010). Single mothers face many economic challenges and are more likely to rely on 

federal assistance programs such as TANF (Temporary Aid to Needy Families) to meet basic 

living needs (Kalil & Ryan, 2010). In an effort to support low-income single mothers and their 

children and to reduce the burden on federal aid programs, recent emphasis has been placed on 

increasing nonresidential fathers’ provision of support.  

Increasing nonresidential fathers’ support to their children led to efforts by the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services Administration for Children and Families and the 

Office of Child Support Enforcement to strengthen child support enforcement. Specifically, 

states were charged with increasing paternity establishment (legal designation of fatherhood for a 

child born to unmarried parents) and child support payments paid by nonresidential fathers. 

While the benefits of successful paternity establishment and child support programs are well 

documented (Guzzo, 2009; Pearson & Thoennes, 1996), unfortunately much of the research on 

nonresidential father involvement has also focused more on quantifying nonresidential fathers’ 

presence and payments (or lack thereof) than on the characteristics and quality of nonresidential 

fathers’ involvement with their children.  

Nonresidential Fathers’ Involvement with Their Children 

 Levine and Pitt (1995) offered that there are four aspects to nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement with their children that are critical to children’s well-being: presence (as opposed to 

absence), paternity establishment, payment of child support, and visitation.  

 Fathers living outside the home from their children have often mistakenly been referred 

to as “absent” fathers. In fact, recent research has shown that most nonresidential fathers have 
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contact with their children and absence from the home does not indicate absence from parenting 

(Amato & Gilbreth, 1999). Even so, when fathers live apart from their children, children are 

more vulnerable to negative outcomes. Children with nonresidential fathers are more likely to 

use drugs (Hoffman, 2002), behave aggressively (Osborne & McLanahan, 2007) and engage in 

delinquent acts (Harper & McLanahan, 2004) than children who live with their fathers. In 

addition, they are more vulnerable to poor educational (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997) and 

health (Strauss & Knight, 1999) outcomes.  

 Children whose fathers have not established legal paternity are more likely to live in 

poverty (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2005) and will spend less time with their fathers 

(Guzzo, 2009; Shapiro & Lambert, 1999; Argys & Peters, 2001) compared to children with 

established paternity. On the other hand, when paternity is established, children benefit from 

significantly increased financial support and visitation from their fathers (Guzzo, 2009). Fathers 

who establish paternity are three times as likely to have a child support order (Argys & Peters, 

2001) and twice as likely to pay child support (Pearson & Thoennes, 1996) than fathers who do 

not establish paternity. 

 Child support payments often serve as a safety net from many of the deleterious effects 

associated with one-parent households. For example, child support payments lift approximately 

one million people out of poverty every year and provide about 30% of income for poor families 

who receive this assistance (Nazario, 2010).  Not only do child support payments increase 

children’s standard of living, but there is also empirical support for improvements in children’s 

health, educational success, behavior, and general well-being (e.g., Furstenberg, Morgan, & 

Allison, 1987; McLanahan, Seltzer, Hanson, & Thomson, 1994; Amato & Gilbert, 1999). 

Fathers who pay child support also are more likely to spend time with and have a stronger 
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influence on their children compared to fathers who do not pay child support (Seltzer, 

McLanahan, & Hanson, 1998). 

 Although visitation was proposed as an important component of nonresidential father 

involvement, recent studies have found that the quality, rather than frequency, of contact 

between nonresidential fathers and their children is important for children’s well-being (Amato 

& Gilbreth, 1999). In a meta-analysis of more than 60 studies, Amato & Gilbreth (1999) found 

that when nonresidential fathers participated in a variety of authoritative parenting behaviors 

(i.e., providing emotional support, discipline, and praise to children), children fared significantly 

better on academic, internalizing, and externalizing outcomes. Furthermore, feelings of closeness 

between nonresidential fathers and their children were also associated with significant (although 

weaker) and positive outcomes. Utilizing a variety of measures of nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement activities with their children (i.e. caretaking, reading, playing, disciplining, 

engaging in recreational activities, etc.), other researchers have found support for the premise 

that that it is the quality of the interaction, rather than the frequency of visitation, that improves 

children’s well-being (Amato, 2000; Stewart, 2003; White & Gilbreth, 2001).  

Influencing Factors on Nonresidential Father Involvement 

 Responsible fathers are those who wait until they are emotionally and financially 

prepared to father a child, establish paternity of their child(ren), remain actively engaged in 

raising their child(ren), and share financial responsibility for their child(ren) (Levine & Pitt, 

1995). Doherty, Kouneski, and Erickson (1998) examined existing research on father 

involvement through historical, social constructionist, and systemic perspectives in order to 

develop their model on the determinants of responsible fathering (see figure 2). Doherty and 

colleagues’ (1998) five-dimension conceptual framework of responsible fathering was developed 
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to influence future research and policy for all fathers, but is unique in the applicability to both 

residential and nonresidential fathers. Existing research on each of the five dimensions as related 

to nonresidential father involvement will be discussed.  

 

Figure 2: Influences on Responsible Fathering: A Conceptual Model (Doherty, Kouneski, & 

Erickson, 1998, p. 285). 

Co-parenting relationship. Doherty and colleagues (1998) posited that the relationship 

between parents, or the co-parenting relationship, is the most significant determinant to 

responsible fathering. Other researchers have found that this relationship is particularly important 

for nonresidential fathers. For example, several studies have documented that divorced fathers 

are more likely than never-married fathers to maintain contact with their children after parental 

separation (Aquilino, 2006; Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Furstenberg et al., 1983). In addition, 

fathers who cohabit with mothers (residential, unmarried fathers) have more opportunities to 

engage with their children; however, cohabiting relationships are less stable than marriages and 

many cohabiting fathers become nonresidential fathers (Osborne & McLanahan, 2007). 
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Researchers have also found that fathers’ payment of child support affects other aspects 

of his fathering (Furstenberg et al, 1983; Juby, Billette, Laplante, & Le Bourdais, 2007; 

Nepomnyaschy, 2007). Child support payments are just one of many possible topics that may 

spark contention between nonresidential fathers and residential mothers. Conflict in the co-

parenting relationship is predictive of nonresidential fathers’ involvement (Harper & Fine, 2006).  

 Contextual factors. Although less research has been conducted on contextual factors, 

several studies highlight the importance of this dimension. Race has been linked to fathers’ 

visitation with their children. Specifically, researchers have documented that African American 

fathers visit their children more often than white fathers (King, 1994; Thomas, Krampe, and 

Newton, 2008) and Hispanic fathers have low levels of contact compared to non-Hispanic white 

fathers (King, 1994; King, Harris, & Heard, 2004; Seltzer & Bianchi, 1988). In addition, studies 

have shown that when nonresidential fathers are unemployed, they are less likely to be involved 

with their children or provide financial support (Sorenson & Zibman, 2001; Waller & Plotnick, 

2001). Another important predictor of nonresidential fathers’ involvement is the geographic 

distance between where fathers live and their children live. Multiple studies have affirmed that 

greater distance is associated with decreased contact between nonresidential fathers and their 

children (Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Furstenberg at al., 1983; Manning & Smock, 1999; Seltzer, 

Schaeffer, Charng, 1989).   

 Mother factors. Several factors related to residential mothers have been associated with 

nonresidential fathers’ responsible fathering. Numerous studies indicate that when residential 

mothers remarry or cohabit with new partners, nonresidential fathers’ involvement with their 

children declines (Carlson & Furstenberg, 2006; Juby et al, 2007; Seltzer et al., 1989; Stephens, 

1996). Mothers’ education has also been positively linked with contact between nonresidential 
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fathers and children (Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992; Stephens, 1996). 

Finally, maternal engagement in “gatekeeping” behaviors, or behaviors to prevent fathers’ access 

to their children, are not surprisingly negatively associated with nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Levine and Pitt, 1995).  

 Father factors. Similarly, many factors of nonresidential fathers are tied to their 

responsible fathering. Nonresidential fathers’ education is positively associated with their 

involvement with their children (Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Menning, 2006; Stephens, 1996). In 

addition, some researchers have suggested that younger nonresidential fathers have less contact 

with their children than their older counterparts (Manning, Stewart, & Smock, 2003). Recent 

studies have documented the positive relationship between nonresidential fathers’ socioeconomic 

status (Carlson & McLanahan, 2005) and income (Sorenson & Wheaton, 2002) and their 

involvement with their children. In addition, like mothers, nonresidential fathers’ new partnering 

or multipartner fertility affects their responsible fathering (Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Flouri, 2006; 

Manning & Smock, 1999).  Finally, other researchers have posited that nonresidential fathers 

struggle with feelings that their nonresidential status reduces their ability to fulfill provider and 

father roles (Marsiglio, 1995; Minton & Pasley, 1996).  

 Child factors. Finally, researchers have found some evidence that child factors influence 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement. First, as children grow older, their involvement with 

nonresidential fathers (like their involvement with residential fathers) tends to decline (Flouri, 

2006; Harper & Fine, 2006; Mincy, Garfinkel, & Nepomnyaschy, 2005). Similarly, when 

fathers’ divorce or separation occurred when children were younger, nonresidential fathers were 

less involved with children over time (Stephens, 1996; Aquilino, 2006). Finally, although at least 

one study has found that nonresidential fathers more likely to maintain contact with their sons 
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than with their daughters (Hetherington, 1993), other studies have found this relationship to be 

negligible (Lee, Kushner, & Cho, 2007; Manning & Smock, 1999). 

Limitations of Research on Nonresidential Father Involvement 

 Research on nonresidential father involvement shares a significant limitation of the 

literature on father involvement in child development, namely the high reliance on mothers as 

reporters of father involvement. In addition, research on nonresidential fathers is limited by the 

underrepresentation of nonresidential fathers in large-scale studies, such as the Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study (ECLS-B) and Fragile Families. Finally, research on nonresidential father 

involvement is limited by a lack of theoretical substantiation.  

 Like research on father involvement in child development, studies on nonresidential 

father involvement often rely on mothers reports. Several authors have proposed that 

nonresidential fathers are less likely to respond to surveys than fathers who reside with mothers 

(Carlson, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Mikelson, 2008) and that obtaining responses 

from fathers living outside the home requires substantially more resources (i.e. Kiernan & Smith, 

2003). Whatever the cause, the fact remains that most studies on nonresidential father 

involvement are based on the accounts of the custodial mother (Dudley, 1991; Esposite, 1995; 

King & Heard, 1999). Despite the facts that fathers are increasingly likely to live outside the 

home and that nonresidential fathers still represent half of the parenting dyad, very few 

researchers have employed the use of nonresidential fathers’ responses in their studies (Harper & 

Fine, 2006). Moreover, the lack of nonresidential fathers’ perspective in the research calls for 

qualitative inquiry yet very few studies to date have used qualitative methods to explore the 

experiences of nonresidential fathers (Arditti, Smock, & Parkman, 2005; Garfield & Chung, 

2006; Hallman, Dienhart, & Beaton, 2007; Jenkins & Lyons, 2006).  
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Although the research on father involvement in child development has been improved 

through the use of large-scale, nationally representative data sets, many of the data sets obtain 

reports from proportionally fewer nonresidential fathers than would be expected. For example, in 

the Early Head Start (EHS) data set of 2,083 children, 750 fathers were interviewed but less than 

20% of those fathers were nonresidential (Raikes, Summers, & Roggman, 2005).Similarly, 

mothers of 2,054 children in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-B) reported that the 

child’s father did not live in the home. However, only approximately 600 of those nonresidential 

fathers completed a survey questionnaire. The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

(FFCWS) dataset is representative of nonmarital births in urban areas, yet most father 

respondents are married or residing with mothers and children (Bronte-Tinkew & Horowitz, 

2010; Carlson et al., 2008). Despite the fact that cohabitation rates tend to decrease and numbers 

of nonresidential fathers increase over time (McLanahan & Beck, 2010), survey responses from 

nonresidential fathers declined from 1,678 nonresidential fathers at the child’s birth to only 522 

nonresidential fathers by the child’s third birthday (Bronte-Tinkew & Horowitz, 2010). In a 

recent presentation at Population Association of America, authors presented findings that the 

National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) dataset obtained surveys from nearly 5,000 men, of 

whom approximately 600 were nonresidential fathers (Thorn & McGill, 2010).  The proportion 

of responses from nonresidential fathers was higher in NSFG than in the American Time Use 

Survey (ATUS), according to Thorn and McGill (2010). Specifically, of 19,075 men in the 

ATUS data set, only 487 respondents were nonresidential fathers.  

  A final important limitation to discuss is the fact that most studies on nonresidential 

father involvement have lacked a theoretical framework (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999). A few 

authors have discussed nonresidential father involvement from theoretical perspectives; however, 



 
 

36 
 

the authors described involvement of divorced fathers only (excluding never-married or 

previously cohabiting fathers) and did not provide empirical support for their developing theories 

(Bray & Berger, 1993; Braver et al., 1993; Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993). Several studies have 

documented empirical support for the previously cited frameworks but the studies were limited 

due to the sole reliance on the reports of residential mothers (Stephens, 1996) or samples that are 

unrepresentative of most nonresidential fathers (Stone & McKenry, 1998).  

Father Involvement in Education 

 Considerable research exists documenting the positive impacts of parental involvement in 

education and the unique influence of fathers on their children’s development; however, only 

recently have researchers begun to examine fathers’ involvement in their children’s education. 

The evidence suggests that fathers of diverse backgrounds and with varying characteristics are 

likely to be involved in their children’s schooling. In addition, fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s education is associated with positive academic and behavioral outcomes for children 

and adolescents and has been demonstrated to serve as a protective factor for at-risk youth.   

Describing Fathers’ Involvement in Their Children’s Education 

Researchers have reported that as children grow older, parental involvement in education 

declines for both mothers and fathers (McBride, Dyer, Liu, Brown, & Hong, 2009; Nord et al., 

1997; Rimm-Kaufman & Zhang, 2005). Although the declining pattern is similar, the results of 

several studies indicate that in two-parent families in the U.S., fathers are generally less involved 

than mothers in their children’s schooling for children of all ages (Nord et al., 1997; Williams & 

Kelly, 2005). Fathers outside the U.S. may be more likely to participate in their children’s 

education in equal quantities of time as mothers do (Benetti & Roopnarine, 2006).  
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Several other characteristics of fathers have been associated with an increased likelihood 

of fathers’ participation in children’s education. For example, Nord and colleagues (1997) 

reported that fathers are more likely to be highly involved when they have completed more 

education, engage in home-based involvement activities, and when mothers are highly involved. 

In addition, father involvement in their children’s schooling is more likely when fathers live in 

the same home with their children (Rimm-Kaufman & Zhang, 2005). Finally, one longitudinal 

study found that when fathers were involved in their children’s early education, they were more 

likely to also be involved in their children’s schooling years later (McBride et al., 2009). 

Certain characteristics of the school environment, including the types of activities 

available for parental participation, school climate, and teacher behaviors, have been associated 

with fathers’ involvement in their children’s schooling. For example, Rimm-Kaufman and Zhang 

(2005) studied parent participation in a kindergarten transition program for children from low-

income families. Their findings indicate that communication from the school to the family 

involved fathers only 10% of the time; however, this school-initiated contact was the most 

frequent activity fathers reported being available to participate in. However, another study found 

that more than 50% of fathers (318) surveyed reported participating in a variety of activities at 

their child’s pre-school (Turbiville & Marquis, 2001). Fathers were most likely to attend 

activities designed for the whole family to attend (i.e. holiday parties), meetings focused on 

learning about child development and planning for the child’s future, and classes that taught 

parenting skills (Turbiville & Marquis, 2001). Overall, the results of a large-scale study indicate 

that fathers are more likely to be involved if the school has a positive climate, is welcoming to 

parents, and if teachers and parents highly respect one another (Nord et al., 1997).  
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Fathers who experience cultural and language barriers are less likely to be involved in 

their children’s education. For example, Klein (2008) conducted qualitative research with five 

Chinese-immigrant fathers residing in Memphis. Although the fathers described themselves as 

highly engaged and motivated by a strong sense of “duty”, they reported engaging in school-

based involvement infrequently. In addition, Lopez (2007) conducted a study of English- and 

Spanish-speaking Mexican immigrant fathers and school-age children. Fathers who spoke only 

Spanish were less likely to be involved in their child’s school, had less positive contacts with 

their children’s teachers, and had overall more negative perceptions about their children’s school.  

Outcomes Associated with Fathers’ Involvement in Their Children’s Education 

Several studies have found that fathers’ involvement in their children’s education has a 

unique and positive influence on children’s school performance. In fact, researchers have noted 

that in two-parent families, fathers’ involvement has a greater impact than mothers’ involvement 

on children’s academic achievement (Nord et al., 1997; Roopnarine, et al., 2006). Fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s schooling is associated with children’s high scores on academic 

measures from early childhood (Fagan & Iglesias, 1999), through elementary and middle school 

(McBride, Schoppe-Sullivan, & Ho, 2005), and into high school (Hango, 2007). In addition, 

when single fathers are highly involved in their children’s education, their children have higher 

academic achievement than children in single-father households where fathers are less involved 

(Lee, Kushner, & Cho, 2007; Nord et al., 1997).  

The benefits of fathers’ involvement in their children’s schooling are not limited to 

academic achievement. The results of several studies suggest that fathers’ involvement also has a 

positive impact on children’s and adolescent’s behavior. For example, Roopnarine and 

colleagues (2006) conducted a study of English-speaking Caribbean immigrant families with 
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young children. Their findings indicate when fathers participated in home-based school 

activities, children were more likely to have good social behavior at school. Several studies have 

also found positive results for adolescents. Williams and Kelly (2005) reported that when fathers 

participated in home-based involvement activities, adolescents were less likely to have 

externalizing and behavior problems at school. Adolescents with highly involved fathers are also 

less likely to be suspended or expelled from school (Nord et al., 1997). Finally, a study of 

adolescents in Spain found a direct association between quality of communication between 

fathers and teachers and adolescents’ school behavior (Ochoa, Lopez, & Emler, 2007).  

Fathers’ involvement in their children’s education has not only been directly associated 

with positive achievement and behavioral outcomes for children, but also has been indicated as a 

protective factor for at-risk youth. For example, Hango (2007) reported that fathers’ involvement 

with their pre-adolescents school moderated the effects of economic hardship on achievement. 

Using longitudinal data on families in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) data set, the 

results of another study indicate that fathers’ involvement in school activity mediates the 

relationship between children’s family, neighborhood, and school resources and academic 

outcomes (McBride, Schoppe-Sullivan, & Ho, 2005).  

Nonresidential Father Involvement in Education 

Despite the growing number of children living apart from their father and the evidence 

suggesting the importance of fathers’ involvement in their children’s education, very little 

research has been conducted to examine nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s 

schooling. To date, only three studies have examined the role of nonresidential father 

involvement in education and all three studies used large, nationally representative data sets 

(Menning, 2006; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997; Stewart, 2003).  
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Study of nonresidential father involvement in education using NHES:96. The 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) issued a report in 1997 that examined parent 

involvement in education across the United States. The authors analyzed data from the Parent 

and Family Involvement in Education survey, taken as part of the National Household Education 

Survey of 1996 (NHES:96). One particular strength of NHES:96 is the number of respondents; 

nearly 56,000 households were screened for NHES:96. 

 Nord, Brimhall, and West (1997) studied the involvement of parents of 16,910 students in 

kindergarten through 12th grade.  The study conducted by Nord and colleagues had several 

important contributions to the literature, one being the inclusion of fathers (residential and 

nonresidential) in the sample. Within this sample, 6,908 children had a nonresidential parent and 

79%, or 5,440, of those were fathers. Of the 5,440 nonresidential fathers, 76% had seen their 

child in the past year (4,118). It is important to note that these numbers do not indicate the 

number of respondents. Within the overall NHES:96, only 20% of respondents were fathers and 

a small subset of those were nonresidential fathers (Bielick & McPhee, 2010). The number of 

nonresidential father respondents was not reported in this study but is likely to be small (Nord, 

Brimhall, & West, 1997). If the respondent indicated that the child had a nonresidential parent 

whom the child had seen in the past year, the respondent reported on the nonresidential parent’s 

participation in the four involvement activities, but if the child had not seen their nonresidential 

parent in the past year, responses were excluded (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997).  

Nord and colleagues used four items from NHES:96 to measure PI (Nord, Brimhall, & 

West, 1997). Respondents were asked if within the past year, the child’s parent: attended a 

general school meeting, attended a regularly scheduled parent-teacher conference, attended a 

school or class event, or volunteered at the school. Parents who participated in none or only one 
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of the activities were identified as having low involvement, parents who participated in two 

activities were moderately involved, and parents who participated in three or all four of the 

activities were highly involved. To measure academic outcomes, Nord and colleagues (1997) 

used items that asked if the child: earned mostly A’s, enjoyed school, participated in 

extracurricular activities, has ever repeated a grade, and has ever been suspended or expelled. 

The results of the study conducted by Nord, Brimhall, and West (1997) indicate that, 

although nonresidential fathers are less likely to be involved in their children’s education than 

residential fathers in two-parent households, many nonresidential fathers are involved and their 

involvement is beneficial to their children. Of nonresidential fathers who have had contact with 

their child in the past year, the majority have been involved in at least one activity. Respondents 

indicated that 31% of nonresidential fathers had participated in one activity, 18% were 

moderately involved, and 9% were highly involved. Nonresidential fathers were most likely to 

attend a school or class event, followed by a general school meeting, and were least likely to 

have attended a regularly scheduled parent-teacher conference. The authors found that several 

factors were associated with nonresidential fathers’ involvement. Payment of child support, 

residential mothers’ education, and household income (when children were in 6th through 12th 

grade only) were positively associated with nonresidential fathers’ involvement. Also, 

nonresidential fathers were more likely to have participated in at least one activity if residential 

mothers had not re-married.  

 Children from first through 12th grade benefitted from their nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their education (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). Children across grades were 

significantly more likely to enjoy school if their nonresidential fathers were moderately or highly 

involved in their education although this effect was stronger for youth in 6th through 12th grades. 
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Youth in 6th through 12th grades were significantly more likely to earn mostly A’s, and the 

likelihood was increased by 54% when their nonresidential fathers were moderately or highly 

involved. Youth respondents (grades 6 through 12) also reported an increased likelihood of 

participation in extracurricular activities. Youth across all grades were less likely to have ever 

repeated a grade and were 48% less likely if their nonresidential fathers were moderately or 

highly involved. Finally, youth in 6th through 12th grades were 50% less likely to be expelled 

when their nonresidential fathers participated in one activity and 59% less likely if they 

participated in two or more activities.  

 Results from the study conducted by Nord and colleagues (1997) demonstrate that it is 

not just the contact but also the active participation of nonresidential fathers that makes a 

difference for children. The effects of nonresidential father involvement remained significant 

even when the authors controlled for mothers involvement and other factors, indicating that 

nonresidential father involvement in their children’s education is a unique and important 

component for children’s success.  

 Nord, Brimhall, and West’s (1997) study had several noteworthy limitations. The narrow 

scope of the items selected from the NHES:96 survey point to an important relationship; 

however, the authors acknowledged that “it is not possible to determine what it is about 

involvement in schools that is beneficial for children” (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997, p. 76). 

Additionally, the low percentage of father respondents in NHES:96, and the unclear (but 

presumed low) number of nonresidential father respondents, are significant limitations as 

residential mothers (and for a few items, youth) were the only source of information on 

nonresidential father involvement behaviors.  
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Studies of nonresidential father involvement in education using the National 

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). Two recent studies have used Add 

Health to measure the effects of nonresidential father involvement in their adolescents’ education 

(Stewart, 2003; Menning, 2006). Add Health is a nationally-representative, longitudinal data set 

which contains data on social, emotional, family, school, and other domains for over 12,000 

individuals. Respondents were adolescents in 7th through 12th grades during the initial surveys in 

the 1994-1995 school year (Resnick et al., 1997).   

Stewart (2003) used an analytic sample from Add Health of 1,469 adolescents who lived 

with their biological mother but not their biological father to examine the relationship between 

quality nonresidential father involvement and adolescent adjustment. Adolescent adjustment was 

measured using three author-created scales: level of emotional distress (19 items), participation 

in delinquent behaviors (15 items), and academic achievement (average GPA from four core 

subjects). Quality nonresident parenting was assessed using three constructs: type of involvement 

(three items of leisure activity), closeness (one item), and authoritative parenting. Authoritative 

parenting was measured with five items that asked the adolescent if in the past month their father 

had: worked on a school project, talked about someone they were dating, talked about personal 

problems at school, talked about school work or grades, and talked about other things going on at 

school with them. Based on prior literature, Stewart (2003) controlled for frequency of father 

contact, adolescents’ closeness to their residential mother, and some characteristics of the 

adolescent (age, sex, race), resident mother (age, education, marital status, household income), 

and nonresidential father (payment of child support, if ever lived with child, duration of 

separation).  
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The results of Stewart’s (2003) multivariate analyses suggest that nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement has a direct effect on adolescents’ well-being. One item of authoritative parenting 

had a significant and beneficial effect on multiple indicators of well-being, including 

adolescents’ emotional distress, delinquency, and academic achievement. The item of 

authoritative parenting indicated that the significant outcomes were associated with 

nonresidential fathers’ discussions with their children about “other things going on at school”.  

In another study using Add Health, Menning (2006) examined the effects of 

nonresidential father involvement on adolescents’ propensity to stay in school. Menning used 

data from the initial Add Health survey (1994-1995) and Wave 2 (1996) and sampled 2,406 

adolescents who did not live with their biological father. School failure was identified if 

adolescents reported not being in school currently (or in the previous term if surveyed in the 

summer) due to any reason other than illness, including suspension, expulsion, drop out, 

pregnancy, or other reasons. Nonresidential father involvement was assessed using five 

constructs: child support payments (mothers’ report); frequency of communication; frequency of 

overnight visits; number of different activities in past month; and, adolescents’ feelings of 

closeness. A number of control variables were employed including characteristics of the 

adolescent (sex, age, race, presence of stepfather in household, depression, delinquency, GPA), 

mother (education, household income, involvement), and father (education).  

Menning (2006) found that higher father involvement at Wave 1 is associated with lower 

probability of adolescents’ school failure one year later at Wave 2. Through further analysis 

using logistic regression, Menning identified that when adolescents’ reported participating in 

more activities (out of nine possible) with their nonresidential father, they were less likely to 

leave school. Disaggregation of the activities construct revealed that two items significantly 



 
 

45 
 

predicted adolescents’ staying in school – when fathers talked to them about school work or 

grades and when fathers talked to them about other things going on at school. Adolescents who 

talked to their fathers about school work or grades at Wave 1 were 69% less likely to leave 

school, and even if the discussions were not initiated until Wave 2, adolescents were still 65% 

less likely to leave school. Similarly, when fathers talked to their adolescents about other things 

going on at school at Wave 1, adolescents were 90% less likely to experience school failure. 

When adolescents did not report these discussions until Wave 2, they were still 74% less likely 

to fail. The findings from Menning’s (2006) study demonstrate that nonresidential fathers’ 

communication with their adolescents about school has direct and immediate effects on reducing 

school failure.  

Studies of nonresidential father involvement in their children’s education using Add 

Health data contributed to the literature in several important ways (Stewart, 2003; Menning, 

2006). First, the studies sampled primarily adolescents rather than rely solely on the reports of 

residential mothers. In addition, the breadth of father involvement measures was expanded from 

prior research to include direct father-child interaction and communication. Both studies also had 

noteworthy limitations. Add Health surveyed adolescents and their residential parents only, 

therefore nonresidential fathers were reported on but were not respondents. Also, although the 

breadth of father involvement measures was expanded, the items lacked depth and the practical 

meaning of one significant item (when nonresidential fathers talk to their adolescents about 

“other things going on school”) could not be determined. 

Rationale for the Current Study 

There is substantial research demonstrating that parental involvement in education (PI) is 

important for children and adolescents. Not only has PI been positively associated with 
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children’s academic achievement, but also researchers have found that children across racial, 

ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds show improved behavior, social skills, and educational 

attainment when their parents are involved in their schooling. Parents who believe their 

involvement is important for their children’s educational success and who have supportive 

contextual factors, including work schedules and cultural expectations, are more likely to be 

involved in their children’s schooling. Furthermore, parents who experience welcoming school 

staff and specific invitations for involvement from children and teachers are more likely to 

engage in PI. Children’s academic success is optimized not only by collaboration between 

parents and schools, but also when schools and teachers listen to the voices of parents. However, 

unless schools organize opportunities for involvement that consider the needs and circumstances 

of parents who have barriers to PI, including single parents, working parents, parents of diverse 

cultural and language backgrounds, and fathers, the voices of many parents will remain unheard . 

Several decades of research on PI have advanced our understanding of PI; however, the 

research also has significant limitations. The contributions of several researchers support that PI 

is a multidimensional construct yet existing empirical studies vary widely in their definition and 

measurement of PI and many studies measure only one aspect of PI with one or few items. In 

addition, definitions of PI used by both researchers and schools tend to focus on parents’ 

compliance with schools’ PI expectations and many parents are labeled as “uninvolved” when 

the PI behaviors they engage in are not visible to researchers or schools. One group of parents 

who are often labeled as “uninvolved” are fathers. Existing studies, including current definitions 

and models of PI, have used the term “parent” involvement, when most studies have actually 

measured “mother” involvement. Although fathers are half of the parental unit, their 

representation in studies of PI is far below half.  
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Extensive research in child development exists documenting the importance of fathers’ 

contributions to children’s cognitive, social, and emotional well-being. While there is a 

consensus in the research that father involvement is a multidimensional construct, a consensus 

has yet to be reached on how to define and measure father involvement. Many studies have 

utilized nationally representative data sets to better understand father involvement; however, 

large-scale surveys typically obtain responses from mothers on behalf of the household. 

Although researchers have found that mothers and fathers have significantly different 

perspectives on fathers’ involvement, the perspectives of fathers are infrequently obtained. 

Furthermore, existing research and models have focused primarily on fathers who reside with 

their children, or residential fathers, and there is a significant need for consideration of a rapidly 

growing group of fathers, nonresidential fathers. 

Today, more than one third of children are born to unmarried parents and nearly half of 

all U.S. children will live apart from their father at some point during childhood. Children who 

live in households without their fathers are more likely to live in poverty and experience poor 

health, educational, and behavioral outcomes. Contrary to popular ideas, fathers who live outside 

the household are not all absent and uninvolved. In fact, quality involvement of nonresidential 

fathers in their children’s lives is associated with improved academic, internalizing, and 

externalizing outcomes for youth.  

The intersection of research on PI and father involvement in child development has led to 

increasing interest in the importance of fathers’ involvement in children’s education. Researchers 

studying fathers’ involvement in their children’s education have consistently affirmed that when 

fathers are involved in their children’s schooling, they positively affect children’s academic 

achievement, school behavior, and educational attainment. Despite the significant evidence 
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supporting the benefits of fathers involvement in children’s education and the importance of 

nonresidential fathers in children’s development, very little research has been conducted on the 

intersection of research on PI and nonresidential father involvement. Consequently, we know 

little about the involvement of nonresidential fathers in their children’s schooling.  

To date, three studies have examined the role of nonresidential father involvement in 

education. The findings suggest that although nonresidential fathers are less likely to attend 

school meetings, parent-teacher conferences, school events, or volunteer at school, when they do, 

their children are less likely to repeat a grade or to be suspended and more likely to earn A’s in 

school, enjoy school, and participate in extracurricular activities. In addition, communication 

between nonresidential fathers and their adolescent children about grades and other things going 

on at school was associated with better outcomes on measures of internalizing problems, 

externalizing problems, and academic achievement. Taken together these results suggest that 

something important occurs when nonresidential fathers are involved with their children’s 

education. However, due to methodological limitations, exactly what occurs cannot be 

determined. 

The limitations of existing research on nonresidential father involvement in education are 

threefold. First, existing studies utilized large-scale surveys which allowed for large samples, but 

the measures used were narrow in scope and without having additional information from 

participants, statistically significant results cannot reach practical significance. Second, 

residential mothers provided almost all data on nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s schooling. Mothers may have a bias against nonresidential fathers and are unlikely to 

be aware of all of the interactions between nonresidential fathers and children, therefore the lack 

of nonresidential fathers’ perspectives is a serious limitation. Finally, existing frameworks on PI 
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have been developed based on mothers’ involvement and existing frameworks of father 

involvement in child development are a poor fit for nonresidential fathers. Therefore, a guiding 

model has yet to be developed to explain nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement with 

their children.  

The current study addresses the limitations of the previous research in several important 

ways. First, this study “hears the voices” of nonresidential fathers through interviews with 

fathers themselves, as opposed to relying on the reports of children or residential mothers.  

Second, this study uses semi-structured interviews and qualitative analysis, rather than 

quantitative measurement and analysis, to obtain a more clear understanding of how 

nonresidential fathers are involved in their children’s education. Finally, this study uses the 

grounded theory approach to qualitative research to allow for the important themes to emerge 

from the data. Qualitative research questions are designed to focus the inquiry into a particular 

phenomenon of interest (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this study, the phenomenon of interest is 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education and the open-ended research 

questions that guided initial data collection are discussed in Chapter 3.  
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CHAPTER 3. 

METHOD 

Qualitative research allows the researcher to “enter into the world of participants, to see 

the world from their perspective and in doing so make discoveries that will contribute to the 

development of empirical knowledge” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.16). The purpose of this study 

is to obtain the perspectives of nonresidential fathers on their involvement in their children’s 

education so that a model may emerge from the data and guide future research, policy, and 

practices in education.  

This chapter will discuss the research methods used in this study. Specifically, this author 

will first present the research questions that were developed based on the literature review in 

Chapter 2, and that guided the research study. Next, this author will introduce Grounded Theory, 

the approach of qualitative research used in this study, including an overview of the tenets of 

qualitative research and analytic tools used in Grounded Theory. Following, this author will 

present the methods and results of the pilot study that was conducted in order to guide further 

data collection. Finally, this author will discuss the participants, data collection, and data analysis 

procedures utilized in this study.  

Research Questions 

 Qualitative research studies are often “exploratory and hypothesis generating rather than 

testing” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.25). Once a phenomenon of interest is identified, research 

questions are generated that guide the exploration of the topic. While it is important that research 

questions allow for flexibility as data collection and analysis proceeds, it is essential that the 

questions provide direction for initial data collection (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). With those 

principles in mind, the following research questions guided initial data collection: 
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How Do Nonresidential Fathers Report Being Involved in Their Children’s Education?  

To date, three studies using nationally representative data sets have examined the role of 

nonresidential father involvement in education (Menning, 2006; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997; 

Stewart, 2003). Results indicate positive associations between nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement (as measured in these studies by participation in school activities and father’s 

discussions with their children about “other things going on at school”) and children’s school 

performance. These results suggest that something important occurs when nonresidential fathers 

are involved with their children’s education. However, due to the narrow measurements of father 

involvement and the nearly sole reliance on mothers and children as reporters of fathers’ 

behavior, exactly what occurs cannot be determined. In order to elucidate more clearly the nature 

of nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education, a more open-ended approach 

is needed. 

Do Nonresidential Fathers Perceive Any Changes in Their Involvement in Their Children’s 

Education? What Changes Do They Report? To What Do They Attribute Those Changes?  

One study using a nationally representative data set found that nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education was higher in early grades and lower in middle and 

high school grades (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). Furthermore, the authors reported that 

factors influencing nonresidential fathers’ involvement were different when children were in 

kindergarten through fifth grade compared to when children were in middle and high school 

(Nord et al., 1997). However, no study to date has obtained nonresidential fathers’ perspectives 

on changes in their involvement in their children’s education. Qualitative research, rather than 

large-scale studies or specific hypothesis testing only, would allow researchers to gain insight 

into these experiences from the persons closest to the phenomenon, the nonresidential fathers.  
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What Do Nonresidential Fathers Perceive as Supportive or Encouraging of Their 

Involvement in Their Children’s Education? What Do They Perceive as Limiting or 

Preventive of Their Involvement?  

Researchers studying parent involvement in education have found that teacher and school 

practices are critical to increasing involvement (e.g. Anderson & Minke, 2007; Bempechat, 

1990; Dauber & Epstein, 1989; Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Fan & Chen, 2001; 

Green et al., 2007; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Jeynes, 2005, 2007). On the other hand, 

mistrust, miscommunications, and misperceptions between teachers and parents are significant 

barriers to involvement (Abrams & Gibbs, 2000; Adams & Christenson, 2000). Although federal 

initiatives call for increasing parental involvement in schools, there have been no studies to date 

(to this author’s knowledge) that examine nonresidential fathers’ perceptions of school factors 

that encourage or limit their involvement in their children’s schooling. Furthermore, parent 

factors (e.g., geographic distance, co-parenting relationship, socioeconomic status, etc.) have a 

significant impact on involvement. Additionally, it would be helpful to ascertain the effects of 

additional factors for nonresidential fathers (e.g., geographic distance; co-parenting relationship) 

on involvement in their children’s education.  

Due to the exploratory nature of the research questions generated, qualitative research 

methods, and Grounded Theory specifically, were selected to study these research questions.  

Overview of Grounded Theory 

The grounded theory approach is a form of qualitative research in which the collection 

and interpretation of data occur concurrently, allowing the researcher to hone in on emerging 

concepts and develop a theoretical framework that explains the phenomenon being studied 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  Thus, a grounded theory is one that is “...discovered, developed, and 
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provisionally verified through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that 

phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23). Grounded theory is used not only to develop 

model, but also to generate rich descriptions and conceptual ordering of experiences. 

Furthermore, grounded theory is useful to “develop knowledge that will guide practice,… bring 

about social change and make persons’ lives better” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 11).   

