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Abstract 

 

Voices of Parents in Poverty: What Do Low-Income Parents Need to 

Support Their Young Children? 
 

Molly Ellen McManus, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Marie-Anne Suizzo 

 

This paper examines the needs of low-income parents in supporting the 

development, education, and well-being of their young children using a collective case 

study design informed by multivocal ethnography. Findings were obtained from a 

collective case study by analyzing qualitative interview data from fourteen participants 

including three mothers, three teachers, three administrators, two district leaders, and 

three policymakers. The overall findings suggest that preschool administrators were the 

most aligned in their understanding of low-income parents’ needs as expressed by 

parents, whereas teachers, district leaders, and policymakers were much less aligned with 

parents’ perceptions. Furthermore, the needs identified by low-income parents fell into 

the basic needs categories of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, whereas needs identified by 

individuals in positions of power fell into the growth needs category. Finally, individuals 

in positions of power all identified needs such as training, classes, or workshops that 

emphasized knowledge transfer from an expert to low-income parents. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Parents play a critical role in the development, education, and well-being of young 

children (Papalia, Olds & Feldman, 2002). They ensure their children’s health and safety, 

equip them with skills and resources to succeed as adults, and instill them with basic 

cultural values. The responsibility of raising a child is demanding for all parents, but low-

income parents often encounter additional and greater challenges than middle and high-

income parents (Kumanyika & Grier, 2006).  

Low-income parents represent both a struggling subgroup of parents and a 

struggling subgroup of individuals in poverty. The resulting cross section is a particularly 

disenfranchised and oppressed population facing unique and significant barriers to 

stability and well-being for themselves and their families (Brooks & Buckner, 1996).  

Similar to those earning middle and high incomes, most parents with low incomes are 

able to parent their children well and demonstrate remarkable resilience in the face of 

financial, emotional, and social hardships (Centre for Research on Families and 

Relationships, 2012). However, due to these hardships, many low-income parents are not 

able to provide their young children with the type of support that they believe their 

children deserve.  

Often, the barriers that low-income parents encounter are unmet needs of the 

parents themselves. For example, a mother without a high school degree may struggle to 

find a job that pays a wage high enough to support her family. Similarly, a father who 

experienced emotional trauma in childhood, but never accessed counseling services, may 
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struggle to support the emotional development of his own children. Research shows that 

parents whose needs have been met are better able to support their children in the ways 

that they would like to (American Psychological Association, 2015).  

In response, there exist social programs and policies at every level of government 

and society that strive to meet low-income parents’ needs. From parenting classes offered 

by churches, to school-based parent support groups, to state-funded home visiting 

programs, to federal initiatives like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (formally 

known as Welfare) and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (food stamps), 

enormous efforts are made and billions of dollars spent to identify, target, and meet the 

needs of low-income parents and their families (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 

2015). 

Although these programs and policies are often evidence-based, they vary widely 

in their effectiveness at targeting and supporting low-income parents (Muhlhausen, 

2011). A possible, perhaps even probable, reason for this shortcoming is that low-income 

parents themselves are rarely included in the development, selection, and implementation 

of the resources and policies that aim to support them and their families.  

Rather than consult low-income parents, research, policy, and resource 

development generally relies more heavily on proximal sources such as school 

administrators, child advocates, or social workers to identify low-income parents’ needs 

for support. This practice is problematic for two reasons. First, it is impossible to 

understand fully the complexity and nuances of low-income parents’ needs by collecting 

data that are only proximal to parents themselves. Collecting data directly from parents is 
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the best way to fully understand their needs. Second, discounting low-income parents’ 

perspectives implies that individuals in positions of power who are making decisions that 

affect low-income parents may be operating with a deficit perspective. A deficit 

perspective involves defining an individual by their weaknesses instead of their strengths 

(Anzul, Evans, King & Tellier-Robinson, 2001).  Excluding low-income parents from the 

conversation suggests that parents are not experts on their own children, nor experts on 

their own needs – a suggestion that simply is not true.  

 A recent example of this shortcoming in research and policy is the assembly of 

the Committee on Supporting the Parents of Young Children. Beginning in January of 

2015, the Institute of Medicine and the National Research Council convened a committee 

of prominent researchers in the fields of education, psychology, development, medicine, 

social work, policy, and law to inform a national framework for strengthening the 

capacity of parents of young children. The committee will examine research to identify a 

core set of parenting knowledge, attitudes, and practices tied to positive parent-child 

interactions and child outcomes as well as evidence-based strategies that support them. 