Qualitative research, and the grounded theory approach particularly, differ from 

quantitative analysis in several ways. For example, instead of developing and testing hypotheses 

based on extant theories, grounded theory researchers begin with broad, guiding research 

questions that become more specific as the analysis proceeds, and allow a model to emerge from 

the data. In addition, studies using this approach often use in-depth interviews and/or 

observations, and are likely to rely on smaller sample sizes than quantitative studies. Finally, in 

the grounded theory approach the researcher is both the primary instrument for data collection, 

and the source of interpretation and theory development. Thus, instead of seeking objectivity, 

validity, and reliability, a grounded theory researcher strives for sensitivity, flexibility, and 

quality as they conduct their research (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

The grounded theory approach provides the researcher with a methodology and set of 

analytic tools and procedures with which to accomplish the process of data analysis (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). Data analysis begins with open coding, which is detailed or “micro” analyses to 

explore all possible concepts within the data. After concepts have been identified, axial coding is 

used to look for potential relationships among the concepts.  The researcher using the grounded 

theory approach will employ the use of analytic tools such as making comparisons, asking 

questions of the data, drawing upon experience, writing memos, and looking at language and 

emotion when conducting open and axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). More general, or 
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“macro” analyses, will begin with examination of the data for process and context. To move 

toward theoretical integration, the researcher will use selective coding to identify the core 

concept category, or main theme of the research. The core category will be used to compare and 

then validate the relationships between concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). A cohesive model 

develops from the core category and the organization of concepts around it, or stated another 

way, the model (or, “theory”) that develops is “grounded” in the data. 

Pilot Study 

In the fall of 2012, a pilot study was conducted with four English-speaking nonresidential 

fathers with at least one school-aged child. The pilot study was conducted as this author’s 

summative project in a qualitative research methodology course taught by Dr. Edmund Emmer 

(committee member). The purpose of the pilot study was to obtain preliminary data from 

nonresidential fathers’ perspectives to guide the research questions, study methodology, and the 

interview questions to be asked of participants. In addition to guiding the research study, the 

pilot study was also used as a means for this author to obtain supervised experience using the 

grounded theory approach. The results of the pilot study, along with the researcher’s suggested 

modifications to the research questions and study methodology, are presented here. 

Pilot Study Methods 

This author used convenience sampling to recruit nonresidential fathers through personal 

networks. Fathers were informed of the purpose of the interview (e.g., for a course project and 

pilot study for a dissertation study), and assured confidentiality. Four fathers agreed to 

participate. Four interviews were conducted with nonresidential fathers who reported having at 

least one school-aged child who they did not live with full time. Interviews ranged from 

approximately 60 to 75 minutes. The interviews were semi-structured and became more 
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unstructured as this author became more comfortable/at ease in her role as interviewer. 

Therefore, this author began the first interview in a fairly structured manner, with a set list of 

questions/prompts. By the fourth interview, this author was more interested in the participants’ 

experience in broad ways, conducting interviews from a more semi-structured approach, 

including using follow-up questions to ask for clarification from participants about their 

responses/experiences. After each interview, this author wrote a brief methodological memo to 

increase awareness and improve interviewing techniques (i.e., notice when questions were too 

specific and plan to “open them up” in the next interview).  

Pilot Study Data Analysis  

Data analysis for this project was completed in two phases. Due to specified time 

constraints, the first phase of analysis came after the first three interviews were completed and 

second phase of analysis was completed after the final interview. Data analysis began with open 

coding, in which this author read through each transcript in its entirety to identify possible 

concepts. Handwritten notes with labels were recorded on the transcript, and a separate list of 

identified concepts was made. This author wrote an analytic memo for each interview after the 

open coding was complete, to make note of thoughts and developing understanding. Afterwards, 

this author returned to the transcripts, labeled concepts, and reviewed memos, to attempt to gain 

an understanding of the relationships between concepts. At this stage, the tools of “asking 

questions of the data” and “making constant comparisons” were most helpful to this author. The 

next stage of analysis was to look specifically for context and process in the data through use of 

the “conditional/consequential matrix”. Finally, this author attempted to identify larger 

categories that subsumed the concepts in the data.  
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Results of Pilot Study 

The results of the pilot study showed several important concepts that guided further data 

collection in the dissertation study. These concepts are presented below:  

1. Nonresidential fathers described involvement that was multi-faceted. Examples of 

home-based involvement included helping with homework, reading with child, and talking about 

college plans. Fathers also provided examples of school-based involvement, such as emailing 

teachers, accessing online parent portals to see children’s grades, and attending parent nights.  

2. Nonresidential fathers described generally supportive attitudes and atmospheres in 

their child(ren)’s schools. There appeared to be a difference in depth of information provided to 

fathers, even if they received information nearly as frequently as mothers. For example, one 

participant stated that he received an email stating that all students had completed reading skills 

assessments, but his child’s mother received detailed information on their daughter’s scores. 

3. Fathers described that their involvement did not lessen with distance or changes in 

residence; rather, it seemed to change forms (from directly helping with homework to indirectly 

checking on grades) and frequency.  

4. Based on the data, several factors could either be encouraging or discouraging of 

fathers’ involvement in their child(ren)’s education. The co-parenting relationship appeared to be 

influential. For example, if the relationship was tumultuous or chaotic, this often discouraged 

involvement; however, if the co-parenting relationship supported the fathers’ role for 

being/remaining involved, he was encouraged. School behavior also appeared to influence 

involvement. With regards to schools, when fathers received less detailed information from the 

school as compared to their child(ren)’s mother, fathers were discouraged. These fathers noted 

having to contact their child’s mother for more detailed information about their children’s 
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education (e.g., asking the mother for the password to access the online portal to view their 

child’s grades because the school only provided her with the password). Some home situations 

were particularly discouraging of involvement, including the father recently changing jobs or 

residences, and feeling that their obligations to their residential family were in conflict with 

involvement in their nonresidential child’s education. On the other hand, several fathers 

described that supportiveness from their current partner encouraged their involvement. Finally, 

personal factors influenced fathers’ involvement. When fathers described feeling ineffective or 

that they could only exert minimal influence, they felt discouraged from being involved. 

However, the more important and influential they felt, the more they saw value in their 

involvement and were encouraged to continue.  

5. The co-parenting relationship may be a guiding relational pattern or map. If the co-

parenting relationship is chaotic, rigid, or flexible, the fathers’ involvement in his children’s 

education seemed to parallel the relational pattern with their children’s mother. While each 

participant’s relationships could be characterized differently, all were developing as each parent 

adapted to changes. Although the existing literature suggests that the influence of the relationship 

is direct (such as when one parent intentionally excludes the other; Allen & Hawkins, 1999; 

Levine and Pitt, 1995), this author hypothesized an indirect influence as the context of the co-

parenting relationship was critical to understanding the fathers’ involvement.  

6. Fathers seemed to be grappling with their roles and sense of self-efficacy in their 

children’s education. For example, being the “bad cop”, having only weekend visitations, and an 

inability to have a “daily dose” of their children, all seemed related to lower self-efficacy. 

Fathers would describe that they have a limited ability to influence their children’s education or 
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that their involvement is not really necessary. As one father stated, “I’m only with her 10% of 

the time, so if I did everything perfect, I could influence her 10%”.  

Limitations of Pilot Study 

The pilot study was limited due to this author’s progression as a student in a qualitative 

research course. In addition, analysis between each interview would have been optimal to 

develop concepts. This author also went in to the study with a unique set of perspectives and 

biases related to answering specific questions as well as focusing on school-based involvement 

and areas for advocacy. Finally, the use of member checks and debriefing sessions would have 

increased the trustworthiness of the data.  

Impact of Pilot Study on Current Study 

The pilot study served as an important stepping stone for the present study for several 

reasons. First, the pilot study demonstrated that the experience of nonresidential fathers being 

involved in their children’s education is worthy of study, and fathers have valuable stories to tell. 

In addition, the pilot study results guided the progression of questions in the interviews in the 

present study. Finally, the methodological experience this author gained through conducting the 

pilot study was critical to addressing limitations of the pilot in the present study. In this regard, 

the pilot study contributed by guiding this author’s methods and thus improving the larger 

project as a whole.  

Procedures of the Dissertation Study 

 Following the completion of the pilot study, the dissertation proposal and approval, and 

the course on qualitative research methodology, this author submitted and obtained approval 

from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Texas at Austin. What follows is 
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an overview of the participants, recruitment, data collection, measures, data analysis, and the 

researcher’s role in this project.  

Participants 

Based on previous studies (Nord et al., 1997; Menning, 2006; Stewart, 2003), 

nonresidential fathers were defined in this study as “biological fathers who currently do not live 

(or have not within the past year lived) with or within 1 mile of the target child full time 

(excluding visitation)”. Participants in the present study were 11 nonresidential fathers who were 

able to meet the following additional eligibility criteria: 1) be at least 18 years of age, 2) speak 

English fluently (due to interviewer’s monolingual English abilities), and, 3) have at least one 

elementary school-age child. More detailed information on participants is presented in Chapter 4: 

Introduction to Participants.  

It is important to note that this author previously included an eligibility criterion that 

participants must be able to complete an in-person interview; however, this criterion was 

excluded after recruitment began for several reasons. First, unforeseen circumstances (i.e., 

weather events, participants’ schedule changes) occurred, preventing this author and the 

participant from meeting at a scheduled location, and the participant requesting to keep the same 

meeting time. Second, eligible fathers who wished to participate contacted this author from 

regions that were farther than a reasonable driving distance (up to over 1,000 miles). Taken 

together, this author adapted the requirement to be more flexible and demonstrate understanding 

to participants. When in-person interviews were not feasible, interviews were conducted over the 

phone. Obtaining consent from all participants is described below in Data Collection. 
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Recruitment 

This study employed a variety of strategies to recruit participants from Grand Island, 

Nebraska and surrounding communities. Recruitment strategies included: 1) advertising at local 

venues in Grand Island, Nebraska and surrounding communities (e.g., barber shops, grocery 

stores, retail establishments, etc.); and, 2) snowball sampling. Grand Island is the third largest 

city in Nebraska, and notably, the most ethnically diverse city in the state. For example, the 

estimated demographics of Grand Island include 26% Hispanic and 3% African American 

residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008-2012a). The first and second largest cities in Nebraska, 

Omaha and Lincoln, have approximately 13% and 6% Hispanic residents, respectively (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2008-2012b; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008-2012c). Furthermore, the proportion of 

children residing in single-parent households in Nebraska (approximately 30%) approximates the 

national average (approximately 35%) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010-2012).   

The researcher first contacted appropriate leadership at each local venue to request 

approval for flyers advertising the study to be distributed in public places, such as lobbies, or on 

bulletin boards. After the researcher received approval from appropriate leadership at each 

organization, these flyers were distributed. The researcher went to the organizations to place 

flyers in public places or, if requested by the organization, the researcher emailed copies of the 

flyer.  

Advertisements provided instructions to interested fathers on how they can contact the 

researcher by phone or email. The advertised phone number and email address were set up 

specifically for this study in order to protect the privacy of the researcher. See Appendix A for a 

copy of the IRB-approved flyer that was distributed.  
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Finally, the researcher used snowball sampling as a form of participant recruitment. 

Snowball sampling is recommended when attempting to recruit from “hidden populations”, or 

those who are difficult for researchers to access. In this study, snowball sampling was employed 

through networks of the researcher and the networks of people the researcher contacted. This 

author sent an email containing a description of the study as well as an attached flyer for printing 

or distributing to her contact (e.g., colleagues; acquaintances). In addition, fathers who 

participated in the study were given a copy of the flyer so that they could share the information 

with other fathers who may be interested in participating.  

The goals of these recruiting strategies were threefold. First, through these methods, the 

researcher attempted to recruit fathers directly, rather than indirectly, seeking contact through 

their children or children’s mothers. Second, the researcher focused advertising efforts where 

nonresidential fathers are more likely to encounter the ads (such as fitness centers, automotive 

parts stores, etc.). Finally, the researcher aimed to obtain a diverse participant pool by recruiting 

through venues where patrons have varying socioeconomic statuses. 

Data Collection 

Individuals interested in participating in the study contacted the researcher through the 

email or phone number provided on the flyer. When this author and the individual first spoke, 

this author first clarified that the individual had the correct number (sometimes that was not the 

case), and provided clarifications about the purpose of the flyer/study. If the individual was 

interested in participating, this author outlined that the remainder of the phone call would 

include: 1) this author reading a consent document (see Appendix B), 2) this author asking for 

the individual to provide verbal consent that the author would indicate on the form, 3) this author 

asking the questions and recording the participant’s answers on the Demographic Information 
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Sheet (see Appendix C) this author placing the individual’s name in the pool/waitlist, and 5) this 

author answering any questions the individual may have. If the individual provided verbal 

consent, those procedures were followed, in order, over the phone, prior to the interview. Initial 

contacts on the phone ranged from 15 minutes to 25 minutes in length.  

Theoretical sampling and convenience sampling were used to select fathers from the 

potential participant pool for interviews. Theoretical sampling is a method of data collection in 

which concepts derived from the data drive additional data collection (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

According to Corbin and Strauss, “this responsive approach makes sampling open and flexible”, 

allowing the researcher to be open to discovering concepts from the data and requiring the 

researcher to be flexible when obtaining more data to develop those concepts (p. 144). The 

process of data analysis and collection was iterative; data analysis guided data collection and the 

analysis of those data guided future data collection. For instance, when the researcher had 

obtained information from fathers with children who were at the top of the elementary-age 

recruitment, the researcher sought to obtain information from fathers with younger children to 

better understand concepts.  

Theoretical sampling requires great flexibility on the part of the researcher and often 

student researchers who attempt to use this technique struggle when attempting to propose their 

study to dissertation committees without providing sufficient details on participant selection and 

data collection (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Through the use of criterion sampling to generate a 

participant pool from which to use theoretical sampling to select interviewees, this researcher 

hoped to contend with the practicalities, while allowing for analysis and data collection to occur 

concurrently, as recommended (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). However, with time constraints on both 

the researcher and the participants, convenience sampling was also utilized and some interviews 
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were conducted at agreed-upon times and not scheduled based on the emergent concepts in the 

previously-analyzed data. The first participant was scheduled based on convenience sampling. 

The second and subsequent participants were scheduled based on either theoretical sampling or 

convenience sampling.  

Participants were assigned participant numbers at the time of the interview. This 

participant number was used on forms and electronic files in the interim until identifying 

information could be replaced with pseudonyms. When the interview began (marked by the 

participants’ arrival for in-person interviews or the beginning of the call for phone interviews), 

the participant was asked to provide a signature on the consent form. This author offered for 

participants to retain a blank copy of the consent (due to the unavailability of a copy machine) or 

for this author to send a copy of the signed consent document at the conclusion of the interview; 

all participants opted for the latter. All documents were stored securely in the researcher’s home 

office with two locks or passwords.  

In-person interviews were each conducted in a study room of a public library nearest to 

the participant. The study rooms afforded appropriate privacy (due to having doors), safety (the 

doors did not lock, each had large windows visible to library patrons and employees), and 

comfort (all had tables, chairs, and adequate space). The researcher conducted phone interviews 

in a private location to protect confidentiality as the phone was placed on “speaker” mode in 

order for the participants’ responses to be captured on audio recording. During the interviews, 

the researcher kept hand-written notes that were labeled with only with the participant’s assigned 

number. The notes were later stored securely with other documents. All interviews were audio 

recorded on the researcher’s laptop. Audio files were stored in encrypted/password-protected 

folders and were labeled with the assigned participant number only.  
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Following completion of the interview, the researcher provided the participant with $30 

cash to compensate them for their time and any expense incurred for transportation. Participants 

were also provided the opportunity to indicate if they wish to receive information from this 

author following the study’s completion. If they indicated “yes”, participants provided their 

contact/mailing information.  

Instruments 

Demographic information sheet. Eligible participants who provided verbal consent 

were asked to provide the following information: age, race, ethnicity, relationship status, 

employment status, annual income range, number of residential children, age of residential 

children, number of nonresidential children, and age of nonresidential children.  

Semi-structured interviews. This author conducted the first interview using open-ended 

questions as a guide (see Appendix D). As themes emerged and data analysis progressed, later 

interviews asked questions that helped to “further information about specific concepts, their 

properties, and dimensions” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 73). Furthermore, interviews became 

increasingly open-ended on certain concepts and the interviewer would only ask follow-up 

questions, when necessary. Interviews varied widely in duration from approximately 75 minutes 

to 120 minutes (average time was 91 minutes; total recorded interview time was 1,002 minutes). 

The consent informed participants that interviews would last approximately 60 minutes. When 

60 minutes was approaching, this author reminded participants of the time and provided an 

opportunity to discontinue the interview. All participants indicated that they wished to continue 

the interview at the time. Interviews were discontinued when, 1) participants or the author had to 

cease due to another scheduled event, 2) participants indicated they did not have additional 

information, or 3) the author felt that sufficient information on the topic had been obtained.  
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The researcher. In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument of data 

collection and interpretation. In grounded theory, the researcher is encouraged to remain 

sensitive not only to the data and participants, but also to their own experiences and the 

reciprocal influence they have on the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Therefore, an understanding 

and disclosure of the researcher’s personal values, assumptions, and biases prior to conducting 

the study is important (Creswell, 2003). This researcher also asserts that ongoing awareness of 

one’s own values, assumptions, and biases is critical for the study to result in trustworthy 

findings.  

At the time this study was proposed, this author provided the following bias statement:  

I am a 25 year-old White female who was raised in an intact family near San Antonio, 

Texas. Within my family and many close friends, I have seen situations in which a child 

resides with their mother and although the father wants to be involved with his child, he 

experiences many barriers to remaining involved. Professionally, I have seen a lack of 

effort in schools to involve even residential fathers and have yet to see a school 

professional reach out to a nonresidential father. In addition, I have worked to increase 

nonresidential father involvement through policy and program development and 

evaluation. Through my professional roles in schools and program evaluation, I have had 

the opportunity to speak to nonresidential fathers about their experiences and it is in part 

due to those conversations that I was inspired to conduct this study. 

Later, following the completion of the pilot study, this author wrote the following paragraph 

regarding important findings: 

 In an interest of transparency, I feel that it is important to note that these concepts have 

developed later in my analysis for several reasons related to my bias. First, my early 
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interviews were more focused on answering specific questions rather than exploring 

organic concepts as they came up. When I returned to take another look at those early 

interviews, I could see some hints of these concepts that I did not follow-up on because I 

was less responsive. Second, I came to this topic with a strong eye for advocacy-related 

information because of my experiences in schools and seeing what I felt as an injustice 

that should be remedied. What I have learned in this project, though, is that the school 

experiences do not seem to be as central to what fathers are experiencing. Appropriately, 

my focus has shifted somewhat to more of the material that fathers are presenting to me, 

rather than the questions I went into this project with.  

Now, several years later and at the end of the dissertation study, this author has revisited 

these early bias statements and wishes to present additional information on this author’s values, 

biases, assumptions, and experiences throughout the project. Afterward, this author will discuss 

methods that were used in order to manage biases and establish trustworthiness in this study and 

resultant data.  

The awareness that I was the primary research instrument came slowly and then all at 

once. I had a desire to be neutral and open to whatever the participants wanted to tell me; 

however, I have come to see that neutrality is not possible, but my perspective and 

sensitivity is a valuable analytic tool. It was important to me to present openness and 

acceptance to participants in interviews, but in order to be truly open, I had to be open 

with myself. While I continued to contend with the differences between myself and 

participants in terms of gender, race, and age, I also became distinctly aware of another 

important difference – I am not a parent. At times, I had to contend with the limitations of 

this fact both in interviews when participants asked, as well as during analysis when I 
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wanted to understand the fathers’ perspectives. I committed to maintaining awareness of 

my limitations in understanding parenthood. My commitment to being open also meant 

being open to and using my own reactions to increase sensitivity to the data. I recognized 

and processed moments when I personally disagreed with or was even appalled/offended 

by things participants told me. I committed to use techniques to suspend the information 

in awareness without allowing it to interfere in the task I was dedicated to – working 

towards truly understanding the perspective of the participants, even when that 

perspective may be wholly different from anything I’ve experienced. The process of data 

analysis, too, required self-awareness and sensitivity to see areas that needed change and 

make those changes as necessary. Personalizing the analytic process (as described later in 

this chapter) became another critical component of managing my growth as a researcher. 

It’s important to note that I chose the words “I committed to” intentionally because the 

process of gaining insight and managing biases is a continuous journey of growth as a 

researcher that I wholeheartedly committed to.  

 In order for readers of research findings to have faith in the conclusions that the 

researcher came to, the researcher must provide support that steps were taken to assure that the 

data and findings are trustworthy. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), researchers 

conducting naturalistic and qualitative inquiries should consider four components in establishing 

the trustworthiness of their study: 1) credibility, 2) transferability, 3) dependability, and 4) 

confirmability. The four terms are “the naturalist’s equivalents for the conventional terms 

‘internal validity,’ ‘external validity,’ ‘reliability,’ and ‘objectivity’” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

300).  
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 In this study, the researcher took several steps to address the trustworthiness of the data 

and subsequent findings. First, the researcher maintained a reflexive journal throughout data 

collection and analysis. The purpose of a reflexive journal is for the researcher to maintain notes 

on their experiences (i.e. thoughts, personal reactions, idea development) and process (i.e. 

methodological challenges or changes) (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 In addition, the researcher engaged in analytic debriefing sessions with several colleagues 

– one well-versed in the literature, one familiar with Grounded Theory, and one with limited 

familiarity with the literature and qualitative research. Debriefing sessions helped the researcher 

be “as fully aware of [her] posture and process as possible” as well as to discuss and develop 

methodological design (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308). Debriefing sessions also allowed the 

researcher to “talk through” working hypotheses. As the debriefer asked the researcher questions, 

the researcher was required to “work through” the idea more thoroughly in order to provide a 

defense or evidence of the hypotheses being formulated. When debriefing with the colleague 

well-versed in the literature, this author provided de-identified transcripts and the colleague 

engaged in open coding for important concepts. This author and the colleague were able to 

compare results in order to assure that this author did not miss important concepts and that 

concepts were similarly constructed and understood. When debriefing with the colleague familiar 

with Grounded Theory, this author provided memos, concept maps, and transcripts to allow for a 

detailed “inquiry audit” into the researcher’s process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). When debriefing 

with the colleague with limited familiarity with the literature and qualitative research, this author 

engaged in reflexive processing to increase in self-awareness and sensitivity as a researcher.   

A final important method for assuring trustworthiness that was used in this study is 

“member checks” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As the researcher developed hypotheses, these were 
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discussed with the group being studied – nonresidential fathers. The grounded theory approach 

asserts that data collection and analysis are iterative and ongoing. In this way, the researcher 

continually revised hypotheses as new data were collected and then presented versions of the 

working hypotheses to subsequent interviewees for ongoing “checks”. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis began immediately following the interview. This author used handwritten 

notes from the interview and recollections of the experience to write brief methodological 

memos, conceptual memos, and what this researcher called “field notes”. Methodological memos 

were aimed to improve the “methods” for subsequent interviews and may have included idea 

such as how to change the wording of questions to better elucidate concepts. Conceptual memos 

were kept to document the key concepts from the interview and any initial reactions to the 

development of the concept, with notes for questions to ask in subsequent interviews. This author 

also created field notes on each interview to document important features of the setting, 

participant’s affect, or the researcher’s subjective experience in the interaction both for future 

analysis and interviews.  

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and de-identified, yielding more than 450 pages 

of data. After the interviews were transcribed and de-identified, the researcher began analyzing 

the data using the grounded theory approach previously described. First, each transcript was 

imported into MAXQDA (a software program used to assist in qualitative data analysis) and read 

in its entirety. Next, the author analyzed the data using “open coding”. Small segments of text 

(ranging from one word up through several paragraphs) were labeled with codes that represented 

the concept the researcher identified. For example, the code “Weekend Dad” was assigned to the 

following excerpt: “I’ve been gone for so long, but hate to say it, I’m a weekend Dad. And that 
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bothers me because that ain’t who I am”. This not only represents a code of the concept, but also 

an “in-vivo” code because it utilizes words used by the participant in the code label. It is 

important to note that text was double-coded when the excerpt exemplified multiple concepts. As 

a result, an excerpt may be utilized to illustrate the meaning of more than one concept throughout 

this dissertation.  

 As open coding progressed through all of the interviews, hundreds of codes emerged. As 

similarities were identified, the researcher grouped codes and labeled the concept that united 

them. For example, the concepts financial burden and emotional difficulty were grouped together 

and labeled as personal consequences/costs. Throughout data analysis, the process of grouping 

similar concepts together continued in order to develop more comprehensive categories.  

 A common mistake by beginning researchers is to use open-coding (particularly when 

using a computer program) to identify labels and then put “piles of ‘raw’ data under that label” 

and at the end have only a “series of concepts with nothing reflective” about the relationships 

between concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 163). When this author finished the task of open 

coding and sat with piles of raw data in a concept map, several different strategies were 

employed to bring the analysis back to the thinking that “is the heart and soul of doing 

qualitative analysis” (p. 163). First, this author followed the recommendations of Corbin and 

Strauss by distancing from the details of the participants and the code labels for a period of time. 

Next, this author closely re-read the textbook in its entirety paying particular attention to the data 

analysis processes that Corbin explained in the first-hand demonstration project within the text.   

Additionally, this author set about with an analysis plan that would include 

simultaneously collecting different data. Specifically, this author determined that collecting the 

“types of involvement behaviors” would be best accomplished in a spreadsheet so that a list of 
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behaviors (and which father reported engaging in them) could be created.  Alongside that, this 

author engaged in conceptual memo-ing using word processing documents (without the 

confining structure of the concept map in MAXQDA) to focus more on “process and context” 

rather than “content” (to borrow from therapy terminology). Conceptual memos took on two 

forms – “concept memos” and “summary conceptualizations”. This author created a word 

processing document for each major concept and added to that document as new understanding 

was reached on that concept (an example is presented in Appendix E). After completing an 

analytic session on a transcript in its entirety, this author wrote a summary conceptualization 

memo in a word processing document that allowed this author to discuss general impressions 

from the interview and detail ways in which concepts presented themselves for this participant 

(an example is presented in Appendix F).  

Moreover, when this author revisited the data, open coding resumed concurrently with 

axial coding and selective coding, with the focus on concept development. Coding was no longer 

a linear process but a fluid and integrated process involving multiple strategies during each 

analytic session. For example, this author would take a segment of transcript and use the 

strategies of “asking questions” (such as, “what was he REALLY saying here?” or “what does 

this seem to be referring to?”) and “constant comparisons” (comparing segments of texts to 

others by the same participant, other participants, and other concepts) to elucidate the meaning 

behind the face-value. A conceptual memo was then created in a word processing document to 

describe the concept and its relationship to other concepts using the “conditional/consequential 

matrix” (a strategy often used in axial coding). Selective coding was implored (sometimes in 

word processing documents, on scrap pieces of paper, on whiteboards, or verbally in consultative 

sessions) to tell the “story” of the relationships between categories. This author refined the 
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“story” by “checking” for internal consistency, logic, and by testing against each participant’s 

story and refining accordingly. The result of the data collection and analysis is the grounded 

theory (model) of nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education that will be 

presented in an overview in Chapter 5 and will be “fleshed out” in the subsequent chapters.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, this author provided the purpose of the study and the guiding research 

questions. After that, this author introduced the tenets and techniques of the grounded theory 

approach to qualitative research. Following, this author presented the methods and results of the 

pilot study that was conducted prior to this study. Finally, the procedures of this study were 

explained through an overview of the participants as well as through detailed descriptions of 

recruitment, data collection, instruments, and data analysis. In the next chapter, detailed 

descriptions of the study participants will be presented.  
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CHAPTER 4. 

INTRODUCTION TO PARTICIPANTS 

 In order to familiarize the reader with the fathers who volunteered to participate in this 

study, this chapter is presented. First, demographic information will be discussed and presented 

in Table 1. Additional information about fathers’ children and relationships with the children’s 

mothers will then be detailed and displayed in Table 2. Finally, this author will provide brief 

profiles of eight participants (the stories of the three remaining participants, Grady, Marco, and 

Jack will be used to illustrate the model in Chapter 10). Each fathers’ story is unique and 

deserving of individual consideration. By briefly discussing fathers’ stories, this author wishes to 

convey respect and gratitude for the information they provided, as without it this study would not 

have been possible. (*Note: Names and some details (e.g., location; names of their child(ren)) 

have been changed to preserve the anonymity of participants.)  

The participants in this study were 11 fathers who reported having custody of at least one 

school-aged child 50% of the time or less. At the time of the interview, fathers resided in states 

(Nebraska-9, Texas-1, and Pennsylvania-1) and 2 of the fathers residing in Nebraska had child 

custody agreements from other states (Florida and South Dakota). Out of the 11 fathers in this 

sample, 10 were previously married to the mother of the identified child in study. Further, 4 out 

of 11 fathers had approximately 35% or greater “time” with the child (of note: the language 

differs but this “time” may be called parenting, visitation, custody, or possession in the custody 

agreement, depending on the state). Additionally, 5 fathers reported that within their families of 

origin, their own parents remained married while the remaining 6 fathers indicated that their 

parents separated or were never married.  

The average age of participants was 41-years-old, ranging from 31 to 52-years-old. 

Within this sample, 3 fathers (27%) reported their racial/ethnic background as Hispanic/Latino 
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while the remaining 8 fathers (73%) identified as white/Caucasian. Fathers were asked to report 

their current relationship status. Seven of the fathers indicated they are not currently in a 

romantic relationship (reporting “single”, “divorced”, or opting to select both) while 4 described 

being in a romantic relationship (“married”, “engaged”, and/or “cohabiting”). Out of the 11 

fathers, 10 reported currently being employed full-time or greater. Interestingly, half of the 

employed fathers (5) reported they were self-employed or owned their own business. One father 

indicated he was currently unemployed and not looking for work because he is a full-time 

homemaker. Fathers were asked to indicate the level of education they have achieved thus far. 

Three fathers reported that they earned a “high school diploma” or “equivalent”; 4 fathers 

reported completing “some college”, “technical certificate”, or “Associate’s degree”; and, 4 

fathers indicated they earned a “bachelor’s degree” or “advanced degree”. The estimated annual 

household income reported by fathers varied greatly (from approximately $20,000 to more than 

$75,000), but the average was approximately $50,000. A summary of the aforementioned details 

are presented in Table 1 below:  



 
 

75 
 

Table 1: Father Demographic Information 

Name Age Race/Ethnicity Current 

Relationship 

Status 

Current 

Employment 

Status 

Education Estimated 

Annual 

Income 

Grady 43 Caucasian Single Self-employed, 

full-time 

High school 

or equivalent 

$20,000 - 

$30,000 

Marco 34 Hispanic Cohabiting, 

Engaged 

Employed full-

time, plus 

High school 

or equivalent 

$40,000 - 

$60,000 

Austin 38 Caucasian Married Unemployed, 

homemaker 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

$20,000 - 

$30,000 

Dietrich 47 Caucasian Engaged Self-employed, 

full-time 

Advanced 

degree 

$40,000 - 

$60,000 

Renaldo 32 Hispanic Cohabiting, 

Engaged 

Employed, full-

time 

Technical 

certificate 

$30,000 - 

$40,000 

Jack 45 Caucasian Single, 

Divorced 

Self-employed, 

full-time 

Advanced 

degree 

$75,000 or 

greater 

Roger 31 Caucasian Single Employed, full-

time 

High school 

or equivalent 

$30,000 - 

$40,000 

Adrian 42 Hispanic Divorced Self-employed, 

full-time 

Some college $30,000 - 

$40,000 

Bobby 40 Caucasian Divorced Self-employed, 

full-time 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

$75,000 or 

greater 

Aaron 52 Caucasian Single Employed, full-

time 

Associate’s 

degree 

$75,000 or 

greater 

Randy 48 Caucasian Divorced Employed, full-

time 

Associate’s 

degree 

$40,000 - 

$60,000 

 

 Fathers also provided additional information regarding their children and relationship(s) 

with their children’s mother(s). Regarding their current living situation, 6 fathers indicated that 

no other children currently reside with them while the remaining 5 fathers stated that other 

children live in the home with them (e.g., foster children, step-children, and/or biological 
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children). Fathers reported an average of 2 to 3 children living outside the home from them 50% 

of the time or more (including adult children who were living independently). Based on the 

inclusion criteria, school-aged children (ages 5 to 12) were considered to be the identified 

child(ren) for this study. The average age of the identified child(ren) was 9.5-years-old (ranging 

from 6 to 12-years-old). Regarding the distance fathers lived from their identified child(ren), 2 

fathers reported their children live greater than 400 miles from them. The other 9 fathers reported 

living 10 miles from their children on average (ranging from 1 mile to 30 miles). Fathers were 

also asked to provide information on their relationship(s) with their identified child(ren)’s 

mother(s). Fathers reported the length of the relationship with the identified child(ren)’s mother 

to be 10 years on average (ranging from 1 year to more than 20 years). Finally, fathers indicated 

that an average of 6 years had elapsed since the relationship ended with the identified 

child(ren)’s mother (ranging from 2 to 11 years). Please see Table 2 (below) for additional 

information.  
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Table 2: Father Demographic Information, Continued 

Note: Identified child(ren) for the focus of this interview indicated by bold italics.  

Name Children in 

home full-time 

(age) 

Children out 

of home  

(age) 

Distance 

from child 

Length of 

relationship with 

child’s mother 

Time since 

relationship with 

child’s mother ended 

Grady 1 (M-17) 3 (M-21, M-20, 

F-12) 

25 miles 9 years 11 years 

Marco 2 (M-6, F-3) 1 (M-11) 2.5 miles 7 years 7 years 

Austin 5 (M-15, F-13, 

F-12, M-9, F-2) 

4 (F-15, F-13, 

M-8, M-1) 

>400 miles 10 years 6 years 

Dietrich 1 (M-15) 2 (F-20, F-11) 2 miles >20 years 5 years 

Renaldo 0 2 (F-10, M-9) >400 miles 6 years 8 years 

Jack 0 3 (F-12, M-12, 

M-12) 

11 miles 9 years 6 years 

Roger 3 (M-17, M-4, 

F-3) 

3 (F-11, M-8, 

F-4) 

2 miles ~1 year, ~ 1 year ~11 years, ~7 years 

Adrian 0 2 (M-12, M-8) 30 miles 11 years 3 years 

Bobby 0 2 (M-6, M-3) 10 miles 10 years 2 years 

Aaron 0 2 (F-11, M-10) 3 miles 9 years 6 years 

Randy 0 4 (F-28, F-21, 

M-17, M-8) 

1 mile 15 years 6 years 

 

Austin 

 Austin’s biological parents divorced when he was in elementary school and he resided 

with his mother (and for a time, a step-father) until he graduated high school. Austin described 

that his father was more involved in his own interests and with work than he was with Austin. 

While he described himself as a poor/ “bad” student growing up, he has earned several degrees 

after high school, with academic recognition. Most of his academic accomplishments occurred 
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while he worked full-time and was married to the mother of his 3 oldest children, who took 

primary responsibility for the children. Austin discussed his involvement with his oldest son 

(Lincoln) prior to the divorce, who was 2-years-old at the time, as limited to helping with baths 

and reading to him. Austin had several significant emotional life events surrounding the time of 

the separation from his wife, who subsequently moved back with the children to live near her 

family. Since the divorce, Austin has maintained his regular time with Lincoln and his sisters 

that he was granted in the divorce (one weekend per month and approximately 4 non-consecutive 

weeks in the summer). With the many miles and weeks between him and time with Lincoln, 

Austin described his school involvement as nearly impossible. While he previously received the 

children’s report cards, those ceased when communication with his children’s mother ceased at 

the time of his second marriage. He indicated that communication with his children’s mother is 

now solely through his daughters or through his parents. Austin places great emphasis on 

spending active time with Lincoln during visitation. Teaching Lincoln sports and playing 

together, Austin works to communicate his educational values to his son while sharing in these 

activities with him.  

Dietrich 

 Dietrich reported a highly conflictual relationship with his father throughout childhood 

and much of his early adulthood. After a brief military service, Dietrich earned a Bachelor’s 

degree. While he was married to his children’s mother, Dietrich went back to school to earn a 

Master’s degree, and become a licensed mental health provider. Dietrich recently opened his 

own practice, which he reported has been steadily growing. While he did not provide 

descriptions of his relationship with his children’s mother prior to the divorce, Dietrich did 

describe being actively involved in his children’s education. He stated that he and his children’s 

mother made decisions and attended school events together up until his wife abruptly moved out 
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with the children. Beginning at the separation, throughout the divorce, and for several years after, 

Dietrich described experiencing intense emotions due to his sense of loss and anger (both at the 

children’s mother and the court system). Despite his efforts and the recommendations of several 

child psychologists, the children’s mother was granted primary custody, while he was awarded 

only visitation of alternating weekends. Soon after the divorce was finalized, Dietrich’s older 

daughter came to live with him (due to conflict with her mother) until she graduated high school. 

Dietrich’s son lived with his mother until he was physically and emotionally abused by his new 

step-father several years later. His son came to live with him after Dietrich diligently pushed the 

courts for primary custody of him. Dietrich’s youngest daughter has lived with her mother and 

visited on alternating weekends with her father since the separation when she was approximately 

5-years-old. Dietrich described his relationship with his two older children as “very good” after 

they came to live with him, but strained while they lived with their mother. He reported that his 

youngest daughter has a very close relationship with her mother, and is not as close with him. 

Regarding his educational involvement with his children, Dietrich described going to great 

lengths to maintain involvement at school, even after the children’s mother changed their school. 

He stated that his youngest daughter is very smart and he provides her with encouragement, 

rather than direct help, on homework. He also conveyed the importance of providing his children 

with calm, rational parenting that is focused on increasing their responsibility and emotional 

well-being. Dietrich indicated that his relationship with his children’s mother has been highly 

conflictual and uncooperative since the initial separation, with improvements noted when he 

obtained custody of his son.  

Renaldo 

 Renaldo recalls that as he was growing up, he had limited contact with his father, and his 

mother independently raised himself and his 5 siblings.  He described his mother as always 
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working to provide for their needs, but also always making time to help with homework, when 

needed.  Renaldo reported that he graduated from high school and began working in the 

restaurant industry. He and his children’s mother were together for several years before they 

married and had children. He described enjoying time with his children and helping with bathing, 

feeding, and reading to them before the separation. After several years of work, Renaldo earned a 

management position at a restaurant; however, he soon suffered emotional difficulties leading to 

several years of unemployment and homelessness. During this time he stated that although they 

went through a divorce, his children’s mother ensured he had regular contact with the children 

and that he was informed of how they were doing. His children’s mother retains full custody and 

due to the distance in miles, Renaldo has not seen his children in person for several years. He 

stated that their co-parenting relationship has been easily negotiated and “respectful” due to his 

respect for his children’s mother and her caretaking abilities. He conveyed that he has phone 

communication with his children and their mother several times per week and feels very 

informed about his children’s lives. For Renaldo, maintaining this communication and providing 

economically for his children offer him the best possible involvement in their lives, given the 

physical distance between them. Regarding educational involvement, Renaldo states that his 

children talk to him about school and he is able to help with homework (e.g., studying for 

spelling tests) over the phone. Furthermore, he states that his children’s mother discusses any 

school or medical concerns about the children with him.  

Roger 

 Roger described his childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood as tumultuous, with 

several personal traumas and frequent changes in residence and primary caretaking parent. He 

conveyed having mixed experiences with and feelings toward both his biological and adoptive 

fathers; however, he stated that during adolescence, his adoptive father was his custodial parent 
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for several years, and he now has a predominantly positive relationship with him. Roger did not 

complete high school, and passed his General Educational Development (GED) tests recently, an 

accomplishment he shared with pride, due to the work he put into it. He described transient 

periods of unemployment or underemployment, with unsteady work for many years. He noted 

that he has been able to maintain full-time, steady employment for over a year. Roger has 3 

biological children whom do not reside with him from 3 different mothers to whom he was not 

married. When Roger’s oldest daughter (Kya) was born, he recalled the relationship with her 

mother ending within weeks. Roger moved to another state for work temporarily, and while he 

attempted to maintain involvement through his daughter’s mother, he described that this was 

very challenging. He went on to say that his relationship with Kya’s mother was highly 

conflictual both prior to and after the relationship ended. Several years later, Roger was in a 

relationship with his son’s mother. His son (Jackson) was born, and the relationship ended soon 

after. Roger recalled that he was the parent who primarily cared for Jackson for several months 

thereafter. When Jackson’s mother became engaged and subsequently married, she obtained 

custody of Jackson, citing concerns about Roger’s parenting. Roger described several years 

where he was unable to see his children as an emotionally difficult time for him. After saving 

money as best he could, Roger hired a lawyer to serve each of his children’s mothers with 

petitions to file for shared custody. After several years, intense negotiations, two lawyers, and 

several thousand dollars, Roger was able to obtain regular parenting time with all of his children 

(now on alternating weekends). Roger reported that even when he did not have a parenting plan 

in place, he maintained contact with his children’s schools and attended yearly parent-teacher 

conferences to keep informed about his children’s education. He described that he still receives 

information about his children’s education through contact with the school, due to the limited 
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communication with his children’s mothers. He continues to regularly attend school events and 

encourage educational activities at home with his children.  

Adrian 

 Adrian described that he moved as a school-aged child from Central America to the 

United States, where he and his sister were raised by their mother (he conveyed having no 

involvement or relationship with his father). As English was his second language, Adrian 

indicated that he had some difficulties in school and with peers initially. Adrian reported briefly 

attending college following high school and began working afterwards. Adrian stated that he 

operates his own successful business in the transportation industry. Adrian described being in a 

relationship with his children’s mother since shortly after he graduated high school and for 

several years before they married and had children. He described conflict within the relationship 

prior to the separation, and indicated that the children’s mother had primary caretaking 

responsibilities due to the travel requirements of his job while they were married. After the 

separation, Adrian primarily took care of the children while the custody agreement was being 

negotiated (at the time of the interview the divorce was still pending). The terms of the custody 

agreement designate shared parenting with the children alternating weeks with Adrian and with 

their mother. While he was pleased with this outcome, Adrian expressed his anger towards the 

court system for preferential treatment towards women. Adrian described making significant 

sacrifices to change from primarily traveling for work to primarily being home to care for his 

children, and his increased feelings of closeness with his children as a result. Even after the 

custody agreement was finalized, he indicated that the children’s mother often shirks 

responsibility for the children by taking extended trips with her significant other or by asking 

Adrian for help during her parenting time (e.g., picking the children up, discipline, etc.). Adrian 

described that he has minimal and conflictual communication with his children’s mother. 
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Regarding educational involvement, Adrian described setting routines for his children, meeting 

with the school, and setting consequences for expected behaviors.  

Bobby 

 Bobby reported growing up in a family with both of his blue-collar parents who 

supported all of their children’s educational pursuits. After graduating with a Bachelor’s degree, 

Bobby began his career as an engineer and met and married his children’s mother soon 

thereafter. He advanced quickly in the company, but his job required a significant amount of 

travel. Bobby decided to start his own company (that he describes as successful and growing), to 

allow more time at home with his young sons. Shortly after his second son’s birth, he and the 

children’s mother legally began the process of divorce (but remained in the same household until 

the terms were finalized). He conveyed significant differences in parenting beliefs and 

disagreements during their marriage and divorce, but he described that the conflict would not be 

outwardly evident. Bobby negotiated the terms of custody with a careful intent to reduce any 

changes his sons experienced. As a result, many days of the week look the same for the boys that 

they did previously, as Bobby continues to coach their sports teams (requiring multiple evenings 

per week for practices and games), and Bobby retained the previous family residence. 

Additionally, the children stay one weeknight and alternating weekends (additional time during 

holidays) with Bobby as part of the terms of the joint custody and decision-making agreement. 

Bobby stated that beyond the written terms of the custody agreement, additional time with the 

children (including coaching) is voluntary and based on agreement between himself and the 

children’s mother. He stated that he continues to have disagreements about parenting with his 

children’s mother, but that “on the surface they are all smiles” for the children’s sake. Regarding 

educational involvement, Bobby described taking the initiative to have contact with his sons’ 
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teachers and he ensures time for homework (and other educational activities) during parenting 

time, although he finds this a struggle due to the limited time.  

Aaron 

 Aaron described having a positive experience growing up in his family during childhood 

and adolescence. At 18, Aaron enlisted in the military and served for many years. He earned an 

Associate’s degree and became a civilian technical expert in the aviation industry after his 

military service. He met and married his children’s mother several years later, and the two began 

a family together. Aaron described conflict and multiple separations in the relationship prior to 

the divorce. However, he stated that he provided the care-taking for the children during evenings 

and nights until the children’s mother moved out with them. Aaron reported enduring a very 

emotionally and financially draining divorce in a “battle” for more custody, resulting in the 

mother having primary custody and him having a “standard” order of alternating weekends, 1 

weekday, and 2 weeks in the summer. He conveyed that communication with his children’s 

mother since the divorce has been limited and strained at best. Regarding his educational 

involvement with his children, Aaron described finding creative solutions to remain as involved 

as possible, including regular volunteering at the school, creating educational activities for the 

children, and helping with homework when needed.  

Randy 

 Randy reported a supportive upbringing with both of his parents until elementary school, 

after which time his father was the primary custodial parent. Randy reported that he performed 

well in school and earned an Associate’s degree. He is currently employed full-time as a 

supervisor in the transportation industry, affording him some flexibility in scheduling. After his 

first marriage, Randy retained full custody of his daughter from that marriage who lived with 

him until she moved away to college. Randy’s relationship with his second wife was “on-and-off 
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again” with a divorce and re-marriage. During the first divorce with his second wife, Randy 

described “assuming” the children’s mother would allow him equal access because of their 

shared parenting responsibilities; however, she was awarded full custody and Randy had very 

limited contact with his children for several years. When Randy and his second wife rekindled 

their relationship and had their youngest son together, Randy was the primary caretaker for the 

first several years. His youngest son was about 2-years-old at the time of the separation and 

Randy fought for custody during the divorce, resulting in approximately 1/3 custody and joint 

decision-making. Randy reported that communication is very limited with his son’s mother. 

Regarding educational involvement, Randy conveyed regularly spending time with his son at 

school, helping with homework, and engaging his son in experiential learning through activities 

at home.  
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CHAPTER 5. 

INTRODUCTION TO THE MODEL 

The figure and the narrative below are an outline and representation of the process 

nonresidential fathers reported engaging in to be involved in their children’s education. The 

study sample was very diverse, representing varied ethnic backgrounds, socioeconomic status, 

and levels of education, yet this model fits each father’s unique story. This narrative will 

describe each aspect of the figure. Fathers’ processes are interactional and complex, neither of 

which is easily represented in a 2-D figure or a linear narrative; however, I do my best to convey 

below the interrelatedness and “action” that fathers described.  

 

Figure 3: Nonresidential Fathers’ Involvement in their Children’s Education 
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Beginning with the outermost and “largest” components of the model, there are 3 

concentric circles representing the most salient contextual factors. The data suggest that 

Bronfenbrenner’s Systems Ecological Theory is useful for understanding fathers’ experiences. 

Each circle is understood to exert influence on everything contained deeper “within” from that 

point. The outermost circle, or “macrosystem”, represents the influence of cultural norms on 

fathers1. While a few fathers discussed their awareness of the changing expectations on fathers 

within families (i.e., increasing child-related responsibilities, less focus on sole financial 

provision), this contextual factor is also elucidated from this author’s reading and memoing on 

salient contextual factors for contemporary fathers. While within the home there is a cultural 

norm calling for fathers to participate more in the childrearing activities, other parts of American 

cultural norms (i.e., media) continually emphasize the mother as the “expert”, in many cases 

designating the father as the “sidekick”. (*Side note – I considered labeling this as the 

“chronosystem” due to the recognition that these norms are located specifically at this current 

point in time.) Furthermore, cultural norms also indicates that the other groups the father belongs 

to aside from just that of a contemporary American father (i.e., racial/ethnic group and other SES 

factors) are important contextual factors.  

The next concentric circle represents the “exosystem.” While many exosystem factors are 

continuously interacting with fathers (e.g., political, religious, and economic systems), in this 

model, the most salient factors influencing a father’s role in their children’s lives/education are 

the laws on custody and divorce. Each state determines the family laws on custody designation. 

Within this sample of 11 fathers, 5 states were represented (Florida, Nebraska, Pennsylvania, 

South Dakota, and Texas). The laws and statutes differ across states and significantly impact the 

                                                           
1 Each of the terms in bold, italics, and underlined are explained in detail in Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9.  
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specifics of each custody case (see “mesosystem”), thus also impacting the interactions 

contained in the center of the model (i.e., co-parenting relationship). For example, in Texas, case 

law has established a presumption in favor of joint custody, called “joint managing 

conservatorship”. This presumption is not present in the other states. Each father’s knowledge of 

laws differed significantly across this sample and likely impacted the other factors to be 

discussed below. Furthermore, for many fathers, the perceived unfairness of the court 

system/laws was of great importance for them to communicate during the interview (even fathers 

who reported being generally satisfied with the outcome). 

The next concentric circle represents the “mesosystem”. Like the exosystem, there exist 

multiple mesosystem factors that fathers continuously interact with (e.g., worship community, 

neighborhood community, social/peer groups), but in this model two factors were particularly 

notable – fathers’ job(s) (including hours worked, flexibility, and compensation; delineated in 

Chapter 4 for each participant) as well as the specific divorce and custody agreement between 

each of the sample fathers and the mother(s) of their child(ren). This author initially considered 

the agreement to be an influencing factor, much like fathers’ beliefs about himself, and 

considered it to be somewhat synonymous with the co-parenting relationship. However, the data 

indicate that fathers cannot describe their co-parenting relationship, beliefs about themselves as a 

father, or their direct parenting, without first describing the terms of the divorce and/or custody 

agreement. As a result, the mesosystem is another contextual factor that significantly impacts 

fathers’ process of being involved. Said another way, upon the cultural and legal “field”, the 

terms of the divorce/custody then are in some ways the “rules” by which the “game” of fathers’ 

co-parenting and parenting is “played” (the metaphor is used to elucidate the visual, not to 

demean the experience). For example, if a father had informed this author that he helps his child 
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with homework “once per month”, this author could make assumptions when attempting to 

quantify and compare his involvement. However, since the father indicated that his child lives 

more than 400 miles from him and he has custody/visitation/parenting time one weekend per 

month, his involvement can now be more accurately understood, given the background 

detail/information provided.  

In addition to the specifics of the divorce/custody agreement providing contextual 

information, fathers in this study also described specific aspects of the divorce/custody 

negotiations that affected their overall involvement with their children. Fathers reported that 

tactics used by the children’s mother and her attorney during the court proceedings were aimed 

at demonizing the father and causing the judge to have a poor perception of him. In many cases, 

fathers indicated that the tactics were successful, and when combined with the macrosystemic 

and exosystemic influences on judges’ perceptions, fathers were often left feeling 

targeted/victimized by judges. Finally, fathers reported that during the negotiations, mothers 

engaged in using time with the children as a barter for additional financial compensation. As one 

would expect, fathers with higher incomes reported feeling better able to “afford” their desired 

visitation time with their children than fathers with lower incomes.  

Moving into the center of the figure, there are 2 overlapping circles. The circle on the left 

represents the “Dad Factors”, including his beliefs about himself as a father and his beliefs 

about the co-parenting relationship. It is important to note here that not ALL factors are 

represented in this model (that would be a very long list); however, the most salient factors 

discussed by the fathers in this sample are presented within the model. Fathers’ beliefs about 

themselves as a father come from their motivations about parenting and their definitions of a 

father. The motivations include wanting their children to have a better [education/career/family] 
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future, being better than their own parent/parenting like a role model, and being a “normal Dad” 

despite their nonresidential status. Each father uniquely defined “Dad” and communicated the 

importance of their definitions during the interview. The primary features of “Dad” according to 

this sample of fathers are that a “Dad” is a “normal Dad” (regular involvement in a home 

environment) and is called “Dad” by his children and other individuals (the definition fathers’ 

provided of involvement to be discussed later).  In addition, fathers have beliefs about the co-

parenting relationship, specifically the characteristics of their ideal co-parenting relationship 

as well as the importance of cooperative co-parenting (in the best interests of the child). Fathers 

discussed their ideals about co-parenting that primarily focused on equal access to physical time 

and information on the child as well as emotionally-neutral communication between parents.  

The circle on the right in the center of the figure represents the Co-parenting Relationship 

Factors, or more specifically, the fathers’ perceptions about the distribution of power and 

responsibility in the co-parenting relationship. While some fathers reported feeling adequate 

power and equal or greater responsibility (father as primary), most fathers described feeling they 

have significantly less power and influence (mother as primary). A common feature of mother as 

primary distributions of power are tenuous agreements in which fathers felt compelled to agree 

with mothers’ requests for fear of losing visitation time. Furthermore, in mother as primary 

distributions of power, fathers described being kept in the dark about information and/or kept 

physically separated from the child(ren) by the child’s mother.  

At the intersection of the Dad Factors and Co-parenting Relationship Factors are the 

fathers’ beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship. The three predominant beliefs 

communicated within this sample are: “I have no power”, “I will do whatever it takes”, and “I 

am the better parent”. Depending on the factors previously described, fathers endorsed one, two, 
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or all three of those beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship. Fathers’ actions 

(discussed below), then, appeared to be rooted in his beliefs about himself in the co-parenting 

relationship.  

Looking at the model, one will notice that 3 arrows originate from the intersection of the 

2 center circles. Each arrow represents an action, with the labels in quotes representing the verbs 

that fathers themselves named their actions. Each arrow contains within it symbols representing 

the “personal costs” associated with the action ($ = financial costs, ! = emotional costs, O = 

time). In order to accomplish each action, he must “incur” the costs that the symbols represent. 

While each arrow originates at the same place, where the arrow points indicates the focus of his 

effort.  

Beginning on the left, the arrow that is labeled “battling” is depicted again originating 

with the father’s beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship and acting toward the 

“mesosystem” and “exosystem”. At the cost of his time, emotions, and money, fathers report 

“fighting” or “battling” in the divorce/custody hearings. The images these phrases evoke are 

consistent with fathers’ perspectives on the experience, including severe losses (i.e., financial, 

emotional, etc.) and a clear “winner and loser”. Several fathers also report “fighting” laws on 

custody proceedings in their state through writing letters to legislative representatives, testifying 

in judicial hearings, donating to groups pushing for “equal parenting laws”, and joining in online 

support groups with other fathers to discuss their experiences and learn from other fathers.  

Moving clockwise, the arrow labeled “leveling” originates at the fathers’ beliefs about 

himself in the relationship. He expends emotions and time in order to put forth the action/efforts 

to “balance out” the power balance within the co-parenting relationship. When engaging in 

“leveling”, fathers described strategies of active persistence, patient persistence, and setting 
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boundaries. For example, one father described that he knew he couldn’t “push” his children’s 

mother, so he patiently persisted, only bringing up the school he believed his children should 

attend when the mother invited him to discuss the topic. In this way he described feeling the [co-

parenting] relationship was “much better than it was, more equal” due to his efforts.  

The third arrow originates with fathers’ beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting 

relationship, and moves towards educational involvement. This arrow represents the actions he 

takes (with financial and time sacrifices) to be actively involved. The phrase “parenting” was 

designated by several fathers to illustrate the importance of not linguistically denigrating their 

parenting time to “visitation, like what you do to dead people in coffins” (as one father stated). 

Fathers described that they engaged in planning for parenting time through making adjustments 

to their schedules and through planning activities for the children. Furthermore, fathers reported 

structuring parenting time through using a routine and ensuring that they “fit in” all the 

parenting. It is important to note that while the other arrows (battling and leveling) depict his 

actions going toward the mesosystem/exosystem and distribution of power, respectively, all three 

actions are utilized to accomplish his ultimate goal which is increased educational involvement 

with his child(ren).  

The final circle is the educational involvement circle. The placement of the circle 

partially in and partially out of the “mesosystem” is intentional and represents that some of the 

father’s involvement is constrained by the terms of the divorce/custody agreement but not all of 

it. For example, if the mother has full custody, she can limit the father’s ability to help the child 

with homework on weekdays; however, the father may also elect to have lunch with the child at 

school. While fathers have other ways they are involved with their children (i.e. financial, 

medical, etc.), the focus of this study was on his educational involvement and therefore the vast 
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majority of the data collected were on his educational involvement. This author’s initial focus 

was on school-related involvement; however, it became clear from the beginning of data 

collection that fathers’ definitions of educational involvement were more comprehensive. 

Therefore, the circle representing educational involvement has a diffuse dividing line within it 

and one side is labeled “direct” and the other side is labeled “indirect”. Fathers engaged in 

direct educational involvement through the use of conversations and activities with his children 

that were school-focused (e.g., helping with homework, discussing grades) or development-

focused (e.g., teaching morals, experiential learning). The indirect educational involvement was 

accomplished through the school connection (e.g., attending parent-teacher conferences) or 

through the co-parenting relationship (e.g., discussing child’s educational needs).  

 In the chapters that follow, this author will provide more in-depth analysis of this model, 

along with the supporting data. Chapter 6 focuses on the contextual influences, Chapter 7 on the 

father and co-parenting factors, Chapter 8 on the fathers’ beliefs about himself in the co-

parenting relationship and his actions, and Chapter 9 focuses on educational involvement. 

Finally, in Chapter 10, three participants’ stories and the mesosystem factor across participants 

will be discussed in more detail to illustrate the model.  
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CHAPTER 6. 

EXPLORING THE MODEL – CONTEXTUAL FACTORS 

Qualitative researchers are advised to consider “context” of the phenomena being studied 

in order to better understand the experiences of the subjects/participants. According to Corbin & 

Strauss (2008), context is defined as: “The set of conditions that give rise to problems or 

circumstances to which individuals respond by means of action/interaction/emotions. Context 

arises out of sets of conditions ranging from the most macro to the micro” (p. 229). As discussed 

in Chapter 5, nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education is influenced by 

macro-, exo-, and meso-systemic factors, consistent with Corbin and Strauss’ definition as well 

as Bronfenbrenner’s Systems Ecological Theory. An explanation/exploration of the 

macrosystem, exosystem, and mesosystem contextual factors relevant to nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education is outlined below.  

Macrosystem 

 The most large-scale contextual factor on nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s education is the influence of cultural norms on fathers. The use of the word “culture” 

here is intentionally broad, referring both to the changing American culture related to the roles of 

fathers, as well as to ethnic/racial group cultural norms. Several fathers provide examples of 

these macro- influences on their lives as fathers as well as on the ways they relate to the 

mother(s) of their children.  

American Cultural Norms on Fathers 

As previously discussed in Chapter 2, several researchers have discussed the changing 

roles of fathers within families from the 19th century to present (Lamb, 2010). The primary 

responsibilities of fathers have transitioned from moral leader and financial provider to more 
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contemporary definitions of involvement (Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004). Fathers in this study are 

firmly rooted in contemporary American culture; however, they also are first-hand witnesses to 

the transition of role expectations from their own grandfathers to their fathers and to themselves.  

 Jack discussed his impressions of the change from how fathers were the primary 

breadwinners and mothers cared for the children (such as with his parents) to the more active 

role fathers today often take in caring for children (such as his experience with his wife while 

they were married).  

Jack: And that's not the reality anymore, both parents work. And you know what, when I 

was married, I came home and made dinner also. I gave my kids baths and I took them to 

school every morning. 

Interviewer: Was that different than what you were raised in? 

Jack: Yes, um, my dad went to work very early. 

Interviewer: Different generation. 

Jack: Um, my dad. Yeah, my dad was, my dad went to work by like 6 in the morning. 

And my mom worked on and off. Um, but she was probably primarily at home with us. 

Um, she would hold, you know, jobs on and off but never really full- my mom never 

really had a career until all their kids were raised… So it was very much a traditional 

role-model. Dad worked, um, mom stayed home and raised kids… Yeah, very different 

than how my wife was when I was married.  

Racial/Ethnic Differences in Cultural Norms on Fathers 

Some of the statistics cited in Chapter 2 pertaining to the increasing number of African 

American and Hispanic nonresidential fathers in the United States are frequently discussed in 

relation to social welfare systems, which support the increasing number of single mothers 
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(Mather, 2010). However, the changing roles and cultural norms from the perspective of 

minority fathers have received significantly less attention (Hossain, Lee, & Martin-Cuellar, 

2015). Although a small sample, the three self-identified Hispanic fathers participating in this 

study provide insight into their experience. It is important to note that all three Hispanic fathers 

described having fathers who were absent for most of their lives. Not directly tying their 

racial/ethnic heritage to the experience, two fathers described that their own fathers’ absence was 

a significant motivator for them to be more involved fathers. Additionally, one father discussed 

the ways in which his ethnic culture influenced the ways he related to his children’s mother 

during their marriage as well as the ways he coped with his emotional difficulties associated with 

the separation and co-parenting conflicts. 

Adrian: Um, I grew. You know, I grew and you know, to be honest with you, I started 

taking like this medicine called Zoloft and everything and I never knew that I needed 

anything, because you know, I am a typical Spanish guy. I feel that my temper, that's part 

of me being Spanish, you know. I never, you know, I never understood it you know, but 

that Zoloft thing, it's like whenever you drink you know, you drink some beer and it just 

mellows you out.   

He went on to say that he has decided to make changes in future relationships regarding 

relating to his significant other, after his experience with the mother of his children. 

Adrian: It's not just, you know, bring them roses out of nowhere. Just like save a little bit 

of money and go away for three, four days. You know, like have that date night like 

white people do, you know?... Because I am Spanish. We don't do those… But I mean, it 

needs to be done.  
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Exosystem 

 As outlined in Chapter 5 and as illustrated by Figure 3, the “exosystem” represents the 

laws on custody and divorce proceedings. The jurisdiction in which the divorce or separation 

occurs also has the jurisdiction to designate the custody of the child(ren) to one or both parents. 

Fathers who participated in this study had child custody agreements in five states (Florida, 

Nebraska, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, and Texas), resulting in significant variances of language 

used and laws influencing their specific cases. For example, in Nebraska, Pennsylvania, and 

South Dakota, the term “custody” is used when referring to the time a child resides with a parent 

who has legal authority to make decisions for the child’s well-being. The terminology utilized in 

Florida is “time-sharing”, and “conservatorship” in Texas. The time a child spends with the other 

parent (who does not have “primary custody”) is termed “visitation” in some statutes in 

Nebraska, Texas, Pennsylvania, and South Dakota; “parenting time” in other statutes in 

Nebraska; “access” in other Texas statutes; and, “time-sharing” in Florida. For this study, this 

author chose to use the terms “custody” and “visitation” (although other terms may be used 

occasionally), after careful consideration. The primary reason is that most fathers in this sample 

have custody agreements in states where these terms are used. Secondarily, although this author 

took great care to consider the inequality that is inherent in the language, the terms are 

commonly used and more easily understood than the less-frequently used terms. (Note: 

whenever statute-specific information is discussed by fathers, this author has taken extra steps to 

protect their anonymity by replacing the names in the statute with a pseudonym.)   

Not only does the language differ significantly across states, the definitions and 

provisions within the family codes of each state vary widely as well. This author will not attempt 

to provide a critical analysis of the laws of each state (that is both outside the scope of this 
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project and outside of this author’s expertise); however, general information available on the 

Internet (such as through the American Bar Association) is provided to familiarize the reader 

with the standard protocols in each state. It is noteworthy that most doctrine are similar across 

the five represented states in the sample, with a few exceptions. According to the American Bar 

Association (2013), only Florida and Texas have statutes with a “presumption in favor of joint 

custody”. Florida, Nebraska, and South Dakota have a list of “statutory factors” for the courts to 

consider in determining custody, though judges retain discretion in all states. In all states, the 

judges retain discretion and are charged with making decisions “in the best interest of the child” 

through consideration of a multitude of factors, including alleged domestic violence. Although 

this author incorporated this information into the conceptualization of contextual factors, the 

focus of this study is on the perspective of nonresidential fathers.  

Knowledge of Laws 

Some fathers expressed their knowledge of their state’s custody and visitation laws in 

relation to their specific custody agreements. For example, when this author was in contact with 

Aaron regarding scheduling his interview, this author offered a Wednesday evening. Aaron 

replied that is “Judson* time” (the name has been changed). Not knowing what this referred to, 

this author inquired. Aaron explained that “Judson v Judson” is  

…the most common form of parenting time given to fathers by our court system. It’s 

Wednesday evenings and every other weekend. It’s not officially called Judson v Judson 

but it stems from a custody battle years ago. It’s kind of a template for fit and proper 

dads.  

Randy described that the family law in his state at the time of his divorce had language that “if 

there’s any conflict, you cannot have shared parenting”. He went on to say that he  
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…tried [mediation] because in [his state] you’re supposed to be able to get a mediator if 

you can’t get along… she didn’t want to do mediation. We went straight to [custody 

evaluation]. The [custody evaluation] ... That's probably why it took longer ... The 

[custody evaluation] guy then took everything into account and he was the one that 

actually suggested the Thursday-Friday, Thursday-Friday-Saturday-Sunday and every 

other week in the summer.   

Perceived Unfairness of Laws 

In addition to general awareness of the laws of their state, fathers also expressed that they 

perceive specific parts of their state laws to be generally unfair or biased. Several fathers 

expressed their dismay that when the mothers of their children made false allegations against 

them in court (to be discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters), the allegations were 

sufficient for the judge to reduce their visitation without requiring any substantiating evidence or 

proof (such as police records). Furthermore, Jack described his perceptions about both the 

cultural norms’ impact on the court system as well as the impact of the court system on his 

specific case. He stated, “I also think the court system is very biased and I think they're still, I 

think these attorneys have, have grown up in a legal system where mom just gets custody”. 

Adrian shared many similar sentiments with other fathers in the study, but he also had a unique 

situation. Due to escalations in conflict with his children’s mother, Adrian was advised to obtain 

a restraining order against her. He described to this author his experience and thoughts about the 

situation.  

Adrian: When I went [to the police station], they looked at me like, "Oh, why are you 

here?" Like I was doing something stupid, so then I didn't. And then she went, and they 

easily gave it to her. 
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Interviewer: Because… 

Adrian: And then- 

Interviewer: It’s easier for a woman to do that? 

Adrian: Yeah. Then she's claimed that [domestic violence] and like I told them, you 

know, I - I wanted to fight it to prove, to show that she was, you know, for this shit. 

Interviewer: Yeah 

Adrian: But we went one day and we waited five hours, we never got to see the judge. 

That was five, seven hundred dollars out of my pocket because I had to pay the lawyer. 

Then we went again and the lawyer was like, "Listen, it seems like it's going to be the 

same thing. I mean, I could just keep coming but you are just going to be paying me for 

nothing." So, you know, we agreed that it was going to be, uh, something that was going 

to be dismissed if after a year nothing happened. 

Mesosystem 

 The final (and most central) contextual variable the data revealed is the specifics of the 

divorce and/or custody agreement. Influenced by cultural norms and state laws, the specifics of 

the case are so critical to understanding fathers’ involvement that fathers were often unable to 

describe their involvement without first describing the custody case. This author originally 

conceptualized the custody agreement to be nearly synonymous with the co-parenting 

relationship. The data, however, reveal them to be distinct and therefore the co-parenting 

relationship will be discussed in a subsequent chapter. While fathers provided descriptions of the 

specifics of their divorce or custody agreement, the perceived unfairness or bias of the process 

was the primary message communicated by fathers – even those who expressed satisfaction with 

the outcome. The most frequently cited examples of unfairness in the divorce/custody 
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proceedings were “tactics” utilized by the children’s mother and her attorney, time with the 

children being used a barter, and feeling targeted/victimized by the judge.  

Tactics by the Children’s Mother and Her Attorney 

Fathers used words such as “tactics” and “strategies” to convey the apparent calculation 

they perceived in the behaviors of mothers of their children and their attorneys. Most fathers 

described that these tactics were used from the initial filing with the courts all the way through 

the present time in continued negotiations (even years after the decree/agreement was finalized). 

In general, when fathers described “tactics”, they were referring to false allegations made against 

the father with the intention of swaying the judge’s perception of the father and the outcome of 

the decree/agreement. Jack described his experiences.  

Jack: She's very manipulative and she knew how to work the system and obviously had 

talked to some attorneys before this all happened. So yeah, she took off with them and I 

ended up fighting her for custody of them… She claimed that she had to flee our home 

for her and the children's safety. And that's why she had to go stay with her parents, 

because she didn't have any money. And the funny thing is, her parents are very wealthy. 

Interviewer: There were no domestic violence charges on your record that would… 

automatically grant her full custody? 

Jack: Well, that's what she, she made a bunch of false allegations of domestic violence. 

Interviewer: I see. 

Jack: And her attorney helped her concoct all of these. For her and for her mom and how 

they got, how she got sole custody of them. 
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Aaron discussed experiences similar to Jack and other fathers. From his perspective, the 

false allegations successfully alter the judge’s opinion of him, even if his attorney can have them 

“struck from the record”.  

Aaron: Yeah, her lawyer's damn good. He's, he considers, his name is Mr. Smith. He 

works for, uh, [Law Firm]. Um, their, their theory, at least what I learned as being a 

victim of theirs, is lie in affidavits so that the judge automatically gives her the kids, 

okay. And then from that point provoke and antagonize to see if you can get a re-, a 

response from him that we can point to the affidavits and go, "See, see, see, see, see." 

You know? Here's our trophy, right? Uh, of which I towed the line very carefully because 

I already knew what was going on from what happened back in 2005… Remember, I 

already knew what was going on from 2005. I already knew the process. So I very 

carefully, you know, I figured if I lived with Gary, then they would say in court, "Well, 

you can't even provide a place for them to have their own beds." Right? 

Interviewer: Right. You can't win. 

Aaron: You can't win. You're stuck between a rock and a hard place. But anyway, it's 

called demonize and stereotype. That's what you do. That's a, uh ... 

Interviewer: Very effective. 

Aaron: Yeah, very effective in a court of law, particularly when there's little kids 

involved. 

Interviewer: Hm. 

Aaron: You know what I'm saying. Demonize him. Make him look like the worst asshole 

in the world. Make up shit. Right? When you're, when I'm up there on the stand, he 
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accusing me of things. (Laughs). I would be like, "Where did that come from?"… So, but 

the, the thing is, is I answered his question. 

Interviewer: A fiction writer. 

Aaron: "No." I answered, "No." But guess what, they, it had already planted the seed in 

the judge's head.  

Interviewer: Well, look, you can't, even if they had said, okay, "Well, strike that from the 

record." Like you really can get that out of someone's mind? It's alrea-, they already 

heard it. 

Aaron: The seed has already been planted, yeah. So a very effective lawyer is number 

one, a good actor and number two is capable... is capable of encouraging Shellie to play 

along with the game to, uh ... Manufacture things, stereotype and, uh, you know, like I 

said, demonize. And that's, that's pretty much what you are and, and uh, from that time, 

like through the whole thing…  

Time with the Children as a Barter 

Fathers also described instances in which they were being asked by the child’s mother or 

her legal representative to “pay” for more visitation time with their children, either through 

increased child support or through other sacrifices. Roger described his shock at the open 

discussion of money in negotiations of parenting time.  

And, and you know, at first I didn’t know what to do with this situation. I didn’t, I didn’t 

even know any of my rights, you know. I knew that I had rights to see that kid, but all I 

know is I’m going get hit on for child support because I wasn’t married to the, any of 

these girls and then they’re just going to be like “Well, see you later. You know, it’s over.  
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You’re paying child support and that’s it, that’s all you get.” You know, and that, that 

was probably the crappiest thing I’ve ever heard coming out of somebody’s mouth. I was 

like “Are you serious? You can’t put this into some kind of writing saying, okay, Roger 

gets this time, okay, Nancy gets this time, okay, you know, whatever?”… You know, and 

they’re like “Well, you need to pay me some money.” “Are you serious? Does it look like 

I’m rich? I’m already paying like 400 dollars for one kid, you know, and then you guys 

want me to pay 100 more?” 

Bobby’s negotiations with his children’s mother, Megan, took on a similar tone several 

times during mediation. He explained:    

Bobby:  So, you know I'm coming out of this and my goal is to try to put myself in a 

position that to have as much of a normal relationship with the kids as we could possibly 

have.  So, in court, and we went through mediation so when you go through mediation, 

um, you kind of pick and choose your battles on what you want to give up and what you 

want to ask for so.  Um, I gave up money in exchange for access. 

Interviewer: Um, did that feel like it was bartering with your, for your children?  

Bobby: Yep. 

Interviewer: Hmm. So that what you're saying is that you're either you're monthly child 

support or like your commitment to pay for things like schooling or some of that stuff, 

you put that on the table, in order to have more time with your kids?  

Bobby:  Correct.  

Interviewer: And had you been a person who did not have the financial means that you 

do, how do you think that would have played out?  
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Bobby: I think I would have gotten screwed… Badly, badly… It, it got to that point.  I 

think some of things that were, were asked for initially were, you know when you go to 

mediation, right I mean everybody kind of wants you know certain things, but if you, I 

think you get a lot more out of mediation if you come in with a reasonable position.  Um, 

and so I, I don't think everybody was reasonable going into mediation so through that 

process yeah, I think that dialogue, that dialogue evolved so, it actually evolved ... it 

evolved the other way.  Um, you know some of the, some of the discussion was around 

you know I think Megan wanted the ability to move the kids… Um, and I, I fought 

against that right?  Because that doesn’t work for me to be a 100 miles away.  Um, so I 

didn't ... in exchange I think it was put on the table of “if you let me do that, you don't 

have to pay as much”. 

Interviewer: Hmm. 

Bobby: Um, and I think, I think when that went away then it circled back to okay then, 

I'm going to ask for more [money]. 

Interviewer: Hmm. 

Bobby: So yeah, I think it was um, it was a bartering thing and it doesn't really give you 

that, that great of a feeling, umm... to try to pay, to pay for access to your kids.  

As noted by Bobby and other fathers, there appears to be a “price” some fathers pay in order to 

access time with their children. 

Feeling Victimized by the Judge  

In addition to perceiving that the entire “court system” is at times biased or unfair (see 

“exosystem” above), fathers also discussed feeling personally targeted or victimized by the judge 
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in their case. For example, Dietrich described several lengthy processes related to filing motions 

(and complaints) with the court system, only to have them ignored. He stated: 

The first one was dismissed. The second one I have not heard back. Because the second 

one was related to him not umm I had filed 5 different motions and I waited 2 months and 

he never set a hearing date. And her attorney had filed a motion in the middle of that and 

got a hearing within 3 days. So umm and he never addressed any of the motions I filed 

during that hearing… They were ignored. That’s why I ended up hiring an attorney so 

they wouldn’t be ignored anymore. So she filed a second motion for a change of custody. 

And he didn’t even award custody off of that one. 

Dietrich went on to describe that, although the results of several independent custody evaluations 

indicated that shared parenting was recommended, and despite the fact that the children’s mother 

agreed, the judge still ordered “liberal visitation” consisting of alternating weekends for Dietrich.  

 Aaron provided several examples similar to Dietrich in which he perceived that the judge 

was showing preferential treatment to his children’s mother, Shellie. He a powerful description 

of his emotional experience going through the trial. 

Aaron: Here's, here's the way the judge wants things to work. He knows from the get-go 

that she's getting the kids and the, the more you, you're there asking for more time, the 

more he punishes you. I, I liken it to this. He starts out with a bull whip and he whips you 

down and he gives her the kids and you Wednesdays and every other weekend at the first 

hearing. Okay? And then you come back and you go, "I'm not accepting that." In other 

words the two attorneys who are trying to settle this matter out of court, my attorney can't 

convince me, “Give her the kids, Aaron. Give her the kids. If you know what's good for 

you, give her the kids!" Right? And you go back into court and you ask for something 
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else and the judge says, "Well, the bull whip ain't working so I'm gonna put the chain on 

you." And he beats the hell out of you with his chain, right? 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative)- 

Aaron: And then you show back up and you try to ask for something else, right? Now 

you're in the trial. Right? 

Interviewer: Does it feel like you're questioning his authority and his… 

Aaron: I think that's what he thinks. In other words, "Dude, I've sent you the message. 

She's getting the kids. You're just wasting my time, her time, his time, your attorney's 

time. You're wasting family money time. You, you're just wasting everybody's time." 