This information will be brought together to inform a set of concrete policy 

recommendations and serve as a guide for the future of parenting and family support 

policies, practices, and research in the United States (Committee on Supporting the 

Parents of Young Children, 2015). Consulting prior research and current knowledge from 

experts in parenting, child development, and family policy is essential creating effective 

resources and policies to support parents of young children. However, the conversation is 
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undeniably one-sided if parents, particularly the low-income parents towards whom these 

policies and resources are often targeted, are not meaningfully included in the process.  

 All research, policy, and resource development must begin with the definition of a 

problem or a need (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002). In the development of research, policy, and 

resources that aim to support low-income parents, parents must play an active role in 

identifying their own needs. Once their needs are identified, it follows that low-income 

parents must also play an active role in developing, selecting, and implementing solutions 

to meet those needs.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 The following study addressed the first step of that process: asking low income 

parents to identify their needs and comparing those to the perceptions of individuals in 

positions of power (teachers, administrators, district leaders, and policymakers) who are 

situated to make decisions that affect low-income parents and their young children. To 

understand what we already know about parents’ needs and why it is important to consult 

parents directly about those needs, I review the limited literature on parents’ needs and 

three theoretical frameworks that make a case for eliciting and valuing the voice of low-

income parents.  

DEFINITIONS 

 In the review of literature and in the following study, the term low-income refers 

to families earning less than twice the federal poverty line, $45, 500 per year for a family 
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of four (Office of The Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 2015). The term 

young children includes children from birth through five years of age. The dictionary 

definition of needs is defined as “a lack of something wanted or deemed necessary” 

(Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, 2015). I adapted this definition to 

describe the needs of low-income parents specifically, so in this paper, the definition of 

needs is “a lack of something wanted or deemed necessary for parents to support the 

healthy development, education, and well-being of their young children.” The term is 

meant to be broad in order to encompass the diverse contexts in which parents may 

express a desire for support. Finally, the term development refers to the normal 

progression by which children change as they grow older by acquiring and refining 

knowledge, behaviors, and skills (Woolfolk, 2001); education refers to the act or process 

of imparting or acquiring general knowledge, developing the powers of reasoning and 

judgment, and generally of preparing oneself or others intellectually for mature life both 

in and outside of the school context (Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, 

2015); and well-being includes diverse and interconnected dimensions of physical, 

mental, and social well-being that extend beyond the traditional definition of health. It 

includes choices and activities aimed at achieving physical vitality, mental alacrity, social 

satisfaction, a sense of accomplishment, and personal fulfillment (Naci & Ioannidis, 

2015). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The research on what children need in their early years for healthy 

development, education, and well-being is extensive. We know that all children are born 

wired for feelings and ready to learn, that early environments matter, and that nurturing 

relationships are essential (Shonkoff et. al., 2000). There is also ample literature on 

parents and parenting that identifies behaviors, practices, and environments conducive to 

positive development, education, and well-being for young children (American 

Psychological Association, 2015). In this chapter I will illustrate what is glaringly 

missing from the literature: the bridge between these two bodies of work. What do 

parents need to be able to support their young children? I will also outline three 

theoretical frameworks grounded in developmental psychology, critical theory, and 

policy development that help to make an argument for the importance of consulting and 

involving low-income parents in the identification of their needs and in the creation of 

solutions to meet those needs.  

LOW-INCOME PARENTS’ NEEDS  

 Few areas of research reach out to low-income parents directly to consult them 

about their needs. However, those that do produce findings that are immediately useful 

for resource and policy development and can serve as models for other areas of research. 

The following sections review the areas of research that often consult low-income parents 

to identify their needs and design solutions to meet them.      
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Parent Involvement in Academic Contexts 

One of the few bodies of work that does examine parents’ needs is the literature 

on parent involvement in academic contexts. This research is based on evidence that high 

parent involvement in students’ academic careers is positively related to student 

achievement (Barnard, 2004; Epstein, 2011; Jeynes, 2011a, 2011b). In response to this 

evidence, researchers examine parents’ desire to be involved as well as parents’ needs, in 

order to identify barriers to parent involvement and strategies to increase it. In this area, 

parents’ needs tend to be framed as barriers.  