Interviewer: And you're not getting the picture. 

Aaron: "You're not getting the kids and you're not getting the picture. So since the chain 

didn't work, now we're gonna up it to a 2x4. We're gonna, whack you with a 2x4." And 

then if that doesn't work, in other words, you go through a complete trial to where he has 

to draw up a decree, a decree, of which my ex's, Shellie's attorney was told by him, 

"Write up the decree along these lines." 

Interviewer: Hm. 

Aaron: So he was sure to put a bunch of extra little special stuff in there for Shellie. 

Interviewer: Well, yeah. 

Aaron: Right? He finished me off with a cinder block to my head.  

Chapter Summary 

  Nonresidential fathers in this sample conveyed the importance of considering contextual 

factors in order to better understand their involvement with their children. Based on the data, 

cultural norms on fathers, laws, and their specific divorce/custody details collectively provide the 
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“background” circumstances to their involvement in their child(ren)’s education. Knowledge of 

the context in which fathers’ actions, interactions, and emotions exist is critical in order to 

understand their beliefs about themselves and the co-parenting relationships, factors that will be 

explored in more detail in Chapter 7.   
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CHAPTER 7. 

EXPLORING THE MODEL – DAD FACTORS AND CO-PARENTING FACTORS 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with details on the development of the 

Dad Factors and Co-parenting Factors that were introduced in Chapter 5. First this author would 

like to provide clarification on terminology used. Although the term “factor(s)” is often used in 

the literature (and is used throughout this study), this term is referred to as “condition(s), in 

Grounded Theory terminology. Grounded theorists explain “conditions” as follows: 

[Conditions] allow a conceptual way of grouping answers to the questions about why, 

where, how, and what happens. For example, if one hears, “When I first heard that she 

said I lied about the relationship, I became so angry that I walked out of the room”. The 

word “when” here is an analytic cue. It focuses the researcher’s attention on what 

follows. The individual is revealing the circumstances or conditions that lead him or her 

to make a particular response (Corbin & Strauss, 2004, p. 89).  

Corbin & Strauss (2004) go on to explain that conditions “do not exist in a vacuum… [and] are 

always connected through action/interaction/emotional responses” (p. 91). As such, the purpose 

of this chapter is to provide the reader with details on the Dad Factors (Conditions; beliefs about 

himself and beliefs about the co-parenting relationship) and Co-parenting Factors (Conditions; 

distribution of power) that answer some of the “who, why, where, how, and what happens” 

questions about nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2004, p. 89). Although these conditions do not “exist in a vacuum”, for the purposes of 

clarity, the conditions will be explained in this chapter and the connecting 

actions/interactions/emotional responses will be discussed in Chapter 8.  
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 In the remainder of this chapter, this author will first provide data support for the Dad 

Factors, including the influence of contextual factors (see Chapter 6) on the development of Dad 

Factors, fathers’ beliefs about themselves as fathers (motivations and definitions), and fathers’ 

beliefs about the co-parenting relationship (ideals and importance). In addition, results will be 

presented on the Co-parenting Factors (distribution of power).   

Dad Factors 

The data revealed multiple factors/conditions that answer the “why, where, how, and 

what happens” questions about nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2004, p. 89). The contextual influences on the development of Dad Factors 

will be presented first, followed by a discussion of fathers’ beliefs about themselves as fathers 

(motivations and definitions) and fathers’ beliefs about the co-parenting relationship (ideals 

and importance).   

Contextual Influence on the Development of Dad Factors 

 Previous research has documented the influence of parental role construction and 

motivation on subsequent parental educational involvement (Hoover-Dempsey & Walker, 2005). 

The results of this dissertation study indicate that fathers’ beliefs about himself (including his 

motivation and definitions of being a father) influence involvement behaviors through fathers’ 

parenting actions, providing further support for the Hoover-Dempsey and Walker (2005) 

findings noted above. Several fathers in this study discussed the influence of their contextual 

factors on their current beliefs about themselves. Specifically, fathers indicated that the 

divorce/custody “battle” affected their motivation/commitment as a father and how they define 

“Dad”. Grady described his experience. 
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 I’ve kind of, ever since my divorce happened, I’ve sat back and I watched people. The 

first 2 years I just sat back and watched people. I’d go eat somewhere and I’d just sit back 

and watch, couples, watch singles. Okay, what can I do to better myself?...What can I do 

to better my kids. Make sure I ain’t screwing up somewhere. And there’s some things 

that I have to change. But… patience is a virtue and it has to be learned. It’s not, there’s 

times where you want stuff, you want to get on with it. But you can’t. Everything 

happens in its own time. That’s what I’m trying to teach my kids now. Because 

everything I’ve been pushing for… has finally come full circle. About getting home, 

being home, and working at home. 

The process of going through the divorce and the resultant life changes contributed to significant 

personal growth for Grady that has changed some of his parenting practices (e.g., teaching 

patience) and reinforced his motivations (e.g., being home with his children more often).  

 Adrian also described that he is different now having gone through the process of the 

custody agreement, and while still in the process of the divorce, stated simply, “I grew”. He went 

on to discuss how his motivations and definitions of being a father have changed through the 

process of establishing custody/visitation.  

You know, the way I was with her, like I said, was that I just worked. I just worked and it 

was just, you know, that's it. You know, husband or a father. But I am more how do you 

say, and that's one thing that probably kills her, because I am more, how you say, 

invested in my kids now than I was when I was with her. 

Like Adrian and Grady, other fathers discussed their perspective of the life-changing 

nature of the divorce contextual experience. Despite the challenges (or due to their perceptions of 

overcoming these challenges), several fathers described the divorce/custody “battle” with 
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phrases such as “everything has a purpose” and provided examples of the effect the context had 

on their lives as fathers, including their re-definition of the word “father”, among other factors. 

These factors will be discussed below. 

Beliefs about Himself  

In the interviews, each father discussed or provided examples of the most important 

beliefs he held about himself as a father – his definition of a Dad and his motivation as a Dad.  

 Definition of a Dad. The data provided by fathers in this study answered the question – 

what is a Dad? Each father uniquely defined “Dad” based on their contextual factors and other 

experiences. However, the two most salient definitions of a Dad amongst fathers in this study 

were that of a “normal” Dad and Dads that are called “Dad”.   

A Dad is a “normal” Dad. Many fathers detailed the importance of being a “normal” 

Dad. The fathers discussed what this meant to them, including their motivations to being 

considered a “normal” dad, which will be discussed in the “Motivations” section of this chapter. 

The author presents the nuances of the definition of this belief below.  

As Grady stated, “normal” Dads are not “Weekend Dads” who infrequently see their 

children. Alluding to the motivation of being a “normal Dad”, Jack described that being a 

“normal” Dad requires close, regular involvement with his children. He stated,  

… And that was part of the reason I didn't want them to move away, I wanted to be 

involved. I don't, you know, I just want to see them a couple nights a week. Pick them up 

from soccer, make them supper, help with homework. Just, be a normal dad. 

In addition to the regular contact, several fathers described a need to have their children 

in a familiar, comfortable home setting during visitation. Bobby indicated, “I fought for [the 
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family home] [in the divorce] because I wanted them to have that sense of normalcy”. Aaron 

vehemently agreed. He described, 

So I moved on my own way up here into an apartment which all of my friends were like, 

"Aaron, just move in our basement." Or, "I got a spare base-, a spare bedroom. You can 

move in there." You know? And I was like, "No! I do not want my children to say we're 

going over to Pat's house to visit Dad!"…I wanted my children to say “we're going to 

Dad's house. At Dad's house we have our own place. This is our place, too." You know? 

...“This is my bedroom at Dad’s house.”…“And my bed! I'm not sleeping on the floor in 

a sleeping bag because all Aaron has is a bedroom at Gary's house.” 

As illustrated in the examples above, for these fathers, “normal” means regular, close 

involvement with their children in a home environment. For fathers whose children reside with 

them 50% of the time or less, being a “normal” Dad is a rare and priceless opportunity.  

 A Dad is called “Dad”. Several nonresidential fathers who participated in this study 

explained the significance of the name “Dad” for them. Renaldo discussed some of the ways in 

which he maintains involvement with his children, despite the physical distance separating them. 

He went on to discuss the relationship between fathers’ behaviors and whether he is recognized 

as “Dad” stating, 

…Because any man can say they're a dad. Any man can say it regardless of if they have 1 

kid, 4 kids, 20 kids, whatever. You have to be confident in yourself to call yourself that 

title because you can say you're a dad all day long, but if you are, then why do your kids 

call you by your first name? Why does your ex belittle you in front of your kids? Why 

does your ex in-laws, whatever the case might be, belittle you? It's hard to tell people 

these days that they say they're dads or whatever. 
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For Renaldo, fathering children is not sufficient to be “called Dad”; the effort put into the 

relationships and involvement qualifies a man to call himself “Dad”.  

 When nonresidential fathers engage in the effort and “battles” required to increase their 

involvement and they are still not called “Dad”, this can cause them emotional pain. As Roger 

explained, 

Roger: So, I mean I’ve been through a lot of crap with these kids and now these kids 

don’t even know who I am. They think I’m some friend, that they go and stay the night 

with some friend. And then I tell them, it’s like “I’m your dad, you know. You guys can 

call me dad.” They won’t do it. 

Interviewer: They call you … they just … 

Roger: They call me “Roger”. 

Interviewer: What does that feel like for you?  

Roger: It hurts a lot. 

Interviewer: Given what you have gone through different times. 

Roger: Yeah, I mean it does, it hurts a lot. 

The emotional pain associated with not being called “Dad” is felt when their children do not call 

them “Dad”, or, do not recognize that this is the role that the father plays in their lives. For 

several fathers, the emotional pain is also present when some of the contextual factors (e.g., state 

laws, their specific divorce/custody agreements) do not acknowledge them as “Dad”. In the 

following excerpt, Aaron describes his experience. 

Aaron: Even that's offensive to me, “non-custodial”, and I know you have to say that 

because that is the terminology, but I'm not secondary to anybody in my kids' world. But 

I'm considered a secondary home. It's their home. It's their se-, you know it's their home. 
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It's, it's just as much of a home. They've got clothes here, they've got toys here, they've 

got their own beds, they've got everything there. It's not a secondary house. It's not a 

secondary home. And “non-custodial”, what does that supposed to mean? Does it, is it, 

non-custodial. That means you don't feed them, you don't clothe them, you don't do any, 

yes I do do that stuff. You know. For a week through the, two weeks during the summer, 

their mother does not provide them and send them with clothes and stuff like that. I have 

to pay for all that stuff out of my own pocket… 

Interviewer: So, you're a parent. You're a dad. Not a non-residential, non-custodial.  

Aaron: I don't see it that way. 

Interviewer: You're a dad. 

Aaron: You know I, I have them brush their teeth and I feed them and ... 

Interviewer: And you're a full dad, when, during the time you have them, you're a full 

dad. 

Aaron: I'm a full dad, yeah. There's nobody helping me. I don't need any help. You know. 

So to me it's just offensive to take all of the chil-, one of your parents ... 

Interviewer: When you write the language it's disrespectful. Right. 

Aaron: And start calling them names. Why don't you just call me a “nigger”. Right? If 

you think ... 

Interviewer: If you're going to denote that someone is a lesser ... 

Aaron: Yeah. Why don't you find another name to call me other than “dad”, other than 

“parent”, other than “father”. You know, why ... 

Interviewer: Because those are your names. 
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Aaron: Those are my names. Damn right… So you can see why we, some of us are very 

angry. (Sniffing)… Why are you attaching some stigma to, you know? Not you… You 

wouldn't have said it if the statutes weren't written that way. 

Interviewer: Language is important. 

Aaron: The language is in the statutes and that's why people say it. And that's why people 

say “visitation” and that's why people say “secondary home” and, and “non-custodial 

parent” and, and things like that, that you know to me are just degrading. Like I said, you 

might as well call me “faggot”. 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative)- Right. Some word to denote that you're worth less 

than-... 

Aaron: Boom! There it is. I am less. 

Given the experiences they have gone through, for nonresidential fathers in this study, the 

definition of a Dad is a “normal Dad” who also bears the title “Dad”. These definitions, along 

with motivations as a Dad (to be discussed next), comprise a significant portion of fathers’ 

beliefs about himself. 

Motivation as a Dad. Nonresidential fathers engage in complex actions requiring 

personal costs (see Chapter 9) in order to be involved with their children. Some fathers 

commented on the arduous nature of the process and how, if not for his personally-held 

motivation factors, they may be more inclined to put in less effort or even quit trying. Adrian 

implored this author to discuss this in the study results due to the level of importance he feels 

that it reaches. He stated, 

Yeah, and maybe you can make a point of it that just by that, in itself, just by that battle 

in itself that a father has, you know, to do, it's easier, it is easier for the dad to give up. 
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You know, it is easy for the dad to give up his rights or it's easier for the dads to be like, 

"Okay, take them and I'll have them in the summer time and I am going to pay," whatever 

he is going to pay for the child support.   

So this author wanted to find out – what are the motivation factors that keep fathers from giving 

up? Or, said another way, what motivates fathers to engage in the “battle”? Like definitions of 

being a “Dad”, many were ipsative, and a few were ubiquitous. First, many fathers were 

motivated by their desire for their children to have a better [education/career/family] future. 

Second, fathers also described the importance of wanting to parent better than their own parent 

or to parent like a role model they had in their lives. Finally, fathers not only defined a “normal 

Dad”, but also noted that “being a normal Dad” was a critical component of their motivation. 

Each of these motivation factors will be explored in more detail below.  

Wanting their children to have a better [education/career/family] future. Reflecting on 

their own experiences and “what is behind” their involvement with their children (particularly 

educational involvement), fathers expressed a desire for their children to experience success and 

happiness in multiple aspects of their lives. For example, when asked about his motivation, 

Grady replied, 

So she’s [my daughter] got a better education than I do. I want her to succeed and get 

where she wants in life. And I don’t want her to just, where they tell her she can stop, I 

want her to go and push through. Cuz I, it’s all there, we just have to figure out how to 

get it, to get her to that point. 

Grady went on to discuss some of the decisions he made regarding his education and career that 

required significant sacrifices from the family. He continues to parent his young adult children 

who are making career decisions. He stated that two of his children have discussed entering the 
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same industry that Grady has worked in. He conveyed that he has discouraged them from 

entering the field, adding, 

I try to instill it in ‘em anyway. Get an education. Go on. I wish I would’ve went to 

college but I didn’t… I also want ‘em to have what they want in their life too. That’s kind 

of a tough road for ‘em because they want this but I want them to have an education… 

I’m like no, I want you to stay away from it. Because… I don’t want them to ever have to 

go through that. 

 Like Grady, Austin wants to provide his children with the guidance to do, be, and have 

better than he did. He stated, 

Oh yeah. I mean I’ve always talked to them about uhh you know, you finish school and 

then you go to college. And you meet somebody in college and then you get married, or 

you graduate and then you get married. I try and tell them, ya know, I didn’t do things the 

right way. I try to tell them how to do it to where it better fits.  

As the excerpts above illustrate, fathers expressed a desire for their children to achieve better and 

attain more. They are motivated to share advice as a father to prevent their children from making 

the same mistakes they did.  

Wanting to parent better than their own parent/parent like a role model. In addition to 

fathers wanting to prevent their children from making mistakes they made, fathers also are 

motivated to not repeat their own parents’ mistakes. For example, Austin described his own 

father as more interested in his own activities than Austin’s, so as a father to his son, Austin 

purposefully engages in activities with his son during visitation. As a result, he stated “my 

relationship with Kevin is what I would consider better than what my relationship with my Dad 

was or with my step Dad”.  
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Rather than wanting to parent better than their own parents, some fathers described 

wanting to parent like their own parents or grandparents whom they saw as role models. Jack 

stated, 

I think I parent a lot more like my parents do. I'm very laid back in my parenting style. 

Um, I don't, I'm not real controlling of like every details of the kids’ lives. I kind of do it 

a little bit like my parents did. It took me about 20 years to realize this but, um, you know 

it's more like, okay, you steer the kids and you guide them, if they make a mistake, you 

encourage them to do it differently. 

Bobby shared a similar sentiment when he indicated, 

Yeah, I mean yeah you hear a lot of people saying yeah, I want to do better you know 

give my kids a better life and like that whole thing about each generation will provide for 

a better generation for their kids.  I don't, I don't have that sense of, that obligation you 

know I think I was raised really well, and if I can do the same thing that my parents did, I 

would be happy with that, that my kids turned out okay.   

He went on to describe multiple aspects of his parenting decisions and definitions that he has 

decided to incorporate due to his parents’ example.  

Finally, in some cases, there was a mixture of both. Marco was recently reflecting on his 

motivation as a Dad with a friend. He described, 

Because umm we were talking about kids and my Dad and ya know that person’s Dad. 

And they said, “I think the reason why you’re more involved with your kids is because 

you know what you went through and you don’t want the kids to go through that. 

Because you didn’t have somebody that you could go to, because yeah you had your 
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Mom, but you also need that male figure to go to.” That’s why I involve myself as much 

as I can. 

Fathers in this study indicated a sense of motivation to parent as best they can, based on the 

parenting experiences they had when they were growing up. As indicated above, some fathers 

communicated a desire to parent better than they were parented, while others expressed wanting 

to parent in a similar way to their parents or grandparents, whom they view as parenting role 

models. 

Be a “normal Dad”. As previously described, being a “normal” Dad was a critical 

component of fathers’ definitions of being a Dad. Nonresidential fathers in this study also 

described the motivation of “feeling like” and being a “normal Dad”. Randy discussed his 

motivation as it was linked to the division of time with his children established in the custody 

agreement.   

I ... think ... I had never really looked back at what the motivation was or what it is, but... 

You know, given that little bit of time I was getting before ... And that feeling like not 

much of a dad ... There's definitely, you know, going to be a fight for more time and ... 

Yeah, I don't have 50/50 right now, but I can tell you 31 or 32%, whatever I've got now, 

is a lot better than the 10%... 

Why is being a “normal” Dad so important to fathers? Fathers expressed wanting to be “normal 

Dads” because they believe their children need the same “Dad” they had before the parents’ 

romantic relationship ended, resulting in the father’s nonresidential status. Bobby stated, 

 I don't think it should look any different.  Because I don't think the kids deserve 

something that's different.  Um, but I don't know if that's a realistic ideology to hold or 

not.  I mean that, that's the thing I struggle with because the kids didn't ask for any of this.  
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And to be honest, they don't deserve any of this so to get a different version of what a 

father should be, um, because of all of this I don't think it's fair to them. 

In the above section, the author presented the “Dad Factors” and specifically, fathers’ beliefs 

about themselves. In the following section, the beliefs the fathers have on the ideal co-parenting 

relationship will be presented.   

Beliefs about the Ideal Co-parenting Relationship  

In addition to fathers’ beliefs about himself, fathers’ beliefs about the co-parenting 

relationship provide an important contribution to the “Dad Conditions”. The most salient beliefs 

fathers described are their beliefs about the characteristics of the ideal co-parenting relationship 

as well as the importance of a cooperative co-parenting relationship.  

Characteristics of the ideal co-parenting relationship. Fathers in this study indicated 

that they believe that an ideal co-parenting relationship would be characterized by the following 

qualities: both parents having equal access to the children, and respectful, open communication 

between parents. Access not only encompasses physical access (e.g., visitation) but also 

information access (e.g., medical information).   

Regarding physical access, many fathers described that equal access (i.e., 50/50) is ideal. 

Roger stated, “I think it is, like you know, just 35% of the time you get the kid. I mean seriously? 

...I think that every father, if they want 50% give them 50%”. Randy agreed, “You know I think, 

the way shared parenting should work is that you should have probably about 50/50 time”. He 

went on to describe the importance of information access for the well-being of the children, 

particularly when the information is related to the child’s health. For example, Roger stated that 

he was first informed that his son was prescribed medication for attention difficulties while 

attending a parent-teacher conference. He stressed that in equal parenting, a parent with 
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information should provide that information to the other parent automatically when it is 

important for the child.  

So I mean, I just … I don’t know. I tried telling his mom, I said “Call me whenever they 

do this and I want to be involved in it.” “Okay, I’ll call you.” Never got a call. And then 

they put him on a low dose and then she just told me about it. I’m like “Are you serious? 

Just, all you had to do was call me and tell me what’s going on with my son…“. And then 

I like try calling them and asking all these questions and they … cuz they’re always, they 

are always like “Well you don’t call and ask questions.” “How am I supposed to know 

any of this in the first place, you know? ...you should be calling me”. And then they 

expect me to start asking questions whenever I don’t even know what questions to ask, 

you know? 

Acknowledging that parents may have difficulty getting along, Randy offered solutions 

toward ideal shared parenting and open communication, even when there is disagreement.  

… And then, you have something where, hey, so-and-so's got this going on, or whatever. 

And if you could use like, I know they have a family wizard and stuff like that online. 

Um, you know, "Hey, S-, I, I took him to his doctor's appointment. This is what they 

said." Or a… A shared calendar on Google.   

Several fathers described portions of their co-parenting relationships that exhibited 

characteristics of their ideal co-parenting relationship. Bobby stated, 

I think in terms of a co-parenting relationship I think ours is, is really good. Um, I think 

we do have access to the information that we need. I think we make decisions that are in 

the best interest of the kids, even if it's not in the best interest of us individually.   
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Of note, Renaldo was the only father in this sample who reported general feelings of satisfaction 

with his current co-parenting relationship, which he described as an “example” for others. He 

reported that information about the children is completely open between himself and his 

children’s mother. While she has full custody, Renaldo noted that he is able to call and obtain the 

information about the children that he wants “any time”. He indicated that their communication 

is open, respectful, and he trusts her parenting decisions (that she, in turn, shares freely with 

him). However, Renaldo stated that if he did not trust her parenting, or if one parent was 

disrespectful to the other, “we wouldn’t talk”, alluding to an unspoken agreement of mutual 

respect between himself and his children’s mother.     

Importance of a cooperative co-parenting relationship. Fathers in this study indicated 

that the ideal co-parenting relationship includes [nearly] equal access as well as open and 

respectful communication (as previously described). Despite some of the tiring contextual factors 

(described in chapter 6), fathers expressed a strong desire to work towards a cooperative co-

parenting relationship. When this author wanted to know “why”, fathers explained that the 

importance of a cooperative co-parenting relationship is directly tied to their children.  

Several fathers discussed their perspective on the distress their children experience(d) due 

to the uncooperative co-parenting relationship. As a result, many expressed their desire to work 

towards their ideal co-parenting relationship with their children’s mother, despite how difficult it 

may be to put aside their feelings. As Adrian stated, “even at this moment I try and I am thinking 

I am going to - this has to stop. I am going to have to make peace with her for my kids”.   

The fathers in this study described the actions they engaged in (to be discussed in Chapter 

8) with the primary goal of improving their involvement with their children. Of those actions, 

many were aimed at improving the co-parenting relationship (“leveling”, see Chapter 8) in order 
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to accomplish their primary goal. A few fathers reported seeing their efforts come to fruition as 

the co-parenting relationship, and their involvement with their children, had improved as a result. 

Grady described his ideal co-parenting relationship as simply, “Yeah, that’s all I ever wanted. I 

just wanted to get along. I didn’t want the fight because the kids see that and it bothers them”. He 

went on to discuss how the relationship has progressed over time due in part to his persistent 

efforts.  

Now, she calls me, lets me know, sends me a message when things are going on so I can 

be there. So the last few years we’ve even been sitting together, which makes the kids 

feel better. (I: yeah, reduces their anxiety and…) Yeah, and that’s, that’s from the 

beginning, that’s all I t old them. I said, your mother and I will probably never get back 

together, but I would like to be her friend. I don’t want anything bad to happen to her and 

I never did. I didn’t like the decision that she made. But she made it, we got through it. 

And now, its, it’s the kids’ times. 

The ideal co-parenting relationship is a goal to work towards for the best interests of their 

children, according to fathers in this study. Often the ideal co-parenting relationship is 

significantly different from the actual co-parenting relationship, as will be explored below.  

Co-parenting Factors 

The information in this chapter thus far presented the Dad Conditions to answer the 

“why, where, how, and what happens” questions about nonresidential fathers’ involvement in 

their children’s education. The remainder of this chapter will focus on the Co-parenting 

Conditions – the distribution of power.   
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Distribution of Power 

An important component of the co-parenting relationship is the distribution of power. 

The concept of the “power” here is referring to responsibility for and influence over the children.  

The impact of the specific custody/visitation agreement is a critical factor in this distribution of 

power, as, in many ways, this “sets the stage”, but it is not synonymous. For example, although a 

custody agreement may state that a child spends 50% of the time with each parent, one parent 

may describe having more than 50% of the responsibility for the child’s care and influence over 

the child’s development. A few fathers in this sample provided descriptions of their co-parenting 

relationships indicative of a distribution of power that places over 50% of the responsibility for 

the children with the father (henceforth referred to as Father as Primary). However, the majority 

of fathers expressed that their co-parenting relationship is characterized by an unequal 

distribution of power in which the mothers have significantly more than 50% of the power 

(Mother as Primary). 

 Father as primary. Two fathers in this study, Marco and Adrian, indicated that they 

have equal/shared custody of their children. Based on the literal interpretation of the custody 

agreement, the children spend one week with each parent alternating (on average) and thus spend 

50% of their time with each parent. However, within the distribution of power, both fathers 

described having more than 50% of the responsibility for the children.  

 The similarities between these fathers are notable. Marco and Adrian both indicated that 

after the relationship with their children’s mother ended, but prior to the formal custody 

agreement being active, they were the primary care providers for the children. Furthermore, they 

described continuously taking additional responsibility for the children even after the custody 

agreement was established due to the mother’s unavailability. The children of both fathers attend 
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the school based on their father’s residence and both fathers are the primary contact for school. 

With the regular nature of the children’s visitation, both fathers have established rules and 

routines to ensure the children’s positive growth and development. Furthermore, Marco and 

Adrian describe feeling that they are the “better parent” (to be discussed more in Chapter 8) with 

regards to knowing their children (e.g., personalities) and meeting their needs (e.g., emotional, 

practical, etc.). Finally, both fathers describe engaging in actions to increase the mother’s 

responsibility and care for the children (also to be discussed more in Chapter 8).  

Mother as primary. In stark contrast to the experiences described by Marco and Adrian, 

most fathers in this study described that their children’s mothers possessed significantly more 

than 50% of the power in the co-parenting relationship. Within these relationships, fathers 

perceived there to be a tenuous agreement. They also described mothers engaging in behaviors 

that resulted in fathers being kept physically separated from their children and being kept in the 

dark about their children. Fathers often reported experiencing emotional distress as a result of 

these behaviors.  

Tenuous agreement. A characteristic of Mother-Dominant distributions of power is a 

tenuous agreement. Several fathers described having an unspoken, and often precarious, 

agreement in which they perceive that they are carefully trying to avoid upsetting their children’s 

mother who may in turn limit their visitation time. For example, Aaron stated that during 

multiple separation periods throughout the marriage, he was asked to “capitulate to her demands” 

and “give up having any voice” in the relationship in order to see his children.   

Bobby discussed his belief that the motivation for parents to work towards agreement 

lessens after they end the romantic relationship. He noted that in his experience, he and his 

children’s mother made efforts towards coming to agreements. He recalled a situation in which 
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he and his children’s mother agreed upon a vacation time and location so that both of them could 

participate in the children’s activities (while staying at separate hotels and the children would 

spend several days with each). He conveyed that the situation worked out well only because both 

parents were willing to make sacrifices to agree. He described the delicate balance, adding “It's 

good if it ... yeah I think it's good as long as anybody doesn't upset the other one.  If somebody 

upsets the other one, you run this risk of okay fine, I'm not going to help next time”. He 

continued to discuss the tenuous nature of the agreement because of his desire to have more time 

with his children.  

I feel it's a one-way deal because I'm the one who is asking for more custody. And that's 

really the only thing that's kind of up in the air. Is that… I have more access now than I 

do with, than what's written in the agreement, right?  Because, because I have asked for 

events, and I've got baseball and all these other events so it's really the only kind of gray 

area right now is access… There is kind of every, in my mind anyways, there is always 

that fear in the background if you don't, if you don't agree on something and you kind of 

want to put your foot down, you'd better be prepared for kind of, um, you know a 

backlash somewhere down the road, so then you have to say oh, is it really worth it? 

The precarious nature of the agreement was present for most fathers but to differing 

degrees based on contextual factors. Fathers who described having more satisfaction with the 

custody/visitation arrangement indicated that they were more attuned to the tenuous nature of the 

agreement. For fathers with less satisfaction in the custody/visitation arrangement, little 

“agreement” was seen in the relationship that was characterized more by the mother’s efforts to 

keep them separated or keep them in the dark, to be discussed next. 
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Being kept physically separated. As the name implies, some fathers indicated that 

mothers seemed to keep the children from spending time with them. These behaviors were more 

common prior to the establishment of formal custody/visitation, but fathers reported that they 

occurred even years later. Roger discussed the difficulty of agreeing on a parenting plan with his 

son’s mother. He described, 

I tried doing something, I said “Hey, you know, we need to sit down, we need to figure 

this out so that I can see my son. I want to take him for weekends. I want to do 

something.” So like we sat down and it was me, her and her husband, her ex-husband 

now and … We sat down and she would have this whole paper filled out where I couldn’t 

post pictures of my son on Facebook. I couldn’t tell my son that I was his father. I 

couldn’t do all this crap, you know. She just made a whole list of rules for me…  

Even after the parenting plan was verbally agreed upon, Roger stated that his son’s mother 

continued trying to keep him from seeing his son. He reported, 

So, I mean, and it’s taken at least two years to get done. My son’s mother wouldn’t sign 

the parenting plan. She kept on coming up with stuff and I was like “You know what? 

Whatever you want, just hurry up and sign the stupid paper.” My son is sitting here 

asking me when he’s going to spend the night with me. He’s like “[My sisters] get to” 

why can’t [I]?” (sniffs) You know, and it’s just … it, it’s still- 

Randy described that shortly after his separation from his children’s mother and before 

custody was formally established, he cared for their son 50% of the time (much like Marco and 

Adrian), but the custody/visitation was not set up as equal (50/50) parenting and the distribution 

of power shifted accordingly. He stated, 
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Um, then she started telling me that I couldn't have him ... He was going to start pre-

school and I couldn't have him because he was going to be in pre-school. And he was like 

... Still only like 4 ... and that was kind of early. And then she ... And then we went 

through a deal where she just took him for like 2 months and wouldn't let me see him. 

And then when we went to court, um, because I hadn't seen him in 2 months, they said I 

could have every other weekend.  

Grady reported also feeling that his children’s mother did not want him to have anything to do 

with the children. When asked about how his perception developed, he said, “Because I know the 

first time I showed up at one of the kids’ concerts, she was pissed. The kids wanted to come see 

me and she wouldn’t let ‘em.”.  

 Even after the establishment of a formal custody/visitation agreement, fathers described 

being physically kept from their child. Aaron conveyed that he attempted to request additional 

time with his children from their mother, but was promptly denied by her. He stated, 

And I do not have the right to ask for any additional time. In other words, I asked her, 

“could I pick up the kids, you know, out of school this week and save on daycare 

money?” And she promptly acknowledged me back an email that says, "Your days are 

Wednesday evening and every other weekend, so stop asking. The court order says your 

days are Wednesday evening and every other weekend, so stop asking." And since then 

I've asked a few times but I've been shot down every time. One was my niece's 

graduation from high school. She was top 10% and, uh, National Honor Society. Uh, a 

just outstanding student… And her graduation happened to be on a Tuesday night and I 

asked Shellie, "Can the kids go to their cousin's graduation?" "You know the rules" is 

what I was told. 
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Other fathers discussed occasions in which their children’s mothers attempted to physically keep 

the children from their father even on court-ordered visitation time. For example, Jack described 

several times in which his children’s mother picked the children up from school on a Friday, 

despite this day being the beginning of his designated visitation weekend. When he went to pick 

the children up from her, she refused to release them until he called for police officers to read 

(and enforce) his visitation agreement. Overall, mothers’ attempts to restrict these fathers’ 

physical access to their children occurred before, during, and after the custody/visitation 

agreements were established. 

 Being kept in the dark. Fathers reported that the mothers of their children not only 

attempted to restrict their physical access to their children, but also kept important information 

from them about their children. Regarding educational information, several fathers discussed that 

mothers did not provide them with information such as their children’s academics/behaviors in 

school or school event dates/times (thus they went directly to the school, to be discussed in 

Chapters 8 and 9). A few fathers also described that their children’s mother moved the children 

to a new school (or even school district) without informing the father. Jack stated,  

No, she doesn't even tell me, like, I'm not aware of medical appointments. Um, she 

moved them to a new school district. I was not involved, I wasn't even told they were 

moving. Um, she's supposed to tell me. 

 In addition to being kept in the dark about educational information, fathers expressed 

concern over not having access to medical information about their children. Austin described that 

his children’s mother, Cecilia, began keeping him in the dark soon after he re-married. He and 

this author discussed the lack of information: 
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Interviewer: What about, so Cecilia, she doesn’t communicate to you. So if Kevin failed 

every class and couldn’t read at all at age 8, you would not, she would not tell you? 

Austin: No. No. Kevin has some issues, he takes some medication for. And she doesn’t 

talk to me about any of that, about doctor’s appointments, any of it. He’s 8 years old and 

he still wets the bed. And I don’t know why or what she’s doing about it or ya know. 

(Interviewer: You get nothing.) I get nothing. 

Randy described how dangerous the lack of information-sharing could be for his son. For 

example, during a visitation weekend, his son needed medical care. He recalled: 

… But that can create issues like, [a new doctor his mother had taken him to] thought he 

was allergic to Amoxicillin. And uh, when he was with me one time, he had an ear 

infection, earache... Actually his eardrum burst… So I took him to the doctor and they 

gave him Amoxicillin, but I thought it was the same doctor that he was going to so I 

would have... You know, I didn't... But I didn't know, so... 

The distribution of power in the co-parenting relationship is one of many factors discussed in this 

chapter that influence fathers’ involvement with their children.  

Chapter Summary 

 The purpose of this chapter was to provide detailed information on the Dad Factors 

(conditions) and Co-parenting Factors (conditions) that significantly impact the “why, where, 

how, and what” of nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s educations (and their 

lives). Fathers’ beliefs about himself (comprised of his definitions of a Dad and his motivation as 

a Dad) and his beliefs about the co-parenting relationship (characteristics of the ideal co-

parenting relationship and the importance of cooperative co-parenting) contribute to the Dad 

Factors. The Co-parenting Factors refer to the distribution of power (responsibility for and 
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influence over the children) between the mother and father. In Chapter 8, this author will present 

the data regarding fathers’ beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship, and how this 

influences the actions they engage in with regards to involvement in their children’s lives.  
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CHAPTER 8. 

EXPLORING THE MODEL – FATHER’S BELIEFS ABOUT HIMSELF IN THE CO-

PARENTING RELATIONSHIP AND RESULTANT ACTIONS 

Thus far in the exploration of the model, this author has presented the contextual factors 

as well as the father and co-parenting factors that influence nonresidential fathers’ involvement 

in their children’s education. The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with details on 

nonresidential fathers’ beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship (to be 

distinguished from fathers’ beliefs about themselves as fathers, presented in Chapter 7) as well as 

the actions they engage in which are shaped by those beliefs. First, the development of fathers’ 

beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship as influenced by contextual factors and 

conditions will be presented. Next, this author will detail the three most salient beliefs these 

fathers had about themselves in their co-parenting relationships as revealed by the data.  After, 

this author will explain the connection between fathers’ beliefs about themselves in the co-

parenting relationship and the actions in which they engage. Following, fathers’ actions will be 

introduced, including a discussion of his goals and the costs/consequences associated with his 

actions. Finally, the three primary actions the fathers engage in will be delineated.  

Father’s Beliefs about Himself in the Co-parenting Relationship 

Development 

 As depicted in Figure 3, a father’s beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship 

(referred to as “the beliefs” throughout this chapter) are both distinct from and developed by Dad 

Factors and Co-parenting Factors (discussed in Chapter 7). The figure (see Figure 3 presented in 

Chapter 5) depicts the beliefs to be at the center of the model, within the bold Dad Factors circle, 

and within the intersection of Dad Factors and Co-parenting Factors. The placement of father’s 
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beliefs about himself IN the co-parenting relationship is intentional. This placement represents 

not only that these beliefs seem to be the foundation of fathers’ actions (to be discussed later in 

this chapter), but also that these beliefs appear an amalgamation of a father’s beliefs about 

himself as a father, his beliefs about the co-parenting relationship, and the distribution of power 

within the co-parenting relationship.   

Beliefs 

 Each father’s beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship are both a 

consequence (of the intersection of Dad Factors and Co-parenting Factors, which are embedded 

within the contextual influencing factors) and a condition (for future actions). Within this sample 

of nonresidential fathers, three primary beliefs about themselves emerged from the data: “I have 

no power”, “I will do whatever it takes”, and “I am the better parent”. Fathers demonstrated that 

they endorsed one, two, or all three of these beliefs. Each belief, with supporting data, will be 

presented below.  

 “I have no power”. As this author analyzed the data, several fathers demonstrated that 

they believed they were disempowered in the co-parenting relationship. This belief was evident 

mostly through descriptions of the co-parenting relationship as well as through their reflections 

on their experiences as a nonresidential father. Aaron poignantly expressed this belief while 

describing a situation in which he was kept in the dark on medical information about his son. He 

stated,  

I know, but, generally whenever I speak up, whenever I try to stand up... I get punished. 

Trust me, been through this. Been down that rocky road. After a while, you are a 

voiceless victim. For all practical purposes I may as well have had a lobotomy. 
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 While Aaron directly articulated his feelings of disempowerment in the co-parenting 

relationship, most fathers expressed this belief through their descriptions of interactions with 

their children’s mother. Most notable, many fathers who endorsed this belief used the phrase “let 

me” fairly often in their descriptions of interactions with their children’s mother. In the following 

example, Randy recounted about a time when his son needed a medical test. Speaking about his 

son’s mother, Randy indicated, 

… And that time she did let me go. She let me go and be there, but at the same time she 

said, [clears throat] ... I kept asking her. She ... It was supposed to be my time with him 

and she took him saying, "Well, you know, I've got to monitor him.” 

Although Randy stated that it was his scheduled visitation time with his son, his language stating 

“she let me go and be there” suggests his endorsement of the belief “I have no power”.  

 Like Randy, Jack often used the phrase “let me” or “allowed” when referring to his 

children’s mother. When discussing his access to communicate with his children outside of 

scheduled visitation, he stated, 

 …But yeah, I mean, and she, like I'm not allowed to call my kids during the week, 

everything like that either, I mean, I'm not allowed, you know ... There's Skype and 

there's FaceTime and, all those things are blocked also. 

When this author attempted to clarify the terms of the custody agreement and asked Jack if he 

was prohibited from seeing/contacting the children, he replied, “I'm not prohibited, but she 

doesn't have to let me do any more than the court grants me, and she doesn’t”.  

 Referring to fathers’ beliefs about himself and definitions of a Dad (as discussed in 

chapter 7), this author sought to better understand the experience of fathers who endorsed this 

belief and whether the feelings of disempowerment were related to their beliefs about themselves 
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as a Dad. Several fathers indicated that they felt like they were “not even a Dad”. This author 

asked Jack if he at times feels like an “auxiliary parent”. Jack stated,   

Yeah, completely do. I completely do. I feel like my opinions don't matter and I feel like 

I'm not even a parent. I mean, honestly, grandparents get more time with their kids than I 

do… And you know, when there's free time, my ex-wife will make sure that her parents 

get to spend time with the kids before I do. But she always treated me as very auxiliary. 

And her parents treated me that way. And, yeah, I feel like I'm not even a parent and I do 

the best I can to be a parent in the 4 days I get... but um, yeah I don't feel like I'm valued 

as a parent at all. And I can tell you that my opinion about the kids is not valued by their 

mother, and she's the custodial parent, so, if there's something I would like my kids to be 

involved in, she'll make sure to do the opposite. 

Several other fathers made statements similar to Jack’s, indicating the strong tie that a father’s 

beliefs about himself IN the co-parenting relationship have to his beliefs about himself as a 

father. 

Across the sample, fathers who appear to hold the belief they have no power in the co-

parenting relationship endorsed feelings of sadness, anger, and confusion. When fathers endorsed 

only this belief, they were more likely to not engage in “battling” or “leveling” actions (to be 

discussed later in this chapter). However, when fathers endorsed this belief with one or both of 

the other beliefs, “battling” or “leveling” actions were just as likely as for fathers who did not 

endorse this belief.  

 “I will do whatever it takes”. Most fathers in this sample endorsed this belief, 

suggestive of having a sense of self-efficacy and determination. Fathers demonstrated this belief 
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primarily through their actions (to be discussed later in this chapter) and through statements they 

made during the interview. Specific statements made by several fathers will be presented below.  

 Adrian discussed conversations with his children’s mother in which she accused him of 

taking the children from her. Adrian vehemently denied her allegations, both to this author and to 

his children’s mother. Expressing his commitment to “do whatever it takes” to be involved with 

his children, he stated, 

There is nobody - there is nobody or nothing that would ever allow you to take my kids 

from me. Me, as a father, that I want to be there for my kids, that's how it is going to be.  

In a similar sentiment, Roger expressed his commitment to being involved with his children 

despite the difficulties he has faced because of his children’s mothers. Roger indicated, “It, it’s… 

it’s been… it’s been a battle trying to see them and everything, but I just kind of do whatever I 

got to do to see them and everything.” Having been “leveling” for many years, Grady offered his 

perspective that indicates he not only holds the belief “I will do whatever it takes”, but he also 

expressed how this directly contributes to his actions and the improvement in the co-parenting 

relationship. He described that his relationship with his children’s mother has improved 

significantly in recent years, even to the point that she invites his participation. Grady stated, 

“She [children’s mother] wants me to be more involved… And I think that it’s because of 

persistence that I never gave up on that”.  

 Fathers in this study who demonstrated that they hold the belief “I will do whatever it 

takes” were more likely to engage in “battling”, “leveling”, and “parenting” than fathers who did 

not express this belief.  

 “I am the better parent”. Several fathers within this study endorsed attitudes and 

described scenarios that seemed to indicate they believe they provide better parenting for their 
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children than their children’s mother. While fathers who had equal parenting time were more 

likely to endorse this belief, some fathers with less than 50% custody also indicated that they 

hold this belief. Furthermore, fathers who endorsed this belief were more likely to engage in 

“battling”, “leveling”, and “parenting” than fathers who did not express this belief. Several 

examples will be presented below.  

 Marco noted that his parenting decisions indicate that he is the better parent compared to 

his son’s mother. For example, Marco expressed that his son’s mother discourages him from 

taking risks to the point where the child is afraid to try new things. Marco described that his 

approach is better for their son, as he creates increasingly challenging situations for him to foster 

his emotional maturity. He also reported that he is more aware of what his son needs even on a 

practical basis. Marco stated, 

I mean, just last weekend, I went and bought my son some clothes because my clothes 

like disappear that I buy him. And I brought it up to her and she was like, well you might 

have some clothes of his over there and I said yeah, size 8. I have those, I could send 

them back. She was like no, I bought him size 10. And I was like, you do realize that he’s 

11 and he’s wearing 14’s now.  

Adrian also discussed having a more acute awareness for and meeting his children’s needs than 

their mother. He provided examples of occasions in which he paid for things the children needed 

while with their mother, despite their 50/50 custody agreement. He also described that he 

provides a safer home environment than their mother, stating,  

And like the example I am saying is, they'll be playing soccer over there or something. 

They ended up hitting something, something broke. She yelled at them and she punished 

them. Okay. Um, that's it. So, she punished them or she spanked them or whatever. Then, 
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they play again. My kid, my little one was walking barefoot and she didn't clean up 

thoroughly or something. There was still some glass on the floor. He ended up getting 

glass in his foot, and he was telling me. He showed me where he was bleeding. That 

pisses me off. You understand? That pisses me off… but she's gonna be like, "Oh, that 

happens." You know, that happens. Shit happens. Yeah, you know, I had that attitude 

about shit happening but I am there like a hawk, watching them, and the shit is going to 

happen and they are going to get hurt, I stop it. 

Finally, a few fathers indicated that the distribution of power in the co-parenting 

relationship (see chapter 7) is Mother as Primary, but that if the distribution were Father as 

Primary, the outcomes would be better for the parents and the children. As Jack indicated,  

If, if, if I were the custodial parent, it would be 100% different. She would be allowed to 

come see the kids any time she wants, call them any time she wants. Um, you know, and 

then she could come pick them up and take them a couple nights a week, take them out 

for dinner, you know help them with their homework, do whatever. The wrong person's 

in charge, in my opinion, she was given a power trip. 

Summary of Beliefs 

 Fathers in this study provided data pointing to the importance of their beliefs about 

themselves in their co-parenting relationships. The three beliefs evident in this sample are, “I 

have no power”, “I will do whatever it takes”, and “I’m the better parent”. Each father endorsed 

one, two, or all three of the beliefs through descriptions of his interactions with his child(ren)’s 

mother(s). Furthermore, each father’s belief (or set of beliefs) seemed to be the foundation for 

actions he engaged in to improve his involvement with his child(ren).  
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Fathers’ Actions 

 Based on the data in this study, “involvement” is not an outcome at the end of a linear 

progression; but rather a process. This process of “being involved” is comprised of actions and 

their consequences. Within multiple contexts (culture, state laws, and custody agreements) and 

as a result of multiple conditions (fathers’ motivation/definitions, beliefs about their co-parenting 

relationship, and the distribution of power within their co-parenting relationship), nonresidential 

fathers develop beliefs (or a set of beliefs) about themselves within their co-parenting 

relationship. Three primary beliefs (“I have no power”, “I will do whatever it takes”, and “I’m 

the better parent”) then serve as the wellspring for fathers to engage in the actions associated 

with “being involved” with their children’s education.  

 The three actions to be discussed in the remainder of this chapter are “battling”, 

“leveling”, and “parenting”. Each action is targeted “towards” a specific person/entity; however, 

the goal of these actions is for fathers to improve their involvement with their children. Each 

action fathers engage in comes with its own unique set of costs. The personal costs fathers 

indicated that they expend in the process of being involved include financial costs, personal time, 

and emotional difficulties. Each action will be discussed in more detail in the remainder of this 

chapter. 

“Battling” the Contextual Factors 

 When describing the process of establishing custody/visitation, 9 out of the 11 fathers in 

this study used the word “fight” or “battle”. The implications behind the word choice are 

significant, alluding to a conflict with clear “winners and losers” that comes at great cost. The 

costs of “battling” include financial costs, personal costs, and emotional difficulties. More than 

half of the fathers in this study described experiencing a significant burden for several years due 
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to the financial costs associated with their divorce (and associated legal fees) and/or child 

support payments. The personal costs fathers expended are represented by the significant time 

devoted to the process of the divorce/custody agreement, with some “battles” requiring multiple 

hearings and lasting many years. Furthermore, fathers described the emotional difficulties they 

experienced due to this “battling”, including anger, sadness, and confusion. The combination of 

the costs created difficult and complex situations for some fathers like Roger who described,  

Yeah, you know, and I understand inflation or what, yeah, inflation, you know. I 

understand that, but in the same sense how am I supposed to afford to live and pay for my 

child support and take care of my kids at the same time? And then the moms are mad 

because okay, you’re paying 600 dollars and that’s not enough to take care of this kid… 

So then you almost got to have a person with you… I mean I had my brother and a friend 

living with me in my trailer just so that I could make it.  

While the associated costs are great, they did not deter the fathers in this study from continuing 

the “battling”. They described engaging in “battling” directed toward (or, with hopes to affect) 

the contextual factors of the divorce/custody agreement and the state laws. It is important to note 

that the battling was not directed at their child’s mother or the co-parenting relationship, but 

rather the legal proceedings which decided the custody arrangements.  

 “Battling” the divorce/custody agreement. Most fathers in this study stated that they 

“fought” for custody or had a custody “battle”. While the connotation is that they fought their 

children’s mother directly (and it appears to feel that way for these fathers), the fight was within 

the context of the legal proceedings. Roger described some of his situation as follows: 

I mean I, I worked my butt off to [have visitation]… You know, like I gave the lawyer, a 

lawyer 1,600 dollars to take on my case and do one kid, you know. And that was only 
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one, cuz I didn’t have visitation with any of them. I said “Do this for me and just get it to 

where I can see this kid.” And they fought in court and he fought in court… 

Roger went on to describe the remainder of the case in which he did obtain the visitation he 

sought. For some fathers, the “battle” does not result in a “win”, as Renaldo stated, “Even though 

I didn't win the child support case, I still talk to [my children and their mother]”. Many fathers 

are left feeling dejected, expressing that a “win” is nearly impossible for a father. As Aaron 

described, 

Because I will put it [this way], my second attorney, Ms. Attorney, she told me in a, in a 

hearing outside of the courtroom, "You can't win." I said, "Well, why not? I'm a good 

dad." She said, "You can't win because you don't have tits.”…Okay. Now this is a woman 

telling me. "You can't win because you don't have tits."… Now that didn't deter me, I 

mean, I kept, I kept fighting, you know.   

Aaron and other fathers who perceived this sense of hopelessness in their own specific cases also 

spoke about their efforts “battling” the current state laws.  

 “Battling” the state laws. Within several states represented by fathers in this sample, 

including Nebraska, there are currently legislative initiatives that are “pushing for” a standard of 

equal/shared parenting in custody cases. Two fathers within this study reported that they 

volunteered time to “battle” against current custody laws in Nebraska (through serving on a 

committee or testifying at public hearings). Although not from Nebraska, another father within 

this study reported that he joined a social media group dedicated to providing support to fathers 

who want to pursue equal parenting. Several other fathers discussed their beliefs about the 

“[court] system” and actions that should be utilized to “battle” in order to effect change. For 

example, Jack stated,  
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Honestly, I see this a lot like I see women's rights, and um, and you know as far as 

African-American rights in the 60s. I think it's coming. But I think it's going to take, you 

know even if the laws change, it's going to take 20 or 30 years to change the mindset of 

people. Um, so I, I think, I think ... I don't think the father's rights movement is going 

away and father's rights isn't a very good name for it, but I think equal parenting, it will 

happen. It's going to take time, and more laws will change, but I think it's going to take a 

while to change the mindset of people. I mean you know even after, even after African-

Americans were given the right to vote, they weren't given equal rights, just took a while 

to change the mindset of people and we're still battling for that. 

 In summary, fathers in this sample indicated that they engage in “battling” (against the 

court system in general and in their specific case) to improve their involvement with their 

children. As Adrian described, “We as men have a lot of, you know, especially us, the ones that 

want to take care of our kids, you know, we have an uphill battle because of it.”   

“Leveling” the Co-parenting Relationship 

While the action of “battling” was directed towards the contextual factors, “leveling” 

refers to actions the father engages in to address the distribution of power within the co-parenting 

relationship. As the name suggests, “leveling” refers to equalizing or balancing the power 

between the father and mother. Grady described, “We’re getting more leveled out… Because I 

feel like the co-parenting, it can happen. But both parties have to work together [equally]”. The 

costs associated with engaging in “leveling” are personal time (e.g., frequent conversations) and 

emotional difficulties (e.g., sadness, frustration). Fathers engage in “leveling” to increase their 

own percentage of power/responsibility (through the strategies of active persistence and patient 
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persistence), and to increase the child’s mother’s power/responsibility (through the strategy of 

setting boundaries).  

Active persistence. Fathers engage in the strategy of “active persistence” through 

perseverance and determined actions to increase their power in the co-parenting relationship and 

to improve their involvement with their children. The specific actions each father took were 

based on other contextual factors and conditions. For example, Dietrich described filing “petition 

after petition after petition” for custody that were “ignored” by the judge. Speaking about his 

children’s mother, Jack described repeatedly attempting to engage her in conversation about 

increasing his visitation time. He stated, “I have emailed her and I don't believe- We only speak 

by email and text. So I've emailed her several times. I even emailed her attorney asking for 

Wednesday nights…”. In order to even establish visitation, Roger conveyed the active 

persistence he utilized to complete any requirement that was set upon him. He discussed with 

this author,  

Roger: … because I had to hold Sarah in contempt because she wouldn’t comply with … 

Like I was supposed to go to the crisis center to see him because they were saying that I 

was such an unfit father or whatever. So I was doing that. I don’t think I ever had to do 

that with Anna though, because I had more of a relationship with Anna than I did Ellen 

and Justin. And they said “Okay, we’ll go to the crisis center and you guys can visit there 

for like an hour.” (sniffs) So every two weeks I’d get like an hour or so. It was- 

Interviewer: Of supervised visitation. 

Roger: Yeah, supervised visitation. Then I’d have to go through that for a month and then 

I had to go through, “Okay, well let’s meet here at the library and you can see your 

daughter here,” you know. I’m like “Are you serious?” 
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Interviewer: So you had to jump through all these hoops. 

Roger: Yeah, just to get to see my kids. And then finally it was all done and Sarah didn’t 

want to sign the paper either. (Sniffs) So I just said, “You know what? Let’s hold her in 

contempt. You know, if she doesn’t want to follow any of these rules, she doesn’t …” 

and she was, she stopped like visits with me too. 

 Fathers also reported utilizing active persistence as a strategy to increase their 

educational involvement with their children. For example, when their mother moved them to a 

new school, Dietrich found that attending his children’s parent teacher conferences (and even 

being informed about their scheduled time) to be nearly impossible. After multiple attempts to 

contact someone from the school, he was finally able to determine the cause for the difficulty, his 

children’s mother had already scheduled the one and only permitted parent-teacher conference: 

…Well you have to call and schedule an appointment because you’re not the parent that 

has the right to schedule it at their school. So you have to schedule something different 

outside the parent teacher conference schedule. 

In this example and several others, fathers used active persistence to make contact with the 

school, and discovered that active persistence would continue to be necessary to engage in the 

activity they originally sought. Fathers described that active persistence was used to keep them 

informed in cases where the mothers kept them separated/in the dark. As Jack described, “yeah, 

you just kind of have to be proactive or you, I wouldn't have nothing”.  

Patient persistence. Fathers also report using patient persistence to improve their 

involvement with their children and increase their power in the co-parenting relationship. As the 

name suggests, this often requires patience and less “insistence” than active persistence. This 

author discussed with Renaldo the remarkable satisfaction he described in his co-parenting 
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relationship. Renaldo conveyed that he believed achieving this was “easy”, and gave the 

following advice to other fathers: 

Be patient. It will come. You can't assume the worst because your kids are only so little 

for so long. You need to just be patient because like I said, if your kids are 4 and 5 and 3, 

2 and 1 they're not even going to know anything right now. When they get to be 9 and 10 

and 11, even at 14 and 15-years-old or 16, 17, 18, they know of you, just be patient. Let 

them come to you or maybe have their mom do a mutual ground. Just try to be civil. 

Regardless if your kids are 18 or 40, they're going to know how you were towards their 

mother…  

Within his words, Renaldo seemed to indicate a respect for his children that would be displayed 

through respect to their mother. For him, respect then would manifest itself in patience, civility, 

and meeting the other person where they are.  

 Grady expressed a similar perspective as Renaldo. He described that he knows his 

children’s mother very well and that she would not respond well to active persistence or 

“pushing” (he added, “She’s not a person you can push, if you push you better back away”). 

Instead, he has found over the years that the most effective strategy to implement with his 

children’s mother is to state his opinions calmly, and bring them up whenever the topic is 

broached, while not “pushing” the matter but he does not “push”. In the following excerpt, Grady 

explained how he discussed with his children’s mother his belief that his daughter Diane would 

receive a better education at Rural District where he and his two oldest sons attended:   

Grady: Yeah but if something needs to be said I’ll say it… They’re doing good. She’s 

struggling with where she wants to go to school next year. And that was one of our 

biggest fights (Interviewer: You and Diane or you and Crystal?). [Me and Crystal] yeah 
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and I can’t really say a fight. I did well at RuralDistrict, they’re more one on one and I 

know my kids need that. (Interviewer: At RuralDistrict?) Yeah. She wanted em to go to 

LocalHS because she knew I wanted em to go to RuralDistrict and I said it ain’t about 

what I want. I want em to get an education. And now its kinda flipping where she wants 

everyone to go to RuralDistrict and one day she just kinda said that, “I wish they 

would’ve been up there the whole time, because they do have a better education system”. 

Or more, not a better education system, a “more one-on-one “… (Interviewer: smaller, 

they can get help if they need it) Yeah. I said “well, you did what you had to do”. She 

thought I just wanted em to go up there for the sports. I said “I could care less about the 

sports. What I want is for them to get an education and I don’t care where they get it at”.  

Interviewer: Yeah it doesn’t sound like the extra stuff is, I mean if they do it you’re 

gonna be cool, but its not super important. 

Grady: No. I’d rather them get the actual education than the sports. Because sports is not 

a lifetime guarantee (Interviewer: one injury and you’re done), yeah. It’s a good learning 

experience, but its not… 

Interviewer: So y’all have already been talking about Diane going to RuralDistrict next 

year or, discussing all that stuff?  

Grady: Yeah.  

Interviewer: That’s a big part that you’re involved in the discussion. Do you think that 

you’re involved in the decision? Like equally or?  

Grady: She’ll have the final say and I understand that. 
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Although their children’s mothers have full custody, Renaldo and Grady conveyed the 

importance of using patient persistence as a strategy to increase their influence on their 

children’s overall well-being through improving the co-parenting relationship.  

Setting boundaries. In contrast to the previously described strategies of active 

persistence and patient persistence, the strategy of setting boundaries is used by fathers to 

reduce their responsibility and increase the mother’s responsibility in the co-parenting 

relationship. Fathers who indicated that they have 50/50 custody reported using the strategy of 

setting boundaries, which involves requiring their children’s mothers to take more responsibility 

in certain situations. For example, Adrian indicated that his children’s mother often calls him to 

ask for help with picking the children up early or discipline during her visitation time. He 

discussed the ways that he set the boundaries, 

…it got to the point also that there was that one time that I would leave the kids and then 

five hours later, she would be calling me to tell them to do something because they are 

not behaving. You know. I am like, you know, they are with you. I am not - you know, I 

am not going to end up getting mad at them for how they are behaving with you. I am 

not. 

Marco described that his son’s mother would often present excuses about providing financially 

for their son during her visitation time or even excuses to change/reduce the visitation time. For 

example, Marco described, 

I’ve always been the flexible one. But I get accused of not being flexible at all. Because 

uhh she likes to have her time with her boyfriend and sometimes if it’s a weekend that 

they made plans and she has em, she’ll try to, ask me if I can keep em. And I’ve always 
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said yes, ya know… But now, I’m making her more accountable for that. It’s like, “plan 

better, reschedule it”. “Well this is the only time”. “Then I guess you’re not going then”.   

He went on to tell about a recent occurrence in which he “switched” weekends with his son’s 

mother but “made her sign a document because I know how she is”, referring to her tendency to 

take less than 50% responsibility. Marco explained that he developed the strategy over time to 

improve the co-parenting relationship as well as his son’s relationship with his mother. He stated, 

 But that’s the thing. It’s just, I know she can, she chooses not to because she knows I’m 

going to be there. And she knows I’m never going to let Michael down. So it’s a good 

thing for him but she takes advantage of that herself. 

For Adrian and Marco, the “leveling” strategy of setting boundaries was a means to increase the 

mother’s responsibility, thereby improving not only her relationship with the children, but also 

the co-parenting relationship in general.  

“Parenting” His Child(ren)  

In Figure 3, the arrow representing “parenting” is aimed at the circle labeled 

“[educational] involvement”. This signifies that, in this study, “parenting” actions are the actions 

that precede fathers’ direct engagement with their children. Fathers in this study described 

planning for parenting time and structuring parenting time (of note, “Parenting time” is 

synonymous with “visitation” or “custody”). For example, in order for a father to directly engage 

in helping his child with homework, he must first engage in the “parenting” behaviors of re-

arranging his work schedule, structuring the child’s time, and ensuring that he “fits in” all of the 

parenting required during the allotted visitation time. The costs associated with “parenting” are 

primarily financial (e.g., lost wages, cost of activities) and time (e.g., modified schedules). All 
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fathers in this study discussed “parenting” behaviors, the specifics of which were determined by 

contextual factors and conditions.  

Planning for parenting time. Fathers discussed the steps they took to prepare for their 

children’s visitation time, including making necessary adjustments to their own schedule and 

planning activities for the children.  

Making adjustments to their schedule involved fathers restructuring their personal time 

when their children were with their mother. For example, some fathers described adjusting when 

they work. Adrian discussed the flexibility of his scheduling as an asset due to his children’s 

mother frequently taking less than 50% responsibility. He stated,  

…If I had a regular job and I am, you know, counting on her being here, there is nothing I 

could do about it. You know, I mean, I'd have to find a way to leave my kids with 

somebody else, plus fortunate is that my job is what it is and I work whenever I want… 

So, I am like, take your time, do your thing and just have fun. Don't worry about it. I'll be 

here with the kids. Then I could be here with my kids for two, three weeks and then go to 

work for a week, and then try to catch up with my bills. 

Adjusting their work schedules in this manner means that fathers are either with their children or 

working. Discussing both the benefits and costs of this situation, Bobby explained, 

I can set my own hours but there is a penalty to pay for doing that. You either, either lose 

revenue or say I can take off but I'm going to be working until midnight you know that 

sort of thing… and you know in some respects I mean, you know at least the time that 

I've got because I have the time away... when, when Megan and I were together, we were 

trying to, you know, raise the kids that would want to play when I get home from work. 

She's had them all day and [she’d] say, “once dinner is there I need a break you deal with 
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the kids” sort of thing. Right?  So it was come home, and then go to dinner and then deal 

with the kids so that there wasn't kind of a chance or there was no option to work when 

you got home right?... Now, now there's, there's at least an option of hey if I can get home 

and work because I don't have to deal with the kids tonight.  Tomorrow, you know what's 

the next day that I get the kids, I can actually have 100 percent focus with the kids, in a 

clear mind and so there’s a silver living and a benefit of being able to be much more 

focused with the kids than maybe you would be otherwise.  

While these fathers are amenable to adjusting their schedules, as parenting time is important to 

them, they are also managing the associated costs. 

 Planning activities for the children. In addition to adjusting their schedules in 

anticipation of parenting time, fathers also described planning activities so their children enjoy 

visitation time. For example, Roger discussed his plans for a typical weekend, 

Um, usually it’s I go on Friday at 5:00 to go get them and then I take them home, maybe 

take them out to eat or something, you know, do something with them. Um, I try not to 

spend too much money on them so that they’re not always expecting something. Um, 

usually get them a movie to watch or something like that for all of us to watch. If it’s too 

cold, um, take them to the park, um, just anything that goes on throughout the town. You 

know, I try to do any of that… It’s kind of hard to find anything. Sometimes my oldest 

daughter, she’ll ask if she can go do something. Like she’ll go skating or she’ll go to a 

dance or something like that. So I’ll take her to that (sniffs), um. Otherwise I let them 

stay up a little bit late, but not too late… Yeah, all day Saturday and then I get them 

Sunday too. Um … so I mean we get up, we make pancakes. We do a lot of fun … we try 

to make it as fun as possible. Sometimes it’s just a boring old weekend, you know, 
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sometimes. It just depends on how I feel cuz work, you know and stuff like that, dealing 

with my foster kid that can get to be hectic. 

Sharing in a similar sentiment to Roger, Aaron discussed his reasons for planning activities 

during parenting time. He stated, 

I, I'll be honest with you, I feel sorry for my kids. And I'm, and I, and I try to make it up 

to them in as meaningful way as I possibly can. And, in, in ways that they, they will 

remember me when I'm gone… that, that would be ways that, to make up for the lost 

time. You know what I'm saying? In other words, special times. And you know I had 

grandpas and my dad and I would have never made it through school without my dad 

and, unfortunately, my boy is kinda in that situation. 

Fathers described planning for their parenting time by adjusting their work schedules (both for 

days when they are with their children and days they are not) and by planning activities for the 

children during visitation.  

Structuring parenting time. In addition to preparing for parenting time, fathers also 

described making thoughtful decisions to structure parenting time. Structuring the visitation 

time did not indicate making a schedule, but rather using a routine and fitting in all the 

parenting, both to be discussed below. 

Using a routine. The routine that fathers set up is dependent upon multiple contextual 

factors and conditions. However, many fathers in this study (and the pilot study) discussed the 

importance of daily routines for connecting with their children. For example, although Renaldo 

does not have physical visitation, he still has a routine established to contact his children and 

their mother most days. As he described, 
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I just call them. They're not really too big in the technology thing. Their mom… I ask her 

when I can call and then I call and talk with the kids for about an hour to an hour and a 

half because [State] is an hour away from us in time. Right now it's almost 5:00. It's 5:13. 

They talk to me nightly between 7:00 and 8:30 and when they talk to me, they let me 

know how their day went. They let me know what boys and girls they like of course. 

They're at that age.  

For fathers who have at least some physical visitation time with their children, routines also 

include conversations. As Marco explained,  

Marco: Usually what I’ll do is ask him how his day was after school. (Interviewer: Yeah) 

His response is always, “good”. It’s like, “so that’s it you didn’t do anything, you just 

went to school, sat there, and came home?”. It’s like “well, we did stuff”. “Okay, so what 

did you do in math?” (Interviewer: so you have to…) Yeah I have to pry information 

from him. And then he’ll tell me “oh we took a test” and I’ll say “what was it about” and 

I’ll just kinda go through his different things that he did. 

Interviewer: Is that, umm, yeah I was going to ask you. Tell me what that looks like on a 

normal day, on a week when he’s with you. Like, he comes home from school, do y’all 

have like dinner together, sitting on the couch? 

Marco: Sitting on the couch. Because sometimes he’ll come out because he’ll be either 

reading or playing on his DS. So I’ll ask him “how was your day at school”. Cuz you’ll, 

when I walk into the door, that’s his first question. He’ll be like, “hi Dad, how was 

work?” And then I’ll kinda go over it, cuz he knows what I do, and I’ll kinda give him a 

detailed, I work at Investment Group. (Interviewer: do you?) And I do a lot of incoming 

calls about 401k’s, loans. And he always asks me, “so was somebody upset because you 
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couldn’t give em their retirement money?” I was like “yeah I had a couple of people that 

I needed to explain to them why they couldn’t have it”.  

Interviewer: He asks good questions. 

Marco: Yeah, and then every day I come [home] its like, “did anybody get upset today 

because you couldn’t give em their money?” It’s like “no, not today”. “So what happened 

today?” So then I explain the type of calls I took and then I’ll ask him. But his, his 

response like I said, sometimes he’ll volunteer, but most of the time, he just says “no it 

was good”. 

Routines were cherished by fathers who experience them with their children, and were missed by 

fathers with infrequent contact/visitation. 

 Fitting in all the parenting. Fathers frequently discussed feeling the pressure of limited 

time during visitation with their children. This “time crunch” motivated fathers to make more 

intentional decisions about what activities will occur during visitation. For example, as Bobby 

indicated, he and his son both feel the “time crunch”:  

You know but, he sees it as either you know “I've just got done with baseball practice and 

I've gotten home and I'm tired” and…, or “hey I'm here and I want to catch up on the last 

few days, I don't want to write you know my ABC’s”. 

When asked to elaborate on the decision-making process and the importance of “fitting in all the 

parenting”, Bobby noted:  

Bobby: Well and the hard [part]... yeah you're right. And the problem is that you're fitting 

in the parenting time, you know and sometimes that, that's not always you know because 

sometimes the kids have to be disciplined, and they have to be, you know they're put in, 

they get in trouble and things like that and you have to fight the feeling of “hey, you get 
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24 hours with them or a night with them and do you want to spend that time and they go 

to their room with no dinner, like because they hit their brother?”  Um and if you do that, 

then, then you worry about “hey does the kid actually want to come back next week?”... 

And if you don’t ... and if you don't do it, you're not being a good parent, so what's the 

right balance and I don't know the answer to that. 

Interviewer: That sounds like it can be quite a, um, I don't know, like an emotional I don't 

want use the word burden, but at least it's like a process to work through, that... 

Bobby: Yeah, I mean it's horrible because you don't, I mean the last thing that you want, 

you know, is to have them not, you know, want to come back and not be excited about 

coming back again, you know, but if you let them turn out to be, you know, A-holes, 

right? That's, you didn't do a good job as a parent either, so what that balance is, I don't 

know.  And it'll change over time not just as one kid ages, but when the... when his 

brother gets to a different age, that sibling dynamic will look different so it, yeah, it's a 

constant battle I think. And when you only see snippets of it… it's hard to kind of assess 

are they acting you know, kids act out when they're excited. Are they acting out because 

they're excited or are they just acting out because they have a behavioral problem?    

As Bobby explained, attempting to “fit in all the parenting” requires making decisions and 

sometimes eliminating one thing (i.e., play time) for something the father feels is necessary (i.e., 

discipline). Making this decision is a balance and sometimes fathers choose activities that they 

feel connects the child to them more than the activities that are necessary, but challenging. This 

author talked with Grady about his perspective on fitting in the parenting “all in 2 days, well, all 

in basically a day and a half”. He elaborated:   
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I think that Crystal kinda pushed that too [Diane bringing homework to visitation 

weekends]. And there’s times she’ll bring it up. Mean we’ll get to doin stuff and we’ll 

forget it and Sunday afternoon rolls around it’s like oh shit (*both laugh*). (Interviewer: 

And then where’d my time go? It’s gone) And there’s a couple times where I had 

meetings I had to be at, I couldn’t. I was cool with it. But Sunday’s kinda our day, we’ve 

always kinda made Sunday our day, no work or… So then you’re like, she didn’t get her 

homework done and that’s gonna cause problems at home [with Crystal] because she’s 

gonna be up all night doin that. And it made me feel bad. But (Interviewer: it’s a 

balancing act) Yeah, trying to figure everything out. It’s hard. 

In this example, the importance of routines and the difficulty of “fitting in” all the parenting 

converged into a situation that presented multiple dilemmas for Grady. While the outcome (the 

child doing homework while on visitation) was not accomplished, for Grady, other intentional 

parenting decisions that he determined were more valuable were made instead. This small 

illustration represents many of the factors affecting fathers’ involvement in their children’s 

education, to be discussed in detail in the next chapter.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, this author introduced “father’s beliefs about himself IN the co-parenting 

relationship” and discussed how they develop based on contextual influences and at the 

convergence of Dad Factors and Co-parenting Factors. Next, this author defined and provided 

examples of each of the three primary beliefs that fathers in this study endorsed (“I have no 

power”, “I will do whatever it takes”, and “I’m the better parent”). Each father’s belief (or set of 

beliefs, more commonly) served as the foundation for actions he engages in with the goal of 

improving his involvement with his children. Actions were presented with an introduction, 
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discussion of the development based on fathers’ beliefs, and associated set of costs (financial, 

time, and emotional). Finally, this author provided the three primary actions (“Battling”, 

“Leveling”, and “Parenting”), utilizing participant data to illustrate these actions. In Chapter 9, 

the evidence from the data on fathers’ educational involvement will be presented.   
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CHAPTER 9. 

EXPLORING THE MODEL – EDUCATIONAL INVOLVEMENT 

 The preceding chapters have explored the model of nonresidential fathers’ involvement 

in their children’s lives. Data was presented on the contextual factors and the Dad/Co-parenting 

factors that contribute to the development of beliefs fathers hold about themselves in the co-

parenting relationship. Those beliefs are the wellspring of actions he engages in to improve his 

involvement with his children. As described in chapter 8, “parenting” actions are those that 

directly lead to his involvement with his children (e.g., preparing for parenting time by re-

arranging his work schedule). To provide the reader with an understanding of the entire process 

of “being involved” and to demonstrate that educational involvement is one portion of overall 

involvement, discussions of “involvement” thus far have not been limited to educational 

involvement. However, the purpose of this chapter (and the original focus of the study) is to 

present the data on nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement with their children. When 

data collection began with the pilot study, the focus was on direct, school-focused involvement 

(e.g., helping with homework). After the pilot study data were analyzed, data collection 

expanded to encompass both direct (school-focused and development-focused) and indirect (with 

the child’s school and with the child’s mother) involvement. For the purposes of this study, 

“direct” educational involvement describes actions the father engages in directly with the child, 

while “indirect” educational involvement describes the father’s actions when the child is not in 

the interaction. The data on nonresidential fathers’ direct and indirect involvement in their 

children’s education is presented below.  
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Direct Educational Involvement 

 As previously defined, nonresidential fathers’ “direct educational involvement” involves 

father-child interaction. Fathers expressed engaging in direct educational involvement that is 

school-focused or development-focused through conversations and activities with their children. 

The data on direct involvement is presented below. It is important to note that the behaviors to be 

presented are not meant to be a comprehensive list of all the ways fathers are involved. Rather, 

they are a representation of the aggregate of educational involvement expressed by these 

nonresidential fathers.  

School-Focused 

 Fathers described supporting their children’s success at school (e.g., academics, behavior, 

social) through conversations and through activities with the children. These two groupings are 

discussed below.   

 Through conversation with their children. Fathers in this study discussed engaging 

their children in six types of school-focused conversations (presented in order from most 

frequently reported to least frequently reported): Setting expectations or goals for educational 

achievement/attainment, discussing non-academics at school (teachers; friends; activities), 

discussing their own educational experiences, discussing the child’s behavior at school, asking 

how the child’s school day was, and discussing grades. Each type of school-focused conversation 

will be discussed, with accompanying data below.  

 Setting expectations/goals. One of the ways that fathers directly engaged with their 

children about school was through conversations about educational goals/expectations. While 

goals/expectations these fathers discussed with their children varied (e.g., based on the child’s 
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age), these conversations often included direct communication of the father’s aspiration for their 

child to graduate from high school and pursue additional education or training. Jack described, 

I tell them I would like them to go to college and that the opportunity's there. You know 

their mom and I both have professional degrees. Their mom has a master’s degree. Um, 

she pushes them pretty hard into college. I can tell you I have a son that is probably going 

to be a mechanic or a carpenter… and those are more technical, 2-year programs. And 

I'm completely fine with that. I think he has to do what he loves. And um, he doesn't, he 

doesn't really like school. Um, he struggles to pay attention. And we’ve talked about that, 

on the weekends they'll bring homework here and I'll sit and help them do homework. I 

always send them back with their homework done. Um, it's really the only opportunity I 

get to help them with it anyway. And um, you know I talk to him about that and he's like, 

"I don't want to go to school." I'm like, "Well you kind of have to, you know, until you're 

18, you have to graduate from high school." I said, "After that it's kind of your choice, 

you have to decide what you want to do." And, so ... And you kind of just guide them, but 

I mean I, you can't force them to go to college.  

When fathers provided examples of setting expectations/goals, most described personalizing the 

goals for the child (e.g., based on their age, abilities, interests) as Jack’s excerpt illustrates.  

 Discussing non-academics at school. Another common discussion between fathers and 

their children was about other things at school, unrelated to academics (e.g., friends, teachers, 

activities). As Jack outlined, 

Um, we talk about their school, we talk about their friends, their activities, um. Yeah just 

whatever, they'll talk about friends in their new school. They still stay in contact with 
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friends here in Town where they lived before. Um, they uh, I don't know we talk about 

pretty normal stuff. 

Several fathers described that they often talk with their children about peers at school in order to 

help their overall development (to be discussed in more detail in Development-Focused 

Conversations later in this chapter). For example, Grady discussed his concern for his daughter’s 

social and emotional development due to pressure she feels to fit in with peers at school. He 

stated, 

Just kinda some of the stuff she’s [my daughter] talked about [concerns me]. Some of her 

friends, ya know, they’ve got this and they’ve got that, and it bothers her. And I said “you 

don’t need that”. She says she wants it. And I said “I know you want it, but you don’t 

need it”. And, I give em what they need not what they want. And sometimes they don’t 

like that… I want em to know that life aint whatever I want I just get it. 