A folk belief in the discourse around parent involvement in low-income and 

ethnic minority families is that parents do not care about their child’s education or they 

do not want to be involved (Valencia, 2002; Lightfoot, 2004; Lawson, 2003). In a study 

by Drummond and Stipek (2004), the researchers conducted telephone interview with 

234 low-income parents to investigate whether economically disadvantaged parents from 

diverse ethnic backgrounds believe it is their responsibility to be involved in their 

children’s schooling. They found that most parents strongly value involvement in their 

children’s learning. Because other studies have suggested that some low-income parents’ 

involvement falls short of school expectations, these findings indicate that there are likely 

barriers that keep parents from being involved as they would like to be.  In their 

discussion, the authors suggest that teachers and administrators ask parents what they 

need to know to be more actively involved in their children’s learning. The authors point 

out that research on barriers to involvement would be useful, but there is likely local 

variation in the significance of barriers.  
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Other studies addressing the assumption that low-income and ethnic minority 

parents do not want to be involved in their children’s academic careers confirm that 

parents do want to be involved, but often face barriers to traditional involvement (Daniel-

White, 2002; Davies, 1993; Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Geenen et al., 2001; Huss-

Keeler, 1997; Moles, 1993; Okagaki & Frensch, 1998; Schneider & Lee, 1990; Smrekar 

& Cohen-Vogel, 2001; Watkins, 1997) and that low-income and ethnic minority parents 

are involved in their children’s academic careers in ways that are often not included in 

the mainstream  definitions of parent involvement, namely parent-school relations and 

school-based activities (Quiocho & Daoud, 2006; Suizzo et al., 2014; Valdéz, 1996). 

Research that aims to identify barriers to parent involvement necessarily employs 

methods that directly ask parents about those barriers and the type of support they need to 

overcome them. Again, low-income and ethnic minority parents are often targeted 

because they are viewed as less involved in their children’s schools and exhibit low rates 

of traditional parent involvement in schools (Geenen, Powers, & Lopez-Vasquez, 

2001; Hughes, Gleason, & Zhang, 2005; Kohl et al., 2000).  However, a recent article by 

McKenna and Millen (2013) outlined an alternative, more inclusive view of parent 

involvement. The researchers conducted focus groups and collected hypothetical letters 

written by parents to a “teacher” of their choice about their family, themselves, and their 

children. The findings show that perceptions of parental involvement and home-school-

community relationships were not accurate or expansive enough to include the nuances of 

different cultural, economic, or geographical circumstances. The authors argued that 

parent engagement must include two central components: parent voice and parent 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/science/article/pii/S1747938X09000177#bib38
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/science/article/pii/S1747938X09000177#bib38
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/science/article/pii/S1747938X09000177#bib51
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/science/article/pii/S1747938X09000177#bib55
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presence. These components are necessary to respect, share, and acknowledge the 

parenting practices of lower income and minority parents that are, at times, 

misunderstood and undervalued by school staff and administrators. “Parent voice implies 

not only that parents have ideas and opinions about their children, but also that educators 

are receptive to this voice, allowing for an open, multidirectional flow of communication. 

Similarly, parent presence refers to actions related to the voices of caregivers” (p. 9). 

Other studies have also tried to conceptualize the multidimensional facets of parental 

involvement (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2000; Grolnick et al., 1997; Kohl et al., 2000; Manzet 

al., 2004; Walker et al., 2005) in order to capture the broad range of ways that parents 

support their children in academic contexts. Importantly, all of these studies use focus 

groups or interviews to consult parents directly.  

Though a valuable and progressive body of literature, it is concerning that parent 

involvement is one of the few research areas that asks parents directly about their needs. 

This sends the message that meeting parents’ needs is important only when those needs 

relate to parents’ ability to be actively involved in their children’s academic careers. 

Focusing primarily on parents’ needs as they relate to involvement in schools both 

undervalues the important role that parents play in their children’s lives outside of school 

and overvalues children’s academic outcomes as the single most important measure of a 

child’s success and well-being.  It is important that this body of literature serves as a 

model for other areas of research to extend our understanding of parents’ needs beyond 

the goal of increasing parent involvement in schools and into areas such as child 

development and well-being.  
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Social Work and Parents of Children with Special Needs 

The field of social work often conducts research using focus group and interview 

methods to identify and gain a deeper understanding of parents’ needs in relation to 

resources and public services (Padgett, 2008). A recent article by Ayón (2014) is a useful 

example of how methodology that directly engages parents contributes to a better 

understanding of parents’ needs. Ayón conducted focus groups with 52 Latino immigrant 

parents about the services they feel they need to promote their families’ well-being within 

a context of stringent anti-immigrant legislation. Her findings uncovered an important 

contradiction in the research, “Contrary to studies that found that stigma prevents Latinos 

from seeking mental health assistance (Aguilar-Gaxiola et al., 2012), participants in this 

study frequently cited the need for mental health services.” A mother explained, “I have 

always looked for support for the children when they become rebellious