Overall, many fathers reported discussing social aspects of school with their children to help 

facilitate their children’s social development.  

 Discussing their own educational experiences. Most fathers in this study reported that 

they also discuss their own educational histories with their children. As Austin stated,  

Yeah I’ve told them [I didn’t focus in school when I was younger]. And that they need to 

focus because it makes, especially when they get into high school, all those grades matter 

in what they can get into school with. Into a college and… like Amanda is already talking 

about going to Colorado State. 

While the content of the conversations differed based on fathers’ educational experiences, these 

conversations often included sharing their own “mistakes” in an effort to help their children 

make better choices in their own educations.  
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 Discussing the child’s behavior at school. Several fathers reported that they have had 

discussions with their children regarding the child’s school behavior. For example, Adrian 

indicated,  

In the beginning [after the separation], you know, there were some… there was some 

behavioral problems, ya know, but like, I am - like I said, I am a bit different. I don't want 

to, how you say, to give my kids the excuse that you're doing this or you're doing that, 

because of what your mother and I are going through. [I tell them], “no, you know better. 

You know better and you know how to behave. I think that is a choice that you make. 

Now, if you're just doing it to get attention, you know that's what you're doing to get 

attention, but other than that, it's just what it is.” 

Fathers described discussing their child’s challenging behavior (e.g., aggression; sadness; 

noncompliance) at school when this behavior became evident to them. The focus of the 

conversations was fathers imploring their children to improve their behaviors at school.  

 Asking how the child’s school day was. For fathers with frequent phone or in-person 

contact with their child, most reported asking their child “how was your day at school?”. As 

Marco described in detail,  

Usually what I’ll do is ask him how his day was after school… His response is always, 

“good”. It’s like, “so that’s it you didn’t do anything, you just went to school, sat there, 

and came home”. It’s like “well, we did stuff”. “Okay, so what did you do in math?”… I 

have to pry information from him. And then he’ll tell me “oh we took a test” and I’ll say, 

“what was it about?” and I’ll just kinda go through his different things that he did. 

Fathers indicated that the routine nature of the conversations provided them the most fruitful 

opportunity to stay very aware of what occurs in their child’s life at school.  
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 Discussing grades. Finally, a few fathers reported that they discussed their child’s grades 

or report cards. Dietrich explained that his conversations with his teenage son center on whether 

the child is behaving in a “respectful and responsible” manner. He stated,  

And I can say to him, “are you taking care of business at school?” “Yep Dad I’m taking 

care of business at school.” And I check his grades… [And I tell him], “just be honest, 

that’s respectful. If I ask you a question and you’re respectful with the response and it’s a 

responsible response and I can go back and verify everything, I’ll leave you alone.” 

Nonresidential fathers in this study discussed the nuances of the school-focused conversations 

they have with their children. Although conversations were a commonly-reported method of 

involvement, fathers also reported directly engaging in school-focused activities with their 

children, as illustrated below.   

 Through activities with their children. Fathers in this study reported engaging in five 

types of school-focused activities with their children (in order from most frequently reported to 

least frequently reported): Helping with homework, attending a school event with their child, 

reading to their child/encouraging reading, having lunch with their child at school, and setting 

routines and/or consequences to support achievement. Each type of school-focused activity will 

be presented with supporting data below.  

Helping with homework. Almost all of the fathers in this study reported helping their 

children with homework. The manner in which this was accomplished was somewhat variable, 

depending on the circumstances (e.g., the father having a challenging time understanding the 

homework material). While some fathers reported directly helping the child as s/he was 

completing the homework assignment, others reported checking the child’s homework after they 
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complete it independently. Additionally, a few fathers noted facilitating older siblings helping 

younger siblings with homework. Grady stated,  

I try to ask her when she comes up if she gots homework and she don’t bring it. She did 

start but now she don’t. Cuz they make her do, they have her where she only has to do 

certain stuff, and then I kinda make her do most of them other ones. She don’t, 

sometimes she don’t like that, sometimes she does it… And I always, even the boys, I’d 

ask em to bring it up to try and help. A lot of that stuff I don’t understand but. We get 

through what we can and what we can’t, I tell em, or I ask em to have their Mom help em 

or have their teacher. Say “we didn’t understand. But at least I came to you before I 

turned in it in.”  

As noted above, fathers described being flexible in their methods to help their children with their 

homework.  

Attending a school event with their child. Many fathers in this study reported attending a 

school event with their child (in contrast to events in which they do not interact with their child, 

to be discussed later in this chapter). Examples include volunteering in their child’s classroom 

and attending “Parent Night”, where children act as “guides” for their parents to showcase their 

classwork, teacher, desk, etc. For example, Aaron discussed some of his participation in his 

children’s classrooms:  

I would do that for John's class, you know, when I was there... I would go and read to the 

class for about an hour and sometimes I'd take our guinea pig in there. I, I we got some 

tadpoles when we were out fishing one time. I took them in there ‘cause they were like 

half-developed and had legs on them and stuff. "This is how a tadpole turns into a frog", 
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you know? So a lot of it was educational stuff. I loved being a teacher on and off. Uh, for 

Claire, uh math games, her class… I would volunteer to do math games once a week. 

In attending their children’s school events, fathers communicated the importance they place on 

education and enjoyed another opportunity to directly interact with their children.  

Reading to their child/encouraging reading. Another commonly reported school-

focused activity that fathers reported engaging in was reading to their children when they were 

young and encouraging them to read as they grow older. For example, several fathers recalled 

reading to their children at night prior to the separation/divorce. As children grew older, fathers 

discussed bringing their children to the library, purchasing books for them at a book fair, or 

encouraging them to read at home. Marco stated,  

Ya know and, sometimes he’ll go into his room and he’ll kinda close the door and lock 

himself in there. And that’s when he’s [been] with his Mom [on visitation]. And I’ll say, 

“you’re allowed to read, I’m not going to take that away from you. Just make sure you 

don’t lock the door because I want to make sure that you’re here”. But I always do that 

and I say, “how many books did you read today?” Because he’ll finish a chapter book 

within 2-3 days. He’s read the Diary of a Wimpy Kid books, he’s coming home with 

books like that now and finishing those within a week. 

As Marco illustrated above, fathers continue to encourage their children’s desire to read by 

engaging them in conversation about the books they are reading. 

Having lunch with their child at school. Many fathers in this study described that 

visiting their child during the school day was a means to stay connected with their children, 

particularly during weeks when they had little/no visitation. Providing advice for other fathers, 

Randy conveyed, 
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I think dads probably don't realize they could probably go eat with their kid at lunchtime 

or do some extra things to be involved… You know, if I was only getting every other 

weekend and I could go eat with Lucas you know, once or twice a week, I'd probably do 

that because that would make up for some of that ... As far as not seeing him…That's ... 

That's not going to take much time and they [contextual factors] really can't keep you 

from that either. 

As noted by Randy and other fathers, having lunch with their child at school provides them with 

a creative solution to spend more time with them. 

Setting routines and/or consequences to support achievement. The final school-focused 

direct activity that many fathers reported engaging in was setting routines and/or consequences 

that encourage their children to achieve goals/success. In most cases this involved setting 

household rules that homework must be completed before the child can engage in enjoyable 

activities. Adrian provided an example,  

Because whenever [my oldest son] comes from school, he has no homework. He's 

already done it, and he's already done it because he wants to play his PlayStation, you 

know? I allowed him [in the past] but I am not giving it to him anymore. You know, 

sometimes I let him play, sometimes I don't. You know, but I've talked to him about 

that… I feel that my youngest knows what he has to do for his homework. I tell him, “do 

your homework. Get to it. If you've got a question, you'll ask me or you'll ask your 

brother. Okay?” And that's it.  

With regards to encouraging their children’s school-focused achievement, fathers in this 

study reported utilizing direct conversation as well as targeted activities with their children. 
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Fathers also discussed the importance of encouraging their children to grow and develop overall 

(not just focused on school achievement), as will be discussed in the next section.  

Development-Focused 

 Fathers in this study communicated the importance of a broad conceptualization of 

“education”. Rather than focusing solely on school/academics, fathers described that being 

involved in their children’s education also meant helping them develop into adulthood. 

Therefore, for the purposes of this study, “development-focused” educational involvement is 

defined as fathers’ efforts to encourage their children’s overall healthy development (e.g., social, 

emotional, occupational, etc.). Fathers reported that they utilized both conversations with their 

children and activities with their children to foster their development, the data on which is 

presented below.   

 Through conversation with their children. Fathers described engaging in conversations 

with their children in order to affect their overall positive development. The two most commonly 

reported conversation topics were on the connection between education and future goals and 

other life lessons, both of which will be explored in more detail below.  

Connection between education and future goals. Almost all of the fathers in this study 

described that it is important to help their children set and achieve goals for their future. They 

stressed the importance of connecting what their children do in school now to their goals for the 

future in order to help their children stay committed to their education. For example, Grady 

stated, 

I don’t want [my kids] to end up in a dead end job. Too many people just take what 

comes to ‘em and they don’t try… [I push them in school] ‘cause I want them to get a job 

where when they get older, retirement age, they got something to fall back on. They don’t 
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have to work up until 70 or 80 years old…I want their life easier... I didn’t have a bad life 

but I just, I work way too much. And I don’t want that for them. 

While some fathers do mention college when talking to their children about future goals, the 

conversations are centered around connecting what children do in school now with what they can 

achieve in life later. As Marco stated,  

Umm only expectation that I have is for him to do what he wants to do. He wants to 

become a scientist so and I said you know what that means. It means you gotta keep 

doing what you’re doing, you gotta focus in school, especially math because I know 

scientists use a lot of math and you have to be able to understand what you’re doing so 

you have to keep reading. So that’s what he does every week. Hes got 2-3 brand new 

books with him.   

The conversations fathers have with their children about their education serve the purpose of 

connecting their children’s future goals to what they are currently doing in school. Further, these 

conversations facilitate/encourage the child’s skills in planning and thinking about their future, 

so they have the best chance at a successful life in whatever they choose.  

Teaching other life lessons. Most fathers in this study also described engaging in 

conversations with their children in order to teach important life lessons. The topic of the life 

lessons varied considerably, such as money management and decision-making. Adrian described 

how he often teaches his children to take responsibility for their actions as follows:  

I teach them about that and I also tell them that like when, uh, we'll watch a show on 

something and then it's like one of those things like, what would you do? You know. And 

you know, and I will show them and we'll speak about things like that, or about me. I'll 

tell them all like “I did this” or, you know, “this just happened to me but you know what? 
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It's my fault. So you know, I've got to deal with it.” You know? “It's my fault, I've got to” 

- you know, so, you know, I try to teach them to take responsibility for whatever 

outcomes of their life, whether they brought it upon themselves or it's just the situation 

that, you know, was brought to them, but it is yours to own and it is yours to deal with, 

you know. 

Another example of teaching other life lessons through conversation is provided by Aaron who 

describes teaching his children how to treat others with respect, especially those who are 

different from them. Aaron stated, 

Because there's a kid in John's class, and we just had this discussion last week. Uh, he 

walks on his toes and, and a lot of kids accuse him of being gay. And I said, "Well, John, 

I hope you're not a part of that. You know, making fun of him." "Oh, no." I said, "Well, 

because, you know, you realize that he is who he is and he's not bothering you by being 

that way. At least he shouldn't be. So don't become a part of a group, you know, of the 

bullies, essentially, that make fun of him for, whether he is gay or not.”…You know what 

I'm saying? 

As noted above, these fathers communicate life lessons to their children, including thinking 

about their actions, and treating others with respect. 

 Through activities with their children. An important component of fathers’ direct 

development-focused educational involvement with their children is activities. Fathers reported 

that engaging their children in experiential learning provided opportunities to encourage their 

children’s broad development. Furthermore, some fathers described that teaching their children 

through experiential learning was an important to them personally. As Randy discussed a time 

period where he only saw his child on alternating weekends, he stated, “There wasn't no ... wasn't 
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no ... a lot of instruction. I did teach him how to ride a bike and swim and stuff like that but there 

wasn't ... I really did not feel like a dad, dad”. 

 Experiential learning. The experiential lessons fathers described teaching their children 

varied widely. Several examples will be presented here to highlight not only the variation, but 

also the fathers’ explanations of the importance. Several fathers (like Randy and Austin) 

discussed the importance of teaching their children to play sports. Others discussed a wide range 

of experiential lessons, such as Aaron, who stated, 

Aaron: Um, you know, like I said, with my daughter, my son doesn't give a crap about it, 

but we do a lot of baking… Uh, we make like banana nut breads and stuff like that. My 

daughter will see a brown banana on the stove. "Dad, banana bread time?" I say, "Yep, 

honey." Right? I'll bake a cake or something and they'll, I let them decorate it. 

Interviewer: Just a lot of experiential learning. Doing stuff. 

Aaron: Mmm-hm. We, we, uh, my kids knew that there were three forms of matter long 

before their classes did. You know, liquids, gasses, and solids. And they use... 

Interviewer: Because you're teaching that while you're doing stuff. 

Aaron: Yeah. We did experiments. Experiments. You know? We used to take a, a bottle 

and put some baking soda in a balloon and put some vinegar in the bottle and then take 

the balloon and put it over the bottle and dump it in, dump the baking soda into the 

vinegar and the balloon blows up. Right? ...Well, we basically took a liquid and a solid 

and made a gas ...Right? So they knew all ...About that stuff long before they ever did 

any of that stuff in school. We do a lot of like learning about the solar system. 
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Bobby discussed other examples of experiential learning he does with his children, such as 

bringing them to his work. In the following excerpt he also discusses the importance of these 

lessons for their overall educational development: 

I mean, that's the thing. And it's you know, builds the education and all the other things, 

and then that's what [I and my own parents] do very specifically with him is to try to you 

know and us as well, is to try to teach him you know hey, life’s a lot more about the 

things that you do and the experience that you get and all of those other sort of things that 

as opposed to the kind of the stuff you have, um, so we'll spend more time outside 

teaching him about you know farming and you know play, we play at gardens in the 

backyard and stuff like that and I sort of trick him into trying stuff so.  We tend to do a lot 

of those things that hopefully help his kind of desire to learn.  Like, which is I think all 

you want out of your kids when they’re growing up in school. 

The fathers in this study indicated that their direct involvement with their children includes 

conversations and activities about school and other important lessons in life. Fathers also 

described the indirect involvement activities they engage in, which is discussed in the remainder 

of this chapter.  

Indirect Educational Involvement 

 As defined at the beginning of this chapter, “indirect educational involvement” refers to 

fathers’ actions that do not involve him directly interacting with his children. Fathers reported 

engaging in indirect educational involvement through their school connection or through the co-

parenting relationship. In the remainder of this chapter, this author presents the data on 

nonresidential fathers’ indirect educational involvement.  
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School Connection 

 The data indicated that the school connection is a critical component of fathers’ indirect 

educational involvement. Furthermore, the school connection appears to only be founded when 

fathers reach out and contact the school to establish the connection. After the connection was 

established, maintaining the contact and attending parent-teacher conferences provided a means 

for fathers to “stay connected” to their children’s education. Importantly, the school connection 

served as an intervening condition to the fathers’ educational involvement when the co-parenting 

relationship factors detracted from his involvement. Details on fathers’ indirect educational 

involvement through the school connection will be provided below.  

 Establishing the school connection. Without exception in this sample, when fathers 

initiated contact with the school, they were able to build a connection that resulted in greater 

direct and indirect educational involvement. In Father as Primary distributions of power, fathers 

were the primary contact for their children’s school, which they initiated at the time of 

enrollment. For fathers in Mother as Primary distributions of power, the divorce and children’s 

subsequent move to a new school provided challenges for them to make new connections. 

However, fathers who reached out to the school built connections with teachers/staff who then 

provided them with information about additional opportunities for involvement later. For 

example, Jack discussed his process of establishing the school connection both at the time of the 

children’s move and each year when the children were assigned new teachers. 

Jack: I mean I can email the teachers anytime I want. Um, and I do. Occasionally, you 

know, I kind of had to let the teachers know that, you know, if you send a note home I'm 

not going to see it, so don't send it home. Shoot it to me in an email or whatever. And um, 

but you know, you know they do, but they forget about that, and they got a lot of kids to 
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deal with and they can't remember every kid's situation and where the parent lives and 

unfortunately I live 30 minutes away from where their school is, so it's pretty hard for me 

to be involved. Although I, you know, I have gone down for things, um, that, you know 

like when they have games I go. Um, sometimes, the teacher invited me to like an ethnic 

dinner and I brought a dish for that…Um, so the, you know the one time, the teacher this 

year did invite me to be, um, a sponsor for a field trip. And they were really nice, said, 

"You know, I realize you probably don't get invited to participate much." And so they 

invited me in. And the teachers are aware of the situation that, mom and dad probably 

can't both be on the same field trip since mom and dad don't get along… And I, I just 

kind of tell them nicely at the beginning of the year, I say you know, I always send them 

an email just saying, "This is my situation." You know, so.  

Interviewer: So you kind of have to be the one to open that up. 

Jack: Oh yeah, I have to instigate that.  

Interviewer: What would happen if you didn't?  

Jack: I didn't even know they were moving to a new school and when I first called the 

new school I was told by the administration that they had to see a copy of my divorce 

decree to see if I even had educational rights, she didn't even put my name like any 

information at the school that I even exist and the school didn't even know about me. 

Jack did initiate the contact with the school and shared his belief that he would have absolutely 

no connection at the school otherwise. Fathers who did not reach out to the school depended on 

their children’s mother to provide them with information. As a result, the information they 

received (and their subsequent school involvement) was based on the co-parenting factors 

discussed in previous chapters. While Renaldo indicated that he has all of the information that he 
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needs about his children’s education through the children’s mother, he also was the only 

participant to describe his co-parenting relationship as “respectful and very, very low conflict”. 

On the other hand, Austin described that he no longer has any contact with the children’s school 

and has no direct communication with his children’s mother, Cecilia (since he remarried). He 

stated, 

Interviewer: Umm so have you either had any direct communication from his school or 

received any of it or Cecilia showed you stuff or…?  

Austin: I get… I used to get, I don’t know if I still get it or not. I used to get their grades 

in the mail. 

Interviewer: Like from the school?  

Austin: Yeah, they would send copies to her and copies to me… I think Cecilia set it up 

when we were getting along.  

Interviewer: Before [you remarried]? 

Austin: Yeah.   

For fathers in this study, establishing the school connection was critical to ensure their school 

involvement with their children.  

Maintaining contact with the school. As a result of the established school connection, 

and then in order to strengthen that connection over time, fathers also maintained contact with 

the school through calls, emails, and visiting the school website. Almost all of the fathers in this 

study reported maintaining contact with the school at some point during their child’s enrollment 

in school. For example, after Grady established his school connection by going in person to 

provide a copy of the decree, he described how he was able to maintain that connection over 

time.  
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Yeah, there was one lady there at Previous Elementary. She would call and tell me the 

stuff that was going on. So I would call and talk to her. Gave her all that information. 

And after that she would call me and say “hey, Spring Concert is gonna be next week.” 

After Grady made the initial contact, he received follow-ups by phone from a staff member at the 

school. As some schools have become more technology-savvy, so too have their communication 

method with parents. For example, in this excerpt, Bobby discusses his use of email as his initial 

contact with the school and how email facilitates his continued contact:  

Yeah, and I mean beyond that you know the teachers kind of have a you know everybody 

has their custom web pages and they email list and things like that so I've gone and asked 

to get added to their weekly, um, their weekly updates you know that say hey, in class 

this week we did this and got access to their web page and things like that. 

Fathers in this study reported experiencing some barriers to initially establishing the connection, 

but all who established the connection reported that the school was “supportive” (to “very 

supportive”) of their involvement, and teachers/administrators/staff have reached out to maintain 

contact with them.  

 Attending parent-teacher conferences. Fathers who had established a school 

connection described the importance of attending parent-teacher conferences in order to maintain 

awareness of and involvement in their children’s educational development. For example, Roger 

stated “I was going to their parent-teacher conferences before I even got, you know, visitation 

with them” and later explained, “I just know stuff [about my children’s education] from what the 

school tells me because the moms don’t tell me anything”.  

 Illustrating the importance of establishing the school connection, maintaining the contact, 

and attending parent-teacher conferences, Randy reported, 
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Um, well since that time [I told them about the parenting plan in place], they put me on 

the ...The, like, uh  ...I get it through, um, like e-mail ...And stuff like that. And I look at 

the cal- ...I get ...I go on the website and look at the calendar and I know when the Parent-

Teacher Conferences are, and ...And then when that gets close to time, you know, they'll 

...They'll, uh ...You know, or the ...If I don't get ...If I'm not the one to get that and they 

re-recognize that I didn't get a form saying when I wanted to be there ...Or maybe his 

teacher knows me, you know. They'll ...They'll reach out and see if I want ...If I've got a 

time [available to come in for the Parent-Teacher Conference]. 

While the flow of information between the father and mother may be influenced by the 

contextual factors and Dad/Co-parenting Factors, once fathers reach out to make the connection 

with the school, the school becomes a stable source of information about his child and 

opportunities to be more involved.  

Co-parenting Relationship   

 Several fathers in this study described their indirect educational involvement through the 

co-parenting relationship. Specifically, they indicated that they discuss their child’s educational 

needs, share information, and attend school events together with their child’s mother. The 

supporting data on indirect educational involvement through the co-parenting relationship will be 

presented below. It is important to note that the only fathers who reported indirect educational 

involvement through the co-parenting relationship were fathers who did not describe the mother 

currently engaging in behaviors to keep them in the dark or keep them separated from their 

children.  

Discussing child’s educational needs. A few fathers reported that they have engaged in 

discussions with their child’s mother about their child’s educational needs. In many cases, the 
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discussions occurred when the parents disagreed about what was best for the child. For example, 

Grady described, 

Yeah. She wanted ‘em to go to Local HS because she knew I wanted ‘em to go to Rural 

District and I said it ‘aint about what I want. I want ‘em to get an education. And now it’s 

kinda flipping where she wants everyone to go to Rural District and one day she just 

kinda said that, “I wish they would’ve been up there the whole time, because they do 

have a better education system. Or more, not a better education system, a more one-on-

one”... I said “well, you did what you had to do”. She thought I just wanted ‘em to go up 

there for the sports. I said, “I could care less about the sports. What I want is for them to 

get an education and I don’t care where they get it at”. 

Bobby indicated that the terms of the parenting plan have provisions for how the parents can 

resolve disagreements about the child’s education when “discussing child’s educational needs” is 

insufficient to reach agreement. He stated, 

Bobby: In terms of custody and things like that, we're joint on everything. 

Interviewer: Okay and so there is no like ... like you said.  There is no one person in 

charge of things so let’s say Emmitt was struggling in school and the decision came of do 

we hold him back or do we let him go forward, you two would jointly be in charge of 

making that decision?  

Bobby: Yeah, and then, um, there's the, there's a mediation procedure or tie breaker 

procedure that is built in that goes to the school counselor. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
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Bobby: So Megan has I think she has the right to designate primary residence for the kids.  

So she has the right to choose their public school.  Um, and if there is any disagreement 

on, on education that goes to the school counselor. 

Fathers reported occasionally discussing important topics regarding their child’s educational 

needs with the child’s mother.  

Sharing information. While a few fathers in the study described discussions with their 

children’s mother on important decisions such as the examples illustrated above, others reported 

engaging in information-sharing on more routine topics (e.g., the child’s need for new clothes; 

the date of upcoming class presentation). In some cases, the mother provided information to the 

father solely while in others, the information was shared mutually. For example, Bobby 

described, 

Bobby:  …I mean we, we kind of share obviously when the teacher do their assessments 

and we both get the assessments and we both kind of see what he takes home, um, and I 

think we, we've shared a little bit of hey you know like is he sittin' still with you?  You 

know because he's not sittin' still with me but beyond that, there hasn't been a lot of, it's 

been more of okay, well it's this is your problem so deal with it, sort of thing. 

Interviewer: Um, how did you get that set up with the teachers to make sure you both get 

everything?  Like, I'm assuming... 

Bobby: You mean like having?... I mean a lot of it, well there's a couple of things.  

Megan, Megan you know has been good, and I've ... and we've both been good at doing 

that, when we get something that's related to you know progress reports or things like 

that, we let the other one know.  She, she has passed things of me and I've passed things 

to her when they, when they are like report cards and things like that. 
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Bobby’s description points to a mutual flow of information. Based on the distribution of power 

or if the father has the primary school connection (Father as Primary), in some cases, fathers 

provided information to mothers about the events at school. For example, Grady described: 

[Our third son] is doing extremely well [at Rural District]. And [in Rural District] had, 

we have 9 teachers who went to school there and then they’ve come back to teach. That 

means a lot to me. That shows you that our school system is pretty good… There’s, 

there’s like 6 of ‘em there that know the whole [divorce/custody] situation that have been 

there from the start. If there’s something going on [with our son], I’m called right away. 

And if I’m called, I let her know. 

Depending on the contextual factors, co-parenting factors, and the father’s beliefs about himself 

in the co-parenting relationship, fathers described sharing information with their child’s mother 

mutually, as recipient, or as provider.  

Attending school events together. Finally, a few fathers discussed attending school 

events with their children’s mother to demonstrate solidarity/a parenting team to the children. 

Describing the changes over time in the co-parenting relationship, Grady stated, “Now, she calls 

me, lets me know, sends me a message when things are going on so I can be there. So the last 

few years we’ve even been sitting together, which makes the kids feel better”.  

As an illustration of his connection with the school, information-sharing with his son’s 

mother, and attending school events together, Marco described,  

Interviewer: So you’re listed as primary at school. How is your communication or 

relationship with his school? Or how has it been all this time?  
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Marco: They call me. Because like I said, they have her number listed but they get ahold 

of me more because I’m more available and I’m more flexible. And I think it’s because I 

made it that way. 

Interviewer: So what about parent-teacher conferences and…? 

Marco: We go together. (Interviewer: Do you?) Yes, we do go together. Because we try 

to make it a habit. So he doesn’t feel like oh its Mom’s turn or its Dad’s turn. That’s one 

thing that he’s always seen. No matter what, whenever we can, we’re going to try to 

make it together. Interviewer: So they reach out to you to schedule that and you 

coordinate that with her? 

Marco: Mmhmm yes. Yep. They’ll send me the note or they’ll call me. Because the 

secretary there will say, “hey this is what’s going on”, and I’ll say “okay I’ll let his Mom 

know”. Or sometimes they’ll send me a note and its something that needs to be addressed 

with her so I ask them if, “hey can you address that with her?” and [they say], “yep, just 

wanted to let you know first”. 

 In summary, fathers highlighted the importance of indirect educational involvement 

through the school connection and the co-parenting relationship to improve their educational 

involvement overall.   

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, this author presented the data on nonresidential fathers’ multifaceted 

involvement in their children’s education. The results indicated that fathers engaged in direct and 

indirect educational involvement. Direct educational involvement was accomplished through 

conversation and activities with their children focused either on school or on overall 

development. Indirect educational involvement was achieved through fathers’ school connection 
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and/or through the co-parenting relationship. This chapter serves as the final chapter to explore 

the model and supporting data. In the next chapter, this author will present three fathers’ stories 

in order to illustrate the model in its entirety.   
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CHAPTER 10. 

ILLUSTRATING THE MODEL 

 The preceding chapters have provided the data supporting the model of nonresidential 

fathers’ involvement in their children’s education that was outlined in Chapter 5. To review, 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education is more than the sum of 

involvement behaviors. Rather, the data indicate that “being involved” is a complex process. 

Contextual factors (cultural norms, laws, and their specific custody arrangements) influence 

fathers’ beliefs about themselves as fathers (definitions and motivations) and beliefs about co-

parenting relationships (ideals), as well as co-parenting factors (distribution of power). For each 

father, these conditions uniquely combine and contribute to the development of a belief (or set of 

beliefs) about himself in the co-parenting relationship. These beliefs are foundational for the 

actions fathers take to affect their state laws, custody proceedings, co-parenting relationship, and 

educational involvement behaviors. Educational involvement behaviors are multifaceted, 

encompassing direct (school-focused or development-focused) conversations and activities as 

well as indirect (through the school or through the co-parent) educational involvement.  

In order to provide the reader with a better understanding of the complexities and 

interactions of the model, this author will first present the stories of three fathers (Grady, Marco, 

and Jack) to demonstrate the theory. These case illustrations will demonstrate individual 

variability of the expression of the model between fathers with notable differences. Following, 

this author will present a factor illustration on the mesosystem factor of the custody/visitation 

agreement. Specifically, fathers will be grouped based on the number of days they have visitation 

with their child per month and the group variability of the model will be explored.   
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Case Illustrations 

These fathers were chosen because each clearly illustrates different components of the 

model. For example, Grady illustrates the belief (about himself in the co-parenting relationship) 

“I will do whatever it takes” while Marco seems to hold the belief “I am the better parent”. 

Furthermore, Marco’s contextual factors (e.g., mesosystem: joint custody) differ significantly 

from Jack’s (e.g., mesosystem: children’s mother sole custody).     

Grady’s Story 

Grady grew up in a rural, working-class family. Although his parents had expectations 

for Grady and his siblings to graduate from high school, the direct communication about 

education was limited to “graduate or else”. After high school, Grady married Crystal, the 

mother of his four children. As a young couple, they struggled both financially and within the 

relationship. To alleviate some of the financial worries, Grady took on stable employment, but it 

required him to travel most weeks out of the year while his children grew up, which left Crystal 

as the parent who was primarily responsible for their children’s caretaking. Shortly after his 

youngest child (Diane) was born, Crystal moved out and filed for divorce. She was granted sole 

custody of all four children in the decree, while Grady was granted visitation on alternating 

weekends (contextual factor: mesosystem). Because of his limited visitation time, Grady did not 

feel much like “a Dad” (beliefs about himself: definition of a Dad), which resulted in him 

choosing to stay on the road for work for several months at a time. After doing some “soul-

searching” while on the road, Grady decided that having any opportunities to be a “Dad” to his 

children was more important than work (beliefs about himself: motivation as a Dad). In order to 

stay involved with his children, Grady chose to become self-employed in the same industry 

(belief: I will do whatever it takes). This flexibility allowed him to choose not to work during 
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most scheduled visitation weekends (parenting action: planning for parenting time; costs – 

personal time, financial).  

For several years, Grady continued to pick up his children for alternating visitation 

weekends but often had no communication with them between visits. Crystal not only retained 

custody of the children, but was also solely responsible for all of their medical and educational 

care (co-parenting factors: distribution of power – mother as primary). Grady described the 

communication between himself and Crystal as only “a text here and there” for many years after 

the divorce. He reported having a strong desire to “get along” with Crystal for “the kids’ [sake]” 

(beliefs about co-parenting relationship). However, he perceived that she “didn’t want him to 

have anything to do with [the kids]” because of her actions (e.g., physically preventing the 

children from going to him; distribution of power: mother as primary – kept physically 

separated). He also indicated that he knew better than to “push” Crystal into communicating with 

him because she would only push him away. So instead he continued to initiate amicable contact 

only when it was necessary for the children, like scheduling visitation time (leveling action: 

patient persistence). 

Grady described initially, he felt as though Crystal should provide him with information 

about the children’s education, as she was responsible for the children’s educational needs, 

(beliefs about the co-parenting relationship). However, as he became more resolved to be 

involved with his children he also realized that if he wanted information, he would have to obtain 

it on his own (belief: I will do whatever it takes). Grady went to his children’s school and 

provided school staff with a copy of the divorce decree to prove he retained educational access 

rights (indirect educational involvement: establishing the school connection). The staff person he 

met with on that first day became a point of contact for Grady for the duration of his children’s 
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term in that school. The same staff person contacted Grady whenever events for the children 

were scheduled, and ensured that copies of the children’s report cards were also sent to him, 

which continued even when Crystal moved the children to a new school (indirect educational 

involvement: maintaining contact).  

After many years of the co-parenting relationship being characterized by tension and 

extremely limited communication, Grady and Crystal both attended their oldest son’s high 

school graduation in an act of solidarity (indirect educational involvement: attending events 

together). This cooperative act seemed to open the doors to their co-parenting communication. 

Grady stated that he still would not “push”, but he persisted towards his ideal of parents working 

together without tension for the children (leveling action: patient persistence; personal costs: 

emotional, time; beliefs about the co-parenting relationship). Over time, Grady and Crystal 

increased the frequency and duration of their co-parenting communication and actions. He stated 

that for several years now they have attended the children’s school/career functions together 

(indirect educational involvement: attending events together), and shared information with each 

other when only one parent was informed (indirect educational involvement: sharing 

information). When their youngest son recently required school interventions, Grady stated that 

Crystal invited him to participate in school meetings (direct educational involvement- parent-

teacher conferences), and the two met privately to discuss the best course of action for their son 

(indirect educational involvement: discussing child’s educational needs).   

At the time of the interview, Grady recently opened his own business in the same 

industry, affording him the most flexibility he’s had in his career. He reported that he schedules 

his work around his children’s needs and visitation (parenting action: planning for parenting 

time; personal costs – time, financial). Grady and Crystal’s youngest son recently came to live 
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with Grady to attend high school in the same district that their oldest son and Grady graduated 

from. Grady has lifelong connections in that school district and, at least for their son’s 

educational needs, the distribution of power has shifted (school connection; father as primary). 

Grady’s schedule flexibility, and what he describes as the co-parenting relationship “getting 

better”, have allowed him to attend more school functions with Crystal and the children over 

time (leveling; attending school events together). Diane consistently has alternating weekend 

visitation with Grady, and also has frequent contact with her father in between visits (via phone 

or through her younger brother). During visitation weekends, Grady still finds it challenging to 

accomplish everything he wants to with Diane (parenting action: structuring parenting time- 

fitting in all the parenting). When his daughter brings homework, Grady prioritizes helping her 

with these assignments (direct educational involvement: through activities- helping with 

homework), though he noted that he sometimes decides that other activities take priority, such as 

relaxing and spending time together, or discussing topics of concern for a pre-teen girl (direct 

educational involvement: school- and development-focused conversations).  

Grady believes it is very important for him to talk with all of his children about their 

goals for the future (direct educational involvement through conversations). He shares with them 

the mistakes he believes he made by not attending college, and encourages them to pursue 

careers that will provide financially for themselves and their future families, without requiring 

significant family sacrifices (direct educational involvement through conversations: discussing 

own educational experiences; direct development-focused educational involvement through 

conversations: connecting education with future goals). With his two youngest who are still in 

school, Grady also believes it is important to review their grades with them and “push” them in 
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areas when their grades drop (direct educational involvement through conversations: setting 

expectations).  

Marco’s Story 

 Marco immigrated to the United States from Central America with his mother and 

brother when he was 5 years old. Marco recalled that the family fled due to concerns for his 

mother’s safety from Marco’s father, who was abusive towards her. Marco reported “no 

involvement with Dad at all” growing up. He spoke admirably of his mother who raised the 

children alone, but also described “missing out” on parental involvement in his own educational 

activities, as his father was absent in his life, and his mother always had to work. He shared with 

his mother after he graduated high school that there were times in which he felt as though he was 

the “only one” without a parent present for a school ceremony. Marco stated that she attended 

more school functions for his younger brother after that discussion. While his younger brother 

entered college right after high school, Marco stated that he began working immediately after 

earning his high school diploma. At the time of this interview, Marco was working two jobs (one 

part time due to unexpected family medical expenses, and one full-time position at a financial 

institution). Although the temporary part-time work was taxing on his family, Marco described 

being generally satisfied with his career and the flexibility he is afforded at his full-time job.  

Marco and his son’s mother (Annie) were together several years before their son, 

Michael, was born. Marco and Annie married when Michael was about 4-years-old, but 

separated within a year of marrying. He stated that during their separation, and up through the 

divorce, Marco was the primary care provider for Michael (distribution of power: father as 

primary). He described that he and his attorney pushed for Marco to have joint (50/50) custody 

of Michael in the divorce, which he was granted (mesosystem). Marco indicated that the decree 
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and custody agreement outlined a specific parenting plan, though noted that he and Annie have 

flexibly applied the plan since the custody hearing. Currently, Michael alternates weeks with 

each parent, though this has not always been the case. 

Since the separation, Marco’s co-parenting relationship with Annie has changed in some 

ways, and remained constant in others. For example, as previously stated, Marco was primarily 

responsible for Michael’s care after the separation (father as primary). Over time, Michael has 

become more aware that even though the decree indicates joint custody, Annie has made 

“excuses”, mainly through communication that Marco needed to take additional time with their 

son. Not wanting to turn his son away, Marco often obliged Annie’s requests. As Marco stated, 

Annie knows that he “will always be there for my son… but she takes advantage of that herself”. 

Marco indicated that over time, he also became more aware of Michael’s need to have shared 

time with his mother (beliefs about co-parenting: importance), and began to “make her more 

accountable” to her parenting time (leveling action: setting boundaries; personal costs: 

emotional, time). Marco described that she tends to be less involved or knowledgeable about 

their son’s needs (belief: I’m the better parent), and he continuously sets boundaries to ensure 

that she is equally involved in parenting (leveling action: setting boundaries; personal costs: 

time, emotional).  

 For Michael’s needs (e.g., medical, educational), Marco continues to take more than 50% 

of the responsibility (distribution of power: father as primary). For example, Marco stated that he 

enrolled his son in the school based on his residence, not Annie’s (indirect educational 

involvement: establishing the school connection). Particularly associated with his own 

experiences as a child (motivation as a Dad: wanting to parent better than own parents), Marco 

described that being involved with his children’s school is very important to him, and he has 
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flexibility at his full-time job that allows him to often participate in activities at his son’s school 

(parenting action: planning for parenting time; costs – time, financial). He not only is the primary 

contact for Michael’s school (father as primary), but he also volunteers at the school regularly, 

such as in classrooms, at carnivals, or doing safety patrols (direct educational involvement 

through school-focused activities: attending school event with the child). Marco stated that his 

presence at the school is so regular that staff do not require him to wear a name tag, and many 

joke about when he will get a “paycheck” for all of his time (maintaining school connection). 

While he indicated that Annie does not have the same connection with the school that he does, 

Marco stated that they are intentional about attending parent-teacher conferences together as a 

cooperative co-parenting unit (indirect educational involvement: attending events together).  

 Marco described being active in his son’s education not only at school but also at home.    

He reported having routines established for his son on the weeks he resides with him to ensure 

that reading and family time are prioritized above time on a gaming system (parenting action: 

structuring parenting time). Marco described being concerned that Michael does not bring any 

homework home, but Michael’s teacher assured him that Michael completes the homework 

before he leaves school (indirect educational involvement: attending parent-teacher conference). 

He said that Michael is “very smart” and since he doesn’t require help with homework, Marco 

opts to reinforce other important aspects of education. For example, Marco described that he 

encourages Michael to read, and talks with him about books he is reading to check for his son’s 

understanding (direct school-focused educational involvement through activities and 

conversation).  

 Talking with his son is very important to Marco, who wants to ensure that Michael does 

not make the same decisions he made (e.g., not attending college; not having a specific career 
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plan) (motivation as a Dad: wanting child to have a better future). As part of their daily routine, 

Marco talks with Michael about his day and asks Michael about his day at school (direct school-

focused educational involvement through conversation). Sharing with Michael about what he 

does at work provides Marco with an opportunity to teach important life lessons (e.g., empathy, 

money-management) (direct development-focused educational involvement through 

conversation). Discussing Michael’s day not only allows Marco to feel up-to-date about what his 

son does, but also provides opportunities for Marco to reinforce why certain tasks at school are 

important. For example, Marco reminds Michael that doing math in school and reading daily will 

help him achieve his goals of becoming a scientist (direct development-focused educational 

involvement through conversation).  

Jack’s Story 

 Jack reported being raised in a working-class family that provided encouragement and 

[albeit limited] financial support for his educational pursuits. His parents’ own educational 

attainment and the cultural expectations during Jack’s upbringing (e.g., his father’s role was to 

work to support the family while his mother cared for the children) limited their direct support 

(e.g., helping with homework) (macro system: cultural norms on fathers); however, he expressed 

that he models his own parenting now after his parents’ approach, as their approach allowed him 

to make [and learn from] his own decisions (motivation as a Dad: parent like a role model). Jack 

completed college and an advanced medical degree before meeting his children’s mother, Linda. 

After several years together, they were married and had their triplets, sharing equally in the 

responsibility for caring for their multiples. Jack moved the family to the small town he grew up 

in to open his own medical practice. He expressed making this decision because he wanted to 
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provide his children to have the same educational opportunities and support he did (motivation: 

parent like role model).  

Shortly after the children began school, their mother Linda abruptly moved out with the 

children to a new town and school district more than an hour away. Although Jack described the 

relationship with Linda as highly conflictual and with poor communication beginning years prior 

to the divorce, with the added distance from his children, Jack found the fight for his 

involvement to be arduous and emotionally difficult (battling action; personal costs: emotional). 

He expressed his frustration with many of the court proceedings. Jack expressed his perception 

that that Linda (with the help of her lawyer) was concocting stories to cause the judge to view 

him negatively (mesosystem: tactics by mother and attorney). Further, he shared his view that the 

state legal precedence was inherently biased against fathers (exosystem: perceived unfairness of 

laws). After several years, and accruement of significant debt in the “fight” for his children 

(personal costs: time, financial), Linda was awarded full custody of their three children 

(mesosystem: specific custody arrangement).  

The terms of the custody/visitation agreement outlines a parenting plan in which Linda is 

responsible for the children (distribution of power: mother as primary) and Jack is allotted 

visitation on alternating weekends, one week over the holidays, and six [nonconsecutive] weeks 

in the summer. Jack described that this parenting plan is common in his state (exosystem: 

knowledge of laws), but typically includes one night of visitation during the week as well. 

However, due to the distance between himself and his children (which he attributes to being an 

intentional decision of Linda’s) (kept physically separated), the weeknight visitation was not 

awarded. Furthermore, although the parenting plan permitted “reasonable” access to 

communicate with the children during the week, Jack described that despite his repeated requests 
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for more time (leveling: active persistence), Linda continuously restricts the access so that he is 

often only able to speak to or see his children on the scheduled alternating weekend visits. The 

only exception to this, Jack explained, is when Linda has an event she needs to attend without 

the children that is scheduled on “her” weekend. He noted that she asks Jack to have the 

children, and provides him “a little extra time as an incentive” (time with children as a barter). 

Jack stated that he feels pressured to agree to Linda’s requests to change the schedule because 

otherwise, he fears that she may further restrict his access to the children (distribution of power: 

tenuous agreement; belief: I have no power).    

Jack discussed that he has emotionally struggled with the distance from his children. For 

him, having daily interaction at home (e.g., talking while having an after-school snack on the 

couch) and involvement in their activities (e.g., sports teams) are important components of being 

a “Dad” (beliefs about himself: normal dad). He also strongly believes that for himself and for 

the children, having a cooperative co-parenting relationship in which access is equal and 

information is shared would be best (beliefs about co-parenting relationship: characteristics of 

ideal; importance of cooperative co-parenting relationship). However, Jack noted that his co-

parenting relationship is nearly the opposite of his ideal due to the limited communication (e.g., 

only through email or text message) and how often he feels “kept in the dark” about important 

things in his children’s lives (e.g., medical appointments; moved to a new school; distribution of 

power: kept in the dark). 

While the communication with Linda has not improved, Jack reported that she and the 

children moved again (he found out after the move took place; distribution of power: kept in the 

dark), this time to a school district less than half an hour from him. Jack stated that he reached 

out to the staff, teachers, and administrators to inform them of the custody/visitation agreement 
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as well as the limited communication in the co-parenting relationship (indirect educational 

involvement: establishing the school connection) upon his children’s matriculation at the 

elementary school. He found that the school welcomed him openly, keeping him informed of the 

children’s progress (indirect educational involvement: maintaining contact) and inviting him to 

participate in classroom events (e.g., fieldtrips) (direct education involvement through activities: 

attending event with child). For Jack, these opportunities to see his children at school (e.g., 

having lunch with them) are a valuable supplement to his visitation time, which Linda cannot 

limit (direct education involvement through activities: lunch with child; belief: I will do 

whatever it takes). During visitation, Jack ensures that he talks with his children about their lives 

including peers, difficulties, and goals (direct education involvement through conversation), 

while also making time for doing routine tasks together (e.g., homework; having meals) (direct 

education involvement through activities; parenting action: structuring parenting time).  

Factor Illustration 

The results discussed in previous chapters suggest that the terms of custody/visitation 

arrangement (mesosystem) appears to be one of the most critical determinants of nonresidential 

fathers’ process of being involved in their children’s lives and education. As described for each 

participant in Chapter 4, the details of each arrangement are complex and influenced by 

exosystem and macrosystem factors. Despite these nuances, the data suggest that fathers with 

similar arrangements appear to have similarities in terms of father factors, coparenting factors, 

beliefs about himself in the coparenting relationship, parenting actions, and educational 

involvement.  

According to recent estimates in Nebraska (Shulte, 2015), noncustodial parents are 

awarded an average of 5 visitation days per month. This author used information provided by 
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fathers in the current study to estimate the number of days per month that each child visits with 

their father and assign fathers to analytic groups. Fathers were assigned to the “below average 

visitation” group if they reported less than 5 days per month of visitation (Renaldo and Austin); 

fathers were assigned to the “average visitation” group if they reported approximately 5 days per 

month of visitation (Grady, Dietrich, and Roger), and the “above average visitation” if they 

reported more than 5 days per month of visitation (Aaron, Randy, Jack, Bobby, Marco, and 

Adrian). While this division seemed logical and likely to yield differences between the three 

groups (and in a predictable pattern of increasing or decreasing likeliness depending on the factor 

being described), the noteworthy differences emerged between a different set of groups to be 

explained in more detail below.  

Initially, this author assigned fathers with approximately 50% custody (Marco and 

Adrian) to the “above average visitation” group. As the author further analyzed the data, it 

became apparent that those fathers endorsed attitudes and behaviors more similar to fathers in the 

“below average visitation” group than fathers in the “average visitation” or other fathers in the 

“above average visitation” group. As a result, fathers were instead divided into two groups – 

“outliers” (less than 4 days or more than 14 days per month of visitation) and “moderates” 

(between 5 days and 13 days per month of visitation; please refer to Table 3 for each fathers’ 

approximate visitation days and group assignment). In the remainder of this chapter, this author 

will revisit the model and discuss significant differences that emerged between “outliers” and 

“moderates”.   
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Table 3: Father Analytic Group Assignment 

Participant Approximate Visitation 

Days Per Month 

Group 

Renaldo 0 Outlier 

Austin 4 Outlier 

Grady 5 Moderate 

Dietrich 5 Moderate 

Roger 5 Moderate 

Aaron 7 Moderate 

Randy 10 Moderate 

Jack 10 Moderate 

Bobby 12.5 Moderate 

Marco 15 Outlier 

Adrian 15 Outlier 

 

Several notable differences emerged between “outliers” and “moderates” regarding Dad 

Factors (fathers’ beliefs about himself and fathers’ beliefs about the co-parenting relationships). 

First, outliers were more likely than moderates to indicate that an important component of their 

parenting motivation is to ensure that their children have a better future education/career/life than 

they did (3 out of 4 outliers compared to 1 out of 7 moderates). On the other hand, moderates 

were more likely to describe that being a “normal Dad” with regular interaction in a home 

environment was an important part of their definition of a father (6 out of 7 moderates compared 

to 0 out of 4 outliers) and motivation as a father (4 out of 7 moderates compared to 0 out of 4 
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outliers). Differences also emerged with regard to fathers’ statements about the characteristics of 

the ideal co-parenting relationship. Moderates were much more likely to discuss the importance 

of equal physical access and equal information access than outliers (7 out of 7 moderates 

compared to 1 out of 4 outliers).  

Differences were noted between fathers in the “outliers” group compared to fathers in the 

“moderates” group regarding their interpretation of mother’s behaviors to keep them separated 

from their children (discussed in Chapter 7). Moderates reported that their children’s mother(s) 

engaged in behaviors to keep them physically separated (6 out of 7 moderates) and to keep them 

in the dark (6 out of 7 moderates). Conversely, outliers reported these concerns infrequently (1 

out of 4 outliers for both keeping physically separated and keeping in the dark). These results 

have several possible explanations, including that moderates are more likely to focus on negative 

aspects of the co-parenting relationship due to underlying dissatisfaction or that another factor 

exists “behind the scenes” that explains the differences between outliers and moderates is “co-

parenting relationship quality” (e.g., moderates have poor co-parenting relationship quality 

associated with mothers’ “gatekeeping” behaviors, unequal access, and infrequent visitation).  

Although no noticeable differences emerged between groups with regards to fathers’ 

beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship, outliers and moderates differed in their 

subsequent relationship actions. All fathers in the “moderates” group described engaging in 

“battling” directed toward (or, with hopes to affect) the contextual factors of the divorce/custody 

agreement and the state laws, whereas no outliers described engaging in “battling”. Additionally, 

all moderates (and no outliers) described engaging in the “leveling” strategy of active persistence 

to improve the co-parenting relationship. Regarding “parenting” actions and structuring time 

together, most moderates (5 out of 7) discussed the difficulty of trying to “fit in” all the parenting 



 
 

197 
 

during the allotted visitation time, whereas only 1 out of 4 outliers described this struggle. 

Fathers’ actions further point to differences in underlying satisfaction or co-parenting 

relationship quality between outliers and moderates. Only moderates engaged in actions to affect 

the divorce/visitation arrangement and/or state laws as well as strategies to improve the co-

parenting relationship, suggestive of an underlying poor quality and dissatisfaction. Furthermore, 

most moderates described experiencing inner conflict regarding parenting their child(ren) within 

the allotted time, alluding to their dissatisfaction with the arrangement.  

Finally, fathers in the outlier and moderate groups differed in their endorsement of 

indirect educational involvement. Specifically, most outliers (3 out of 4) reported discussing their 

child(ren)’s educational needs and sharing information reciprocally with their child(ren)’s 

mother. On the other hand, most moderates (5 out of 7) denied engaging in indirect educational 

involvement through the co-parenting relationship. This set of differences suggests that the poor 

quality of the co-parenting relationship may impact fathers’ involvement in their children’s 

education.  

The preceding pages have illustrated many of the differences between moderates and 

outliers. The decision to group fathers who have more than 14 days of visitation with fathers who 

have less than 4 days of visitation was based on the presenting data and much consideration. 

Although the data points to a unified group, this author acknowledges that it may be difficult to 

conceive how these fathers may be so alike in their presentation. Therefore, this author returns to 

the data, specifically the contextual variables, to provide insight on how fathers with differing 

levels of visitation can have nearly identical behaviors being involved in their children’s lives 

and educations.  
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At the macrosystem level, all fathers in this study have been influenced by American 

norms on fathers and families for most of their lives (two fathers immigrated to the U.S. as 

young children). However, the influence of racial/ethnic differences has the potential to explain 

some of the differences between moderates and both “high” and “low” outliers as all moderates 

identified as Caucasian whereas 3 out of 4 outliers reported their race/ethnicity as 

Hispanic/Latino. Additionally, at the exosystem level, most moderates (5 out of 7) discussed the 

perceived unfairness of state laws on custody/visitation whereas only 1 outlier indicated this 

concern. 

The clearly-delineated moderate and outlier groups seems to originate at the mesosytem 

level, or at the divorce/custody proceedings. All moderates described that their children’s 

mother(s) and attorney(s) engaged in divisive “tactics” or strategies. Furthermore, most 

moderates (6 out of 7) stated that the negotiations required them to barter for more time with 

their children through financial payments. Finally, most moderates (5 out of 7) also reported 

feeling personalized victimized by the judge (and judge’s decisions) whereas no outliers reported 

this experience.  

What do these contextual differences suggest? For moderates, the divorce/custody 

proceedings began as a battle and required them to engage in ongoing “battling” and “active 

persistence leveling”, as previously discussed. For outliers, the proceedings were not described 

as amicable, but decisions were reached without [or with minimal] conflict and “battling” actions 

were not employed. While this data again supports the outlier/moderate group designation, the 

results also beg the question, why were the “low” outliers not battling for more custody? In short, 

that cannot be determined for certain with the data available in this study. However, this author 

has offers hypotheses to explain how the “high” and “low” outliers can present so similarly.  
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In the initial divorce/custody proceedings, “high” outliers sought and achieved 

approximately equal custody, leading to their satisfaction with the outcome. Both of the “low” 

outliers discussed significant barriers in their lives (e.g., proximity, suitability of residence, 

mental health) at the time of the proceedings. As a result, it is possible that the minimal visitation 

they were awarded represented the most time that was feasible for them, thus leading to 

satisfaction with the visitation. As a result, both “high” and “low” outliers did not engage in 

“battling” at the initial proceedings or subsequent to those. This is contrasted with moderates, 

most of whom reported battling during the proceedings (likely subjecting them to the “attacks” 

from the mother, attorney, and judge) and continuing afterward, pointing to an underlying 

dissatisfaction with the divorce/custody negotiations and outcome. It stands to reason, then, that 

fathers who are more satisfied are less likely to feel the need to “fight” for changes.  Thus, both 

“high” and “low” outliers did not report “battling” or “active persistence-leveling” actions.  

Therefore, these results confirm results discussed in preceding chapters that the mesosystem 

(divorce/custody specifics) are of central importance to nonresidential fathers’ process of being 

involved.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, this author provided a brief overview of the model and then illustrated the 

model using the stories from three participants. These three fathers’ stories illuminate several key 

points of the model. First, the specifics of the divorce/custody proceedings influence much more 

than just the amount of the time the child spends in visitation with each parent (mesosystem). 

Instead, the mesosystem influences fathers’ beliefs about themselves as fathers (definitions and 

motivations), beliefs about the co-parenting relationship (ideals and importance of cooperation), 

and the co-parenting factors (distribution of power). These conditions contribute to fathers’ 
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beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship. Second, in turn, these beliefs appear to 

be the root of fathers’ actions he engages in to improve his involvement with his children 

(battling, leveling, and parenting), each associated with personal costs (time, financial, and 

emotional). Fathers who appear to believe “I have no power” without also believing either “I will 

do whatever it takes” or “I am the better parent”, are less likely to engage in those critical actions 

and their involvement suffers. On the other hand, fathers who endorse one or both of the latter 

beliefs, are more likely to engage in involvement behaviors. Finally, educational involvement 

behaviors are multifaceted as fathers address their children’s school and overall development 

through direct actions and activities as well indirect interactions with the school and the co-

parent.  

In this chapter, this author also presented a factor illustration, the results of which suggest 

that there are significant differences between fathers with moderate visitation (approximately 5-

13 days per month; “moderates”) and fathers with infrequent/frequent visitation (less than 4 days 

or more than 14 days per month; “outliers”). Despite the significant differences in the actual days 

of visitation per month, both “high” and “low” outliers did not report significant conflict during 

the divorce/custody proceedings nor any subsequent “battling”, pointing to an underlying 

satisfaction with the negotiations and outcomes. Moderates appear to be more dissatisfied with 

their current custody/visitation arrangement and the co-parenting relationship, as evidenced by 

their frequent discussions of ideal arrangements (equal access, frequent visitation), longing for 

these arrangements for their personal identity and motivations as a father, reports of their 

child(ren)’s mothers “gatekeeping”, their own actions engaging in “battling” and “leveling”, 

personal distress regarding parenting in limited “doses”, and limited indirect educational 

involvement. In Chapter 11, the significance of these results will be discussed, along with a 
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review of the research questions, limitations, and implications for school and family policy and 

practice.  
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CHAPTER 11. 

DISCUSSION 

 The preceding chapters have introduced and provided data supporting the model of 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education. In addition to the data revealing 

a model of the process of fathers’ involvement in their children’s education, the data can also be 

used to answer the original research questions. In this chapter, each research question will first 

be reviewed, along with the answers that emerged from the data. Where appropriate, findings are 

considered in relation to existing research. Next, the limitations of this study are presented, along 

with proposed directions for future research. Finally, implications for educational and family 

policy, and practice are discussed.  

Addressing Research Questions 

 According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), the nature of qualitative research tends to be 

“exploratory and more hypothesis generating rather than testing” (p. 25). Qualitative research 

questions then “tend to be broad” to allow the researcher “sufficient flexibility and freedom to 

explore… the data where the issues and problems important to the persons […] under 

investigation can be explored” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 25). With that in mind, the following 

research questions provided the topic and particular areas of interest to be investigated in this 

study: 

1. How do nonresidential fathers report being involved in their children’s education? 

2. Do nonresidential fathers perceive any changes in their involvement in their children’s 

education? What changes do they report? To what do they attribute those changes? 
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3. What do nonresidential fathers perceive as supportive or encouraging of their 

involvement in their children’s education? What do they perceive as limiting or 

preventive of their involvement? 

The findings associated with each research question are presented below.  

Question #1: Nonresidential Fathers’ Educational Involvement 

 At the outset of this study, this author sought to gain a clearer understanding of the 

manners in which nonresidential fathers are involved in their children’s education. Results from 

previous research indicate positive associations between nonresidential fathers’ involvement (as 

measured in these studies by participation in school activities and father’s discussions with their 

children about “other things going on at school”) and children’s school performance (Menning, 

2006; Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997; Stewart, 2003). While these results suggest that something 

important occurs when nonresidential fathers are involved with their children’s education, the 

narrow measurements of father involvement and the nearly sole reliance on mothers and children 

as reporters of fathers’ behavior did not allow for an understanding of what nonresidential fathers 

are actually doing.  

As discussed in Chapter 10, nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement was 

multidimensional and these fathers conceptualized the term “educational” holistically. Hawkins 

and colleagues (2002) sought to develop a measure of overall father involvement that captured 

the multidimensionality and was applicable to resident and nonresident fathers (see Chapter 2 for 

additional details). Although the sample with which the measure was validated was 

predominantly resident fathers, the nine distinct dimensions of father involvement the 

researchers described (i.e., providing; co-parenting; disciplining and teaching responsibility; 

encouraging success in school; giving praise and affection, spending time together and talking; 
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being attentive to their children’s daily lives; reading to their children, and encouraging children 

to develop their talents) are useful for discussing the results of this study.  

Providing. As measured by Hawkins et al. (2002), fathers’ providing includes financial 

responsibility and the provisions of basic needs (e.g., food, shelter). The researchers found that, 

compared to residential fathers, nonresidential fathers did not rate themselves as highly on 

measures of providing. Within this study, fathers discussed the provision of basic needs in 

relation to their definitions of, and motivations for, being a “normal Dad”. Fathers who had 

significantly less than 50% custody expressed longingly a desire to provide the “normal” 

components of “home”, including a place that children feel at home and comfortable, a place 

where they share meals, and a place where children have their belongings (e.g. clothing, toys). 

For fathers who were primarily responsible for their children (distribution of power: fathers as 

primary), their provision of basic needs for their children (including safety) were discussed in 

comparison to their children’s mother’s provision of needs (belief: “I’m the better parent”). 

Although several fathers discussed the burdens associated with child support payments and legal 

fees (battling: financial costs), only one father (Renaldo) described that providing the financial 

payment for his children was an important part of his role. For Renaldo, who did not have any 

physical visitation with his children, the child support payments served as his means of providing 

for his children’s needs. While providing was not discussed specifically in terms of educational 

involvement, fathers in this study described making adjustments to their schedule, planning 

activities for their children, using a routine, and attempting to “fit in” all the parenting (parenting 

actions; to be discussed in further detail in Question 2) that supported educational involvement 

behaviors.   
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Co-parenting. Not surprisingly, Hawkins and colleagues (2002) found that on a subscale 

of co-parenting (e.g., supporting mother’s decisions, talking positively about mother to children, 

cooperating with mother in raising the children), nonresidential fathers rated themselves 

significantly lower than resident fathers. The results of this study indicate that for nonresidential 

fathers, the process of being involved with their children is highly variable based on multiple 

factors of the relationship with their child(ren)’s mother (co-parenting relationship). Speaking 

metaphorically, upon the cultural and legal “field”, the terms of the divorce/custody then are in 

some ways the “rules” by which the “game” of fathers’ co-parenting and parenting is “played”. 

Discussions of the effects of co-parenting on involvement will be discussed in more detail in 

Questions 2 and 3.  

Regarding co-parenting specifically related to educational involvement behaviors, a 

handful of fathers in this study described engaging in the components described by Hawkins and 

colleagues (2002). Several fathers shared that they discuss their children’s educational needs, 

share routine information, and attend events together, with their children’s mother (indirect 

educational involvement: through co-parenting). It is important to clarify that these cooperative 

interactions were not reported by fathers who described that their children’s mother currently 

engages in any behaviors that restrict his access or information to his children (being kept 

physically separated; being kept in the dark).     

Disciplining. Hawkins and colleagues (2002) measured fathers’ disciplining and teaching 

responsibility through fathers’ self-reports of monitoring children’s behaviors, providing moral 

guidance, and disciplining children. Many nonresidential fathers in the present study indicated 

that behavioral monitoring was difficult due to their irregular patterns of time with the child 

(e.g., infrequent teacher feedback, poor behaviors may be explained by schedule changes) and 
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disciplining their children was a point of discontent. Although they reported engaging in 

disciplining through establishing routines (parenting action: structuring time), fathers also 

reported feeling conflicted over using discipline (or consequences) during parenting time due to 

the limited amount of time together and their desire for their children to enjoy visitation time 

with them (parenting action: fitting it all in). On the other hand, fathers in this study felt strongly 

that an important component of their children’s overall growth and development as a person, 

necessitated providing moral guidance. Fathers used conversations about important life lessons 

(e.g., empathy, taking responsibility) to further their children’s moral development (direct 

development-focused educational involvement).  

Encouraging success in school. When Hawkins and colleagues (2002) validated their 

measure with a father involvement subscale of encouraging success in school (based on the 

components of fathers encouraging their children to follow the rules in school, do well in school, 

and complete their homework), the researchers found that the subscale was strongly correlated 

with fathers setting limits for their children. Regarding limit-setting, several fathers in this study 

described setting specific routines and consequences for their children to support their 

educational success (e.g., grounding from gaming systems due to poor behavior at school; direct 

school-focused educational involvement through activities). Furthermore, fathers indicated that 

they used reports of children’s performance and behaviors at school (e.g., report cards, parent-

teacher conferences) to obtain information and then talk with their children about the appropriate 

ways to behave at school as well as to encourage them to improve/maintain their grades (direct 

school-focused educational involvement through conversation).  

A unique contribution of this study’s results that were not described by Hawkins et al. 

(2002) is nonresidential fathers’ indirect educational involvement through the school connection, 
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which these fathers indicated involves establishing and maintaining the connection, and 

attending parent-teaching conferences. Fathers in this study reported that these behaviors were 

not only critical to encourage their children’s success in school, but also provided another means 

by which they could stay connected to their children and contribute to their educational 

development.  

Spending time together and talking. Hawkins and colleagues (2002) noted that fathers 

spend time and talk with their children through engaging in child-directed activities, 

talking/listening about the child’s interests, and taking the child to interesting places. Regarding 

their educational involvement specifically, most fathers in this study reported talking with (and 

listening to) their children about their peers and activities at school (direct school-focused 

educational involvement through conversation: discussing non-academics at school). 

Additionally, several fathers discussed the importance of spending time with their children in 

ways the child prefers (e.g., outside, watching child’s favorite TV shows). Finally, fathers 

indicated that planning activities for their children (e.g., visiting a library, seeing historical 

landmarks) was important for their overall involvement with their children (parenting action: 

planning for parenting time).    

 Attentiveness. On measures of attending events, incorporating a daily routine, and 

knowing what their children do daily, Hawkins and colleagues (2002) found that nonresidential 

fathers rated themselves much lower on the aforementioned activities than residential fathers. In 

this study; however, nonresidential fathers described several educational involvement behaviors 

that would fit under attentiveness towards their children. For example, many fathers indicated 

that they have attended school events with their child, such as Parent Night and the book fair 

(direct school-focused educational involvement through activities: attending events with child). 
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In addition, the importance of using a routine during their direct time with their children was 

described by many fathers as a manner in which they demonstrated their care for their children 

(e.g., weeknight phone calls, completing homework before playing after school; parenting 

action: using a routine). Finally, often as part of an established routine, fathers indicated that 

asking their children “how was your day at school?” was an important part of fathers staying 

aware of their children’s daily lives (direct school-focused educational involvement through 

conversation). Based on the data in this study, it is possible that Hawkins and colleagues’ (2002) 

observation of nonresidential fathers reporting lower attentiveness may be impacted by the 

“rules” of the custody/visitation agreement, and co-parenting factors limited some fathers’ 

opportunities to engage in attentiveness.  

 Reading and homework support. As the name implies, in Hawkins et al. (2002) study, 

this subscale was composed of measures of fathers reading to their children or encouraging them 

to read as well as fathers supporting their children to complete their homework. Nonresidential 

fathers in this study indeed described reading to their children when they were young, and 

continuing to encourage their children’s love of reading/commitment to reading as their children 

have grown older (direct school-focused educational involvement through activities). 

Furthermore, supporting their children’s homework completion was also important to fathers in 

this study, who described directly helping the child or facilitating the child obtaining the needed 

help from a sibling or another adult (direct school-focused educational involvement through 

activities). 

Encouraging children to develop their talents. The subscale described by Hawkins and 

colleagues (2002) measured fathers’ endorsement of encouraging their children to go past high 

school and to plan for the future. For most fathers in this study, setting specific educational 
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goals/expectations for their children, such as completing their homework or graduating high 

school, was of utmost importance (direct school-focused educational involvement through 

conversation). In order to illustrate the importance of the goals to their children and encourage 

them to “do better”, fathers often shared many of their own educational experiences, with 

particular emphasis on perceived mistakes (direct school-focused educational involvement 

through conversation). Finally, fathers desired not only to improve their children’s abilities to 

plan for the future, but also to encourage their children to connect their educational experiences 

now with their goals for the future (direct development-focused educational involvement through 

conversation). The findings in this study are encouraging for nonresidential fathers whose 

involvement behaviors have often been “invisible” to researchers in light of recent research that 

has demonstrated that parental “setting the stage” by communicating expectations is most 

consistently correlated with children’s academic achievement (Robinson & Harris, 2014).  

Giving praise and affection. Hawkins and colleagues’ (2002) measure utilized questions 

about fathers praising their children for their behaviors, telling them they love them, and 

providing physical affection. While the fathers in this study did not specifically comment on the 

direct praise/affection toward their child, their love for their children was communicated in a 

more indirect manner. Fathers noted their love for their children when describing how much they 

miss being with them when the child is with their mother. Fathers also provided examples of 

praising their child through descriptions to this author (and reportedly, to others) of “being 

proud” of their children’s accomplishments. It seems possible that the questions posed in the 

interviews as they related to educational involvement may not have lent to fathers’ discussion of 

praise/affection as a central component of the model. However, the overall model depicts 
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fathers’ love as demonstrated through their dedications actions to improve their involvement 

with their children.  

Development-focused educational involvement. Hawkins et al. (2002)’s nine-

dimension measure of father involvement was a helpful anchor to present the data for 

nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement. In addition to the dimensions discussed above, 

fathers in this study reported an additional component of their educational involvement that was 

not captured by Hawkins and colleagues’ subscales. A unique contribution of this study to the 

understanding of how fathers are involved in their children’s education pertains to fathers’ 

development-focused educational involvement activities. Although Hawkins and colleagues 

(2002) described fathers partaking in activities with their children, fathers in this study 

distinguished these development-focused educational involvement activities from other activities 

that are for enjoyment (e.g., watching a movie) or for passive experience (e.g., attending a 

museum). Fathers reported engaging in experiential learning activities with their children with 

the goal of increasing their child’s knowledge of or skill in a particular topic. Examples reported 

by fathers in this study included teaching their child to play a sport, bake, garden, work with 

animals, and build models. Fathers also expressed a benefit for themselves, as engaging their 

children in experiential learning activities (i.e. teaching their children) was an important 

component of being a “normal Dad” (Dad factors: definition, motivation).   

Question #2: Involvement Changes 

 Although existing research indicated that nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s education was higher in early grades and lower in middle and high school grades, and 

that changes in involvement were attributable to different factors between these time frames 

(Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997), no previous study to this author’s knowledge had obtained 
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nonresidential fathers’ perspectives on changes in their involvement in their children’s education. 

As prior research indicates that parents’ perceive their ability to contribute to their child’s 

learning to decline (Vaden-Kiernan, McManus and Chapman, 2005) and that children’s 

involvement with their nonresidential fathers (like with their residential fathers) tends to decline 

as children grow older (Flouri, 2006; Harper & Fine, 2006; Mincy, Garfinkel, & Nepomnyaschy, 

2005), this author initially hypothesized that the child’s age would be a reason many fathers cited 

for changes in involvement. However, possibly due to the sample being restricted to only fathers 

with elementary school-aged children, only two fathers in the present study discussed their 

children’s age as a change factor (discussed in more in the “Limitations and Future Directions” 

section in this chapter). Instead, fathers in this study described that changes in involvement were 

associated with the specifics of the divorce decree/custody agreement (mesosystem), changes in 

the distribution of power (co-parenting factors), as well as with their own actions they engage in 

to improve their involvement with their children.   

 For most fathers, the initial change in their involvement with their children occurred at 

the period of separation from their children’s mother. This change can be attributed to the change 

from living in the same household with the child to living elsewhere. By the nature of this 

change in residential status, previous research indicates children will spend less time with their 

fathers when their fathers live outside the home and that greater distance is associated with 

decreased contact between nonresidential fathers and their children (Cooksey & Craig, 1998; 

Furstenberg at al., 1983; Manning & Smock, 1999; Seltzer, Schaeffer, Charng, 1989). The latter 

statement could not be confirmed in this study, as most fathers lived within a 30-minute drive 

from their children, and of the two fathers who lived greater than 400 miles from their children, 

one reported almost daily contact by phone.  
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As outlined in Chapter 6, typically sometime after the change in residential status, formal 

custody/visitation will be established through court proceedings (mesosystem). The specifics of 

the custody/visitation arrangement thus determine the percentage of time the child spends with 

each parent as well as each parent’s responsibility for and influence over the child (co-parenting 

factors: distribution of power). As a result, the mesosystem then influences fathers’ 

definitions/motivations, beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship, parenting actions, 

and subsequent educational involvement behaviors. In short, the results of this study provide 

further support for Doherty and colleagues’ (1998) assertion that the co-parenting relationship (a 

component of which is the custody arrangement) is the most significant determinant to fathers’ 

involvement.  

Further, fathers’ beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship were foundational 

to the actions he engaged in, namely, “battling”, “leveling”, and “parenting”. Fathers who 

seemed to hold the belief “I will do whatever it takes” or “I’m the better parent”, were more 

likely to engage in “battling” to change the specifics of the mesosystem (e.g., petition for 

increased visitation) and “leveling” to change the distribution of power (e.g., active/patient 

persistence with the child’s mother). Many fathers were able to describe changes that could 

directly be attributed to their actions.  

To illustrate the sequential nature of the changes fathers described, this example from one 

participant is presented. Dietrich described that after his children’s mother abruptly moved out 

with the children, in the initial temporary orders for custody, his children’s mother was awarded 

full custody and he was awarded no visitation. After the initial custody evaluation, Dietrich was 

awarded standard visitation that amounted to alternating weekends. Unsatisfied with this result, 

Dietrich petitioned the court and obtained additional custody evaluations to push for increased 
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visitation. In the process, he was granted full custody of his oldest daughter (and thus shifted the 

distribution of power). He actively persisted and requested increased visitation with his son and 

youngest daughter, whom the children’s mother still had full custody over. Through continued 

battling, Dietrich eventually obtained full custody of his son (another shift in the distribution of 

power) and, through more patient persistence with the children’s mother, negotiated additional 

visitation time with his daughter. Over the course of time, Dietrich’s access (physical and 

information) to his children was determined through the custody arrangements which were later 

influenced by his own determined actions.       

Question #3: Encouraging/Discouraging Factors 

 Previous research on parental involvement in education has demonstrated that teacher 

and school practices are critical to increasing involvement (e.g. Anderson & Minke, 2007; 

Bempechat, 1990; Dauber & Epstein, 1989; Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Fan & 

Chen, 2001; Green et al., 2007; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Jeynes, 2005, 2007). Based on 

this extensive literature base, this author hypothesized that the parent-school relationship would 

be an important factor for nonresidential fathers in this study. Furthermore, this author wanted to 

explore the effects of additional factors for nonresidential fathers (e.g., geographic distance; co-

parenting relationship) on involvement in their children’s education. Although related, the 

findings of this study were not quite as anticipated, as explained below.  

 Discouraging factors. As the data indicate that the mesosystem is arguably the most 

impactful factor on nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement, for fathers it was also often 

one of the most discouraging factors. The limited regular time with their children was difficult 

for fathers to come to terms with in light of their definitions of a “normal Dad” (Dad factors: 

beliefs about himself). With the mesosystem in the background, mothers often engaged in 
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behaviors that limited fathers physical access to their children and information access about 

important things in their children’s lives (co-parenting factors: distribution of power- mother as 

primary). These “gatekeeping behaviors” are not surprisingly negatively associated with 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in previous research (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Levine and 

Pitt, 1995). For some fathers, these discouraging factors contributed to the development of the 

belief that as a father, he had no power (“I have no power”) within the co-parenting relationship. 

Fathers who solely endorsed this belief, seemed resigned to their limited involvement and did not 

describe taking additional actions to improve it. This seems well in line with some prior research 

that indicates that nonresidential fathers struggle with feelings that their nonresidential status 

reduces their ability to fulfill provider and father roles (Marsiglio, 1995; Minton & Pasley, 

1996), thus reducing their self-efficacy.  

 Most discouraging factors reported by fathers in this study were related to the co-

parenting relationship, as described above. However, fathers also discussed aspects of their jobs 

and the school that discouraged involvement. First, several fathers indicated that re-arranging 

their work schedule was difficult to attend in-school events or even communicate with school 

staff during school hours. This finding for nonresidential fathers in this study seems to be aligned 

with previous research which indicates that parents’ general work schedule (Collignon, Men, & 

Tan, 2001; Machida, Taylor, & Kim, 2002; Weiss et al., 2003) and ability to take time off from 

work (Richman-Prakash, West, & Denton 2002) significantly impacts educational involvement.  

Finally, fathers discussed a few school policies that were initially discouraging. For 

example, Dietrich reported that when his children’s mother enrolled the children in a new school, 

he attempted to initiate contact with the school and was denied because the enrollment form 

completed by the mother listed her new husband as the child’s father simply because the form 
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specified “parents in the home”. Dietrich set up a meeting with the school and established his 

connection, although unfortunately, the form remained unchanged. Another example of a school 

policy perceived by several fathers as initially discouraging is the requirement for fathers to 

prove their identity in relation to the child upon their first contact in person. For more than one 

father, this policy nearly resulted in significant legal trouble due to the school staff’s perception 

that the father may have been a potential child abductor! After communication and the fathers 

provided the necessary documents, the situations were easily resolved. Finally, fathers discussed 

the common policy that involves schools sending notes home with children for their parent(s) to 

see. For fathers who do not reside with their child full time, and who have limited/poor 

communication with the child’s mother, the information contained in those notes rarely reaches 

them. As noted above, however, when fathers reached out to the school and requested that future 

contact be provided to each parent separately, all of the fathers in this study indicated that the 

schools were happy to oblige.     

 Encouraging factors. The data indicate that the primary factors supporting 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education are his motivations and beliefs 

about himself in the co-parenting relationship. Fathers reported several other factors that 

encouraged their involvement including the child’s mother, job flexibility, and his school 

connection. Each encouraging factor is discussed below. 

 In this study, many fathers discussed their motivations in terms of their [broad] 

educational involvement with their children. The most commonly held motivations by fathers in 

this study were: wanting their children to have a better [education/career/family] future, wanting 

to parent better than their own parent/like their parent role model, and wanting to be a “normal 

Dad”. These motivations also contributed to their beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting 
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relationship. The beliefs that were encouraging of fathers’ involvement in their children’s 

education were “I will do whatever it takes” and “I’m the better parent”. Fathers who endorsed 

one or both of these beliefs were more likely to engage in actions that support involvement 

(parenting, battling, leveling) and educational involvement behaviors (see Question 1). These 

findings are consistent with the findings of Hoover-Dempsey and Walker (2005) who indicated 

that parents’ role construction and their beliefs regarding their roles in their children’s education 

impact subsequent behaviors. The findings in this study that nonresidential fathers’ beliefs (as a 

simplistic representation of his sense of self-efficacy) contribute to his subsequent educational 

involvement is supported by previous research that parental self-efficacy is related to educational 

involvement (Epstein, 1990; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).   

 Regarding additional factors, two fathers discussed the supportiveness of receiving 

invitations from their child’s mother to participate in educational involvement. Grady described 

that these invitations came after many years of “leveling” actions (patient persistence) on his 

part, were associated with a decline in “gatekeeping” behaviors on the mother’s part (keeping in 

the dark/keeping separated), and were representative of an overall improvement in the co-

parenting relationship. Roger discussed that he is frequently invited to participate in the 

educational meetings for his current partner’s children (he shares parenting responsibilities for 

them, but they are not legally or biologically his children), but not only is he not invited by his 

children’s mothers, his current partner does not invite her children’s biological father to 

participate.  

 With regards to their employment, fathers in this study discussed the benefits associated 

with flexibility in their work schedules. For one father, this flexibility was due to the “ebb and 

flow” of his work duties as well as his longevity at his current position. For the others, this was 
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associated with having their own business. This was a unique characteristic of this sample that 

will be discussed more in “Limitations and Future Directions” section below.  

 Finally, several fathers described their connection with the school as an encouraging 

factor. As discussed in Chapter 10, fathers in this study made the initial contact to build a 

connection with the school. Following this initial contact, fathers described feeling welcomed by 

school staff, being known by staff and children at school, and having a long-standing connection 

with an individual at school, as particularly supportive. As a result, fathers often described the 

connection (initially established as a means to educational involvement) as another motivating 

factor to their educational involvement. These findings are consistent with previous research 

indicating that when parents feel valued and respected (Bredekamp, 1987), they are more likely 

to choose to be involved in both school-based and home-based activities (Epstein & Dauber, 

1991).   

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Nonresidential fathers are often an elusive group for researchers to obtain data from 

(particularly for never-married fathers who do not have a formal custody agreement). As a result, 

the limited research available on nonresidential fathers’ involvement is often better described as 

research on divorced, Caucasian, college-educated, full-time-employed nonresidential fathers 

(Sorenson & Wheaton, 2000). Although this study had a sizable proportion of Hispanic/Latino 

fathers (27%), when the actual number is considered (three fathers) it is clear that these three 

fathers cannot provide the perspective representative of all minority nonresidential fathers. In 

regards to the other demographic factors, the fathers in this study were typically divorced and 

college-educated, both factors that are correlated with higher incomes and employment levels 

(Sorenson & Wheaton, 2000). Not only were almost all fathers in this study employed full-time, 
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most reported that they were self-employed or owned their own business, affording them greater 

flexibility in their schedules than may be typical. Furthermore, all of the fathers in this study had 

formal custody arrangements established through the court systems. Although there is a paucity 

of data on nonresidential fathers without formal custody arrangements, these informal 

arrangements are more common for never-married fathers, who are estimated to be 

approximately one-fourth of the nonresidential fathers (Sorenson & Wheaton, 2000). The 

limitations as described above are not limited to this study and are indeed representative of the 

need for additional research on nonresidential fathers, particularly those who are racial/ethnic 

minorities, un- or under-employed, never-married, and without formal custody arrangements. In 

order to address these limitations in this study, this author attempted to recruit from places 

fathers are likely to visit (e.g., barber shops, gyms, auto-parts retail stores), but requests to 

advertise for participants in places more likely to be seen by a diverse sample of fathers were 

denied (e.g., local unemployment offices, employment agencies). It seems likely that in order to 

obtain data from a more truly diverse sample of nonresidential fathers in future research, 

coordination with state government (e.g., courts, child support offices) and substantially more 

resources than were available to this author, would be required.  

In order to reduce fathers’ reliance on their memories to describe educational 

involvement (retrospective accounts may be offered by fathers with older children), the criteria 

used to determine participant eligibility in this study were narrowed to nonresidential fathers 

with at least one school-aged child (rather than a child of any age). While this decision provided 

appropriate focus for the study, it also presented limitations to the findings. Fathers with younger 

children were able to describe their present involvement behaviors, but had difficulty discussing 

their involvement process (as it was unfolding) and had difficulty identifying changes in 
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involvement. As previous research indicates that parental involvement in education and fathers’ 

involvement in children’s development both tend to decline with age, future research on 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education should include cross-sectional 

(interviews from fathers with children across the age span) or longitudinal (interviews with 

fathers periodically over time) methods to increase sensitivity to changes.    

 As recruiting proceeded, this author also necessarily further delineated the eligibility 

criteria to exclude fathers who have not had any involvement with their children. Fathers who 

were interested in participating but reported no involvement with their children were unable to 

answer demographic questions and likely the interview questions, as designed. Again, this 

decision was made to focus the study appropriately; however, fathers who report not having 

contact with their children represent a significantly understudied group. The model of 

nonresidential father involvement in their children’s education grounded in the data may provide 

insight into these fathers’ apparent lack of involvement. For example, several fathers in this 

study alluded to the importance of their motivations as a Dad to their commitment to continue 

“battling”. An area for further research would be to discuss the contextual, Dad, and Co-

parenting Factors with nonresidential fathers who report no involvement to provide a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between these (and other) factors and involvement behaviors.   

 Regarding the recruiting of the final sample, fathers who participated in this study 

voluntarily responded to an advertisement (public or through networks). As a result, the 

possibility of self-selection bias necessitates interpreting the results with caution. Furthermore, 

the final sample include eleven nonresidential fathers. Although the fathers who volunteered to 

participate in the study were typically very forthcoming and provided a rich data set for analysis, 

the number of participants is approaching the minimum recommended for full saturation of 
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concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). While the findings of this study are limited by the specific 

characteristics of the sample (as described in the preceding paragraphs), it is important to note 

that qualitative research methods are particularly useful due to their sensitivity to diverse 

experiences. 

 The data in this study were semi-structured interviews with eleven nonresidential fathers. 

This study specifically sought to obtain the perspective of fathers who were often not the 

respondents to surveys previously measuring nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s education. Obtaining the fathers’ perspective then is a strength of this study; however, 

the lack of triangulation is a limitation. Future research in this area would be strengthened by 

including data from other sources. For example, including interview data from children’s 

mothers would provide different perspectives on the same specific events (not in seeking “truth”, 

but in seeking depth). Furthermore, in addition to interviews, obtaining other measures from 

fathers (such as timelines or measures of self-efficacy) would provide greater dimensions to the 

data analysis.  

 Finally, the study was limited by the fact that this author is a 28-year-old Caucasian 

female with no children. As discussed in Chapter 2, this author used multiple methods to 

improve the trustworthiness of the data (e.g., debriefing, member checks). However, it is still not 

possible for this author to fully “understand” the experience of the participants and for this 

reason, as well as the previously-discussed limitations, the results should be interpreted with 

caution and not be used as sweeping conclusions for all nonresidential fathers.  

 In addition to the limitations discussed above, two potential areas emerged from the data 

as areas for further inquiry. First, the results of this study indicate a relationship between 

nonresidential fathers’ role construction (beliefs about himself) and potential self-efficacy 
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(beliefs about himself in the co-parenting relationship). While this study indicates that these two 

constructs may be strongly related, future research into the mechanisms of how these beliefs 

develop, how they are related to one another, and how they are related to fathers’ subsequent 

behaviors would be useful. Second, fathers in this study described that experiential learning 

activities were not only educational-involvement behaviors targeting their children’s overall 

development, but were also important to fathers’ beliefs about himself as a “teacher” to his 

children. Future research on fathers’ role construction as a “teacher” and perceptions of the 

educational components of these activities may help to address the common finding that many of 

nonresidential fathers’ involvement behaviors are “invisible” on common measures.  

Implications for Theory and Research 

 In the preceding sections of this chapter, this author presented a summary of the findings 

of this study based on the original research questions. This author also presented the limitations 

of this study and suggestions for future directions. A discussion of the most important findings of 

this study in light of existing research and theoretical models is presented below.  

The Process of Being Involved 

 As indicated by the model depicted in Chapter 5, one of the most significant findings of 

this study is that, for nonresidential fathers, involvement is not a simple outcome but rather 

“being involved” is a complex process. The process model of “being involved” comprises 

dynamic exchanges between nonresidential fathers’ contextual factors, father factors, co-

parenting relationship factors, beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship, actions, 

and [educational] involvement behaviors. The fathers in this study provided detailed descriptions 

of and rationales for the strategies they use to maintain involvement that would otherwise have 

been missed in a study utilizing quantitative measures of involvement behaviors. The results of 
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this study are consistent with Pleck’s (2010) five-factor model of fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s development that includes fathers’ process responsibility as well as social and material 

indirect care (activities that parents do for the child but not with the child) (Pleck, 2010). Several 

researchers have noted the difficulty of describing educational involvement of parents with 

limited resources or significant barriers to engaging in educational involvement, including single 

parents, working parents, parents of diverse cultural and language backgrounds, and fathers 

(Epstein et al., 2002; Henderson et al., 2004). This study contributes to the parent involvement in 

education literature the dynamic process of educational involvement that nonresidential fathers 

engage in that may have been invisible to researchers.  

 The process model developed from the data in this study is consistent not only with 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1998) concept of proximal processes and interactive exchanges between 

system levels but also with the factors identified by Doherty and colleagues (1998) as 

influencing nonresidential fathers’ “responsible fathering”. Many of the salient factors in this 

study provide additional support for findings in existing literature of nonresidential father 

involvement in child development, specifically the influence of race/ethnicity (e.g., King, 1994), 

proximity to child (e.g., Cooksey & Craig, 1998), job characteristics (e.g., Sorenson & Zibman, 

2001), and personal beliefs about their identity, roles, and abilities as fathers (e.g., Minton & 

Pasley, 1996). The results of this study also confirm that nonresidential fathers’ educational 

involvement appears to be influenced by personal motivators and life context variables, factors 

that have been well-documented to be significant determinants of “how and why” parents engage 

in educational involvement by Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues’ Model of Parental Involvement 

(2005) and empirical studies with diverse families (e.g., Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & 

Sandler, 2007).  
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The Influence of the Co-parenting Relationship and Mesosystem 

 The results of this study suggest that the co-parenting relationship and specifics of the 

divorce/custody arrangement are the most significant factors influencing nonresidential fathers’ 

involvement in their children’s education and overall development. Doherty and colleagues 

(1998) described the co-parenting relationship as the most salient determinant of nonresidential 

fathers’ “responsible fathering”. Furthermore, previous empirical studies have found that conflict 

in the co-parenting relationship may negatively impact children’s well-being (Harper & Fine, 

2005) while cooperative co-parenting is associated with improved nonresidential father 

involvement and improved outcomes for children (Sobolewski & King, 2005). However, to this 

author’s knowledge, this study is the first that supports Doherty and colleagues’ (1998) 

hypothesis and demonstrates the influence of the co-parenting relationship on both overall 

nonresidential father involvement as well as educational involvement. 

 The process model of being involved indicates that the dynamics within the co-parenting 

relationship is both influenced by and reciprocally influences the specifics of the 

custody/visitation arrangements. Although research supports that “quality” visitation is superior 

to “quantity” visitation in terms of outcomes for children (e.g., Amato, 2000), the visitation 

arrangements typically result in significant decreases in fathers’ access to their children. Many 

fathers in this study expressed significant dissatisfaction with their current custody/visitation 

arrangements. The results of this study suggest that total visitation time awarded may contribute 

to fathers’ dissatisfaction with custody arrangements as well as the quality of coparenting 

relationship and, taken together, these factors appear to influence fathers’ motivation, self-

efficacy, resultant actions aimed to improve the custody/visitation arrangement and/or the co-

parenting relationship, and subsequent educational involvement behaviors.  
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The Importance of a Comprehensive Conceptualization of Nonresidential Fathers’ 

Educational Involvement 

 Nonresidential fathers in this study communicated the importance of conceptualizing 

educational involvement holistically (including both school-focused and development-focused 

indirect and direct involvement behaviors). As previously described, Hawkins and colleagues’ 

(2002) multidimensional conceptualization of father involvement in child development provided 

support for the findings in this study. Related specifically to educational involvement, Fantuzzo 

and colleagues (2000) contributed to the literature a three-dimension conceptualization of 

educational involvement that simplified the multifacted typology proposed by Epstein (1992; 

1995). The three-dimension conceptualization (Home-Based Involvement, School-Based 

Involvement, and Home-School Conferencing) has received support in empirical studies, notably 

in economically and racially/ethnically diverse families (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2004). The results 

of this study confirm that nonresidential fathers also engage in home-based involvement, school-

based involvement, and home-school conferencing. Furthermore, this study offers a unique 

contribution to the literature of nonresidential fathers’ indirect involvement through the co-

parenting relationship, which may be termed “home-other home conferencing” using Fantuzzo et 

al.’s (2000) language. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 Results of this study have implications for child and family policy as well as school and 

clinical practice with families.  

 Although the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) has set forth guidelines for state 

and local education agencies to encourage parent’s active role in their children’s schooling 

(Fishel & Ramirez, 2005), fathers (and even moreso, nonresidential fathers) are frequently 
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missing from research, policy, and school efforts on parent involvement in education. The 

previous research on nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education indicated 

that when nonresidential fathers talked to their children about grades and “other things going on 

at school”, the children had better outcomes on measures of internalizing problems, externalizing 

problems, and academic achievement. While the results demonstrated the importance of 

nonresidential fathers’ educational involvement due to the positive outcomes for their children, 

methodological limitations did not allow for how fathers were being involved to be determined. 

The results of the present study suggest that nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their 

children’s education is multifaceted and is the result of many actions on the fathers’ part that 

cannot be captured in items such as “talking about grades” or “talking about other things going 

on at school”. Fathers’ actions to be involved in their children’s education are associated with his 

actions toward the school (school connection) and the co-parenting relationship (mesosystem; 

distribution of power).  

The results of this study indicate that fathers who successfully establish a connection with 

their children’s school, continue to be involved over time. Establishing this connection required 

fathers to make initial contact with the school and provide evidence of their relationship to their 

child and rights to access educational information (e.g., divorce decree, parenting plan). While 

several fathers commented that this felt like an initial barrier (and information that perhaps the 

custodial parent should provide), this also served as the connecting point between fathers and 

school staff. Subsequent to this interaction, fathers described staff and teachers providing them 

with information, inviting them to participate, and appreciating their participation in school 

events, thus encouraging their continued involvement. This author agrees that if information 

regarding parental rights and access were shared at the point of a child’s enrollment in school, 
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this may reduce the initial obstacle to fathers’ school involvement. However, this author also 

asserts that the responsibility for requiring this information to be shared lies not with the school, 

but with the family court system.  

When delineating the rights of co-parents regarding information about their child, the 

Nebraska Minor Child: Rights of Parents Act (2015) states, “each parent shall continue to have 

full and equal access to the education and medical records of his or her child unless the court 

orders to the contrary”. Although this statute (and similar statutes in other states) indicates that 

both parents retain the access to their children’s medical and educational information, this statute 

(nor the remainder of Chapter 42) does not require information-sharing. Furthermore, the statute 

does not indicate how access can be obtained. As a result, nonresidential fathers may be 

permitted to know about their child’s education, yet the child’s mother is not required to tell the 

nonresidential father pertinent information, thus limiting the potential for nonresidential father’s 

educational involvement. Moreover, not sharing pertinent health-related information may 

actually endanger children’s lives (as discussed in Chapter 7). It is this author’s opinion that the 

results of this study illuminate the critical need for the language in statutes to include mandatory 

information-sharing between co-parents on educational and health-related information. Leveling 

the distribution of power and reducing the use of “gatekeeping” behaviors (keeping in the 

dark/keeping physically separated) will improve the abilities of both parents to provide optimal 

care for their children.  

Co-parenting relationships are, by definition, parenting relationships wherein the parents 

are not in a romantic relationship with one another. As several fathers in this study discussed, 

after the romantic relationship ends, much of the impetus to “cooperate” declines. However, 

previous research consistently indicates that cooperative co-parenting relationships are 
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associated with the best outcomes for children’s overall development (Adamsons & Pasley, 

2006). Therefore, it is this author’s opinion that states’ investment in supporting cooperative co-

parenting relationships would be in the best interests of children and families. This author asserts 

that providing co-parents with education on their rights and responsibilities as co-parents, as well 

as tools to improve their communication, reduce their conflict, increase their awareness of the 

effects of their relationship on their children, and parent together have the potential to 

substantially improve co-parenting relationships and parenting. An example of literature that can 

be shared with co-parents at the time of custody/visitation negotiation is a co-parenting guide put 

forth by the Office of the Attorney General of Texas entitled “For Our Children: Learning to 

Work Together” (2008).  

   In addition to the implications for family court systems previously described, the results 

of this study also have implications for child and family health practitioners (e.g., medical, 

mental health). Fathers in this study demonstrated the many unique factors that can contribute to 

the presentation of the co-parenting relationship and each parent’s involvement with their 

children. For nonresidential fathers in this study, the mesosystem (specifics of the custody 

arrangements) had a significant impact on not only their beliefs about themselves as fathers, but 

also their beliefs about themselves in the co-parenting relationship and subsequent actions aimed 

to improve their involvement. Furthermore, research consistently demonstrates that children of 

conflictual and uncooperative co-parents are more likely to have emotional and behavioral 

difficulties (Adamsons & Pasley, 2006). Having an overview understanding of the various types 

of custody and visitation arrangements, as well as common factors observed in Mother as 

Primary distributions of power (e.g., “gatekeeping”) can improve the practitioner’s service to the 

family. Practitioners with a basic understanding of the co-parenting relationship can avoid 
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triangulation by one parent or anther and remain a neutral party intent on providing care in the 

best interests of the child/family. Additionally, practitioners who provide individual care for 

nonresidential fathers can take special care to note the difficulties many describe facing in the 

process of being involved and provide supportive services as needed.  

Finally, this author wishes to return to the discussion of the implications for schools. The 

fathers in this study generally reported a high degree of satisfaction with their parent-school 

relationship. A few exceptions included policies that, although not designed to intentionally limit 

nonresidential fathers’ access, often created additional obstacles for fathers to be involved in 

their children’s education. The stories told by fathers in this study indicate that the connections at 

school were central to fathers’ continued involvement. To support schools in continuing these 

practices, this author asserts that providing teachers, school staff, and administrators (like 

practitioners) with basic information on co-parenting as it relates to parental involvement would 

increase schools’ sensitivity to the individualized needs of nonresidential fathers who wish to be 

involved. As a result, nonresidential fathers’ connections, invitations, and praise for participation 

are likely to increase, leading to an improvement in educational involvement and subsequent 

educational outcomes for children.   

Chapter Summary 

 The results of this study present a detailed picture of nonresidential fathers’ process of 

being involved in their children’s education. Data suggests fathers’ process of being involved is 

shaped by the contextual factors of cultural norms on fathers, laws on custody, and the specifics 

of each father’s divorce/custody agreement. Important factors influencing fathers’ involvement 

include their beliefs about themselves as fathers, beliefs about the co-parenting relationship, the 

distribution of power in the co-parenting relationship, and fathers’ beliefs about themselves in 
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the co-parenting relationship. Based on the aforementioned factors, nonresidential fathers engage 

in targeted actions (“battling”, “leveling”, and “parenting”) to improve their involvement with 

their children. Fathers’ educational involvement behaviors revealed to be  multifaceted, as 

fathers address their children’s school and overall development through direct actions and 

activities with their children, and through indirect interactions with the school and the co-parent. 

Results suggest implications for future research, child and family policy, schools, and health-

practitioners. 

 It is important for researchers, educators, policy-makers, and practitioners to remember 

that each child is uniquely “half” of their mother and “half” of their father. Treating both mothers 

and fathers as valuable, communicates value for the “whole child”. By appreciating the 

perspectives of fathers, we may collectively collaborate and create the best solutions for reaching 

our common goal – the best possible education for children.  
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APPENDIX A 

Advertisement for Recruitment 
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APPENDIX B 

Consent for Participation in Research 

Title: Understanding nonresidential fathers’ involvement in their children’s education: A qualitative 

approach 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as to 

whether or not to participate in this dissertation research study.  The person performing the 

research will answer any of your questions.  The information on this form will be read 

verbally to you over the phone and a copy of the form may be mailed or emailed to you, if 

you request it. If you complete all portions of the study, a copy will provided to you in 

person. Ask any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part in the 

study. If you decide to be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your verbal 

consent. 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about the involvement of 

nonresidential, or noncustodial, fathers in their children’s schooling.  The purpose of this 

study is to better understand how fathers who do not live with their children all of the time 

stay involved in their children’s education. This study is most interested in fathers’ stories 

and perspectives on this topic.  

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to: answer several demographic 

questions verbally on the phone, place your name on a waitlist, and you may or may not be 

asked to complete an in-person interview. This study will take approximately ten minutes to 

complete the demographic questions and one hour to complete the in-person interview. This 

study will include approximately 20 study participants. Your participation in this study will 

be audio recorded. You will be asked to provide contact information if you would like to 

participate in available future interviews for which you are eligible. Providing contact 

information for future interviews is optional and will not affect your participation in the 

initial in-person interview.  

What are the risks involved in this study? 

The foreseeable risks to participating in this study are minimal. You may experience 

emotional discomfort discussing information in interviews. However, your participation is 

voluntary and you may discontinue participation at any time. You also have the option of not 

answering any questions that you do not want to answer.   

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

The possible benefits of participation are increasing self-awareness of your involvement in 

your child(ren)’s education.  Because this topic is of interest to many parents, I am available 
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to answer questions and will provide a copy of the final paper if you request it. Information 

from this research may be used to guide future practices in education and family services.  

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you start 

the study, you may withdraw at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate will not 

affect your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin in anyway.  

Will there be any compensation? 

You will receive a $30 cash card for completion of both a brief phone call to obtain 

demographic information and the in-person interview. Payment will occur at the conclusion 

of the in-person interview. Eligible participants who do not complete the in-person interview 

will not receive payment. You will be responsible for any taxes assessed on the 

compensation.  

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this research 

study? 

In this study, any identifying information you provide will be changed to protect your 

identity. Also, all information collected will be kept confidential. If you choose to participate 

in this study, you will be audio recorded.  Any audio recordings will be stored securely and 

only the research team will have access to the recordings.  Recordings will be kept for one 

year and then erased.  A written record of the audio recordings will be made and stored 

securely. If it becomes necessary for the Institutional Review Board to review the study 

records, information that can be linked to you will be protected to the extent permitted by 

law. Your research records will not be released without your consent unless required by law 

or a court order. The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other 

researchers in the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these 

cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could associate it with you, or 

with your participation in any study. 

Whom to contact with questions about the study?   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Kimberly Hill, at (308) 

379-9887 or send an email to voicesofdads@gmail.com.  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can contact, 

anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at 

orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

Participation 

 If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to provide your verbal consent.  
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Consent to Participate 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, 

and you may receive a copy of this form by mail, email, or in person. You have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions before you consent to participate, and you have been told that you 

can ask other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By 

giving verbal consent, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. If you participate in the in-

person interview, you will be asked to sign this document which will be securely stored by the 

researcher.  

 

 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name  

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Verbal Consent Provided      Date 

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature Date 

 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and the risks 

involved in this research study. 

 

_________________________________      

Print Name of Person obtaining consent      

 

 

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent     Date 
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APPENDIX C 

Demographic Information Sheet 

1) How old are you? 

2) What is your current relationship status? 

a. Married 

b. Cohabiting 

c. Divorced 

d. Widowed 

e. Single 

3) What is your current employment status? 

a. Employed full time 

b. Employed part time 

c. Unemployed, looking for employment 

d. Unemployed, not looking for employment 

4) What is the highest level of education you have achieved so far?  

a. Less than high school 

b. High school graduate or equivalent 

c. Some college 

d. Technical certificate 

e. Associate’s degree 

f. Bachelor’s degree 

g. Advanced degree 

5) What do you estimate is your annual household income? 

a. Less than $10,000  

b. $10,000 - $20,000 

c. $20,000 - $30,000 

d. $30,000 - $40,000 

e. $40,000 - $60,000 

f. $60,000 - $75,000 

g. $75,000 and over 

6) What is your race/ethnicity? 

a. American Indian or Native Alaskan 

b. Asian 

c. Black or African American 

d. Hispanic or Latino 

e. White 

f. Other 

7) Number of children who live with you and their ages? 

8) Number of children who do NOT live with you and their ages?  
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APPENDIX D 

Sample Interview Questions 

Broad questions to begin the interview: 

1) Tell me a little about yourself. 

2) I assume because you [answered this ad/contacted me] you have at least one child you do 

not currently live with full time. Tell me about your child(ren)and custody arrangements. 

 

Possible follow-up questions: 

1) Could you give me a picture of your general involvement with your child(ren)? 

2) Now I’d like to talk to you specifically about your involvement in your child(ren)’s 

education. Tell me about what first comes to mind when I say that. 

3) Tell me about your communication or relationship with your child(ren)’s school or 

teachers. 

4) Tell me about things you do or talk about with your child(ren) about their schooling. 

5) Tell me about communication between you and your child(ren)’s mother about your 

child’s education. 

6) Let me see if I understand what you have told me so far [summarize typical involvement 

amount, type, quality, etc]. Can you think of any time where your involvement has been 

different, maybe it was more or less than normal, for any reason? Tell me about that time. 

7) Has there been anything specific for you that really encouraged or supported you to be 

involved in your child(ren)’s education?  

8) Has there been anything that really discouraged or prevented you being involved in your 

child(ren)’s schooling?  
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APPENDIX E 

Memo Example: Concept “Patient Insistence” 

Entry 1 

This is another maybe combo between better with time AND pushing. So I'll need to think about 

why those 2 go together like that. Like, he didn’t push... and because of that, things got better 

with time?   

 

What does "push" mean? He knows not to push her. Him and the kids can be pushed a little bit, 

but she can't at all. So then he's strategizing by not pushing. 

 

Not pushing = _______ patient insistence?  

 

What is the goal? To have a working relationship for the kids. 

 

--- 

 

Entry 2 

Used to work though disagreements 

 

---- 

 

Entry 3 

Text - 154 - This seems to be about him and Mom working through their misunderstandings and 

hostile attributions, discussing what's best for the kids. He is clearly saying what he thinks is 

best. He's not pushing though.... 

 

Again with pushing.  

 

Patient insisting. 

 

It’s also about it gets better with time.  

 

But it’s not time. It’s his efforts. These strategic things he's doing. This patient insistence.  

 

--- 

 

Entry 4 

Text 173 - It’s how his building the connection slowly over time. Staying there, being available. 

Knowing they'll come around. Not giving up. Gently kinda pushing to open up.  

 

-- 
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Entry 5 

 

Text 194 - It's also a life strategy, not just relationships. With everything. Push too hard and then 

it’s gonna suck. So sit back and look calmly. Learn.  

 

Push for it means you patiently insistent and you put in your due diligence and know that it will 

happen in due time.  

 

-- 

Entry 6 
 

Text 132 - This is really important.  

 

What has supported or encouraged your involvement? Mom wants me to be more involved.  

 

She didn’t want him around before. This connects those other ideas: 

- Better with time 

- I want to get along, Mom wants to be alone 

- But it’s NOT eggshells.  

 

Plus it’s about trying and then progressing, not like the phone call ones. It’s some kind of 

shaping.  

 

IDK what the difference is. For some reason attending these in person school events are non-

negotiables for him, even if new gf and Mom don’t want him to be there. The presence is 

important for the kids to KNOW HE'S THERE. 

 

That's important to him. For his kids to know he's there and see him even if there's not 

interaction. That strong, silent character in the corner, watching, protectively, supportively.  

 

He's also talking about putting any adult feelings aside and focusing on the kids, what they need. 

Best interest of child also.  

 

Maybe this needs multiple different labels for different concepts, not ready to be combined yet.  

 

IDK what to call this... 

 

-- 

 

Entry 7 

 

Text 59 - He's describing his involvement in education in general. How does he characterize it? 

 

I picture tiptoe-ing or walking on eggshells. Like he pushes a little, pulls back.  
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Same thing about the homework earlier in the interview. Asks to bring it, she did for a while, 

then stopped. Tells her to do more problems, she doesn't, he doesn't push.  

 

Kids don't want to cause problems. So. He knows they are more "loyal" to Mom. So that is 

walking on eggshells. Mom has power dynamic in her favor. She controls what happens. He 

can't push too much with kids or encourage them to get too close, because that causes problems 

with the authority Mom.  

 

He's saying, they know they can come to me if they NEED to, but really, they can't trust him. 

They trust Mom.  

 

If he pushes too hard with kid too, she will run back to Mom. That would be kinda powerless.  

 

So its eggshells both with kid and with Mom.  

 

Is this a strategy he uses for a problem?  

 

-- 

 

Entry 8 

 

Text 98 - I guess he doesn’t feel like he has the time and relationship credits and kids' trust in 

order to actually challenge them. So that reduces his Dad power. Coupled with his work travels, 

its worse.  

Interesting. Because it’s like well yeah, Mom COULD take care of that for him. And maybe 

should. But when he went in, he made a connection that fostered more info later.  
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APPENDIX F 

Memo Example: Summary Conceptualization 

Dietrich – Interview 4 

-- 

My overall thoughts on this interview first.  I feel like I connected well with this interviewee. We 

talked easily, maybe partly because we are in a similar profession. Dietrich had a lot to say and I 

think there’s a lot in here. In my attempt to empathize, I think I too felt “angry” with him re: 

some of the stories he told. He talked about the school involvement, coparenting, new SO’s, and 

a few others that I recognize. But he uniquely seemed more angry and went to means of going 

above the person to deal with it. Like to the court about the kids’ Mom or going to the 

superintendent about the teacher. So that seems to be another method to manage. However, I’m 

thinking through this ahead of time. Previous methods were more aimed to have better 

coparenting… this method doesn’t seem to lead that direction. I think he presumes that it won’t 

happen because of the separation and the “tactics” used by her and her lawyer. So maybe he’s 

not trying to manage or have better coparenting. Maybe he’s trying to win. What’s he trying to 

win? IDK… I’ll think more about this as I go through and code for concepts.  

Okay, I think I got through that. I also need to note that he’s an active advocate for equal 

parenting rights. He’s well educated on the issues and speaks very passionately about it. He even 

says clearly that he turned his anger into advocacy efforts.  

While I’m coding this is a bigger idea I need to not lose. Maybe some of these – patient 

insistence, Dietrich’s active insistence, Marco’s setting boundaries. Each of those represents 

strategies to make it better, improve things. Different Dads will use different ones. If they feel 

helpless, they’re gonna do something about it. But what they do looks different. There’s also not 

doing it anything because it feels like too much, like Austin.  After coding this, I’m re-organizing 

and putting all of those under “better with effort”.  

-- 

Concepts from previous interviews will be listed and then described as to how they came up in 

Interview 3.  

- Being kept in the dark… (2 passages) 

o Similar to previous with not knowing any information, having to search it out on 

his own.  

o New part here is that he believes she moved the children to a different school 

intentionally to create that distance. She also created separation between the 

children and their paternal grandparents.  

- Connection at school (2 passages):  
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o Dietrich had connections at the school his older children went to. So when the 

divorce/sep first occurred, he still had those connections that he was able to call 

on to spend more time with his youngest since it was so limited. That allegedly 

was directly related to Mom moving the kids to a new school.  

o Like Grady, he also had personal connection with several people from the school 

from when he was younger, that helped. Then he “had the in”.  

o Related concepts: 

 New school, no connections (1 passage): He explained this very clearly. 

Mom moved the kids to a new school where he had “no resources” and he 

“didn’t know any of them” which made it “difficult to get involved with” 

the new school.  

- Growth after divorce (4 passages): 

o The growth process he described seems much like what Grady described. He 

clearly says that he learned about himself and about his own understandings of 

life, parenting, relationships. Like that everything happens for a reason, accepting 

things in order to move on, being more patient with kids and new SO, etc. He also 

clearly states that he believes he HAD to go through all of that difficulty and 

emotional turmoil in order to get where he is now.  

o He did describe that he was very, very angry during this time, which isn’t what 

Grady seemed to experience.  

- Want better parent involvement than own (2 passages) 

o There were 2 ideas from Dietrich, expanding on this. One was wanting to have a 

better quality involvement with his kids in general, like relationship, than his Dad 

with him. He alluded to that his growth after the divorce helped him achieve more 

patience and before that he may have been more like his Dad.  

o The second idea was more about school involvement specifically. He described 

his Dad not really attending any school related anything but that being involved, 

being supportive is important to him now as a father. His Dad worked, that was 

his role.  

o *Note, I think I need to split this concept into general and school at some point. 

Not sure that’s right now, though.  

- Searching  for cause (1 passage): 

o Like Grady, Dietrich seemed to look at himself and his behaviors to blame for 

how the separation/divorce/end of relationship occurred. This carried over into the 

poor quality co-parenting relationship for a while.  

- Work flexibility… (1 passage): 

o Dietrich described the difficulty of getting to the school for after-school things 

that are early evenings because that’s when his clients are seen. He was frustrated 

by that because of the inflexibility of the school’s policies/procedures.  

o On the other hand, he also then tried to use the time when he had “holes” in his 

schedule to his benefit for that flexibility when possible.  
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The following are new “sub-concepts” meaning they at least for now appear to fit underneath an 

already-established concept.  

- Persistence, but less patient, but more active (5 passages) 

o This is under Better with Effort. 

o Dietrich’s persistence is pretty evident. When he gets something in his mind he 

kinda sticks to it and really wants to make sure he achieves it. Like getting a 

meeting at the school or filing a complaint with the court. His anger leads to these 

actions. And in some ways, he sees that things get kinda better sometimes as a 

result of these actions.  

o This can be with the school, with the court re: kids, with the court re: judge’s 

actions, even at bigger levels with the leg re: advocacy work.  

o The difference between this and Grady’s “it’ll happen in time” and Marco’s 

“setting boundaries” may just be personality differences. Because Grady and 

Dietrich had similar custody situations.  

o Related concepts: 

 Better with… ? (2 passages): I’m not sure what to do with these 2 

additional passages yet. He describes things getting better, yes. Grady did 

that too and so did Marco. I kinda looked at their behaviors and imputed 

what the improvement may be associated with. I see a similar thing with 

Dietrich as described above. These are the 2 passages where he’s 

describing that things are better. So after talking through it, I think I’ll 

move them into the better with effort concept.  

- Kids struggle living with Mom (4 passages) 

o This is under I’m the better parent  

o Like Marco, Dietrich provided examples of times/things that illustrated ways he 

thought the Mom wasn’t doing a good job. Kid having bad grades, getting into 

drugs, another one running away, having no relationship with the Mom, being 

enmeshed on the other side, etc.  

o Something different about Dietrich’s explanations is that he said that a lot of these 

he used in court disputes as evidence. So they are his evidence he puts forth.  

o Questions – is it just that Mom’s a bad parent? No, I don’t think so. He 

demonstrates that. But it’s like for each scenario that Mom is the problem, he is 

the solution. Therefore he is comparatively the better one in those situations. Is he 

saying she’s terrible and shouldn’t have any time? No, just that the kids struggle 

there and need to be with him more/also to help them out.  

 

 

New important concepts in Int 4: 

- The perceived unfairness of school system policies/procedures (4 passages) 
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o Dietrich provided several examples of policies that were effectively 

discriminatory in his situation. Things that made him angry and led him to take 

some kind of action.  

o Staying late for a PT conference, having a second PT conference, only 

communicating with 1 parent about when PT conferences are, listing “mother and 

father” to describe people in the home regardless of if that’s the father. Those 

were the situations he described.  

o The name of this concept isn’t really getting it, though. He talks about the system 

being broken, about his frustration and anger. About the action steps he took to try 

to remedy whatever the situation was, even if the result was not achieved as 

desired. So maybe it’s not just about feeling the unfairness. Maybe it’s just about 

“the perceived unfairness”. That encompasses all of that. Okay, I’ll change the 

name to reflect that.  

o Persistence (active) is related here bc that’s what he used to try to counteract this.  

- The perceived unfairness of the court system (5-8 passages) 

o 5 is how it started. I'm not sure if discouraged is the word. He is discouraged yes. 

But also was motivated by anger and perceived injustice. He also may have felt 

hopeless/helpless because it didn’t seem to matter what he did. So he used humor 

for coping. This may be a small illustration of what the bigger concept is that I'm 

not sure what to call it. So for now "Feeling the unfairness of the court system". 

There’s the court side, what the judge does and doesn’t do. Then there's also the 

perceived use of tactics by Mom/her attorney. This one I already have separated 

out. The other one may need to be separated out eventually, too.  

o This is often in the form of not responding to his complaints or concerns. Like, 

filing a petition, it not being heard. Requesting a motion repeatedly, it repeatedly 

denied. Filing complaints that are lost or deemed irrelevant.  

o Again, Persistence (active) is related bc that is a strategy he uses. He doesn’t just 

file one grievance or petition. There’s multiple until he gets the outcome or they 

respond and basically tell him to stop.  

o I didn’t code for this because it was kind of indirect, but something else that 

seemed globally unfair and he brought up a lot was that there was no actual 

evidence or proof required for Tactics by Mom/attorney and it was based more 

on initial impressions created by fabricated stories.  

o 3 additional were in the subconcept of: 

 Tactics by Mom/attorney in legal disputes (3 passages): This is 

something specific. He described this as strategies, like moves in chess, 

planning and scheming from the very beginning. He describes that he has 

heard this from other fathers that they have experienced this too so I 

expect to hear some of them from other Dads. Examples include alleging 

abuse initially to get temporary custody (re: Unfairness of court because 

judges typically don’t reverse initial temporary custody) and to create a 

negative opinion of the father in the eyes of the judge 
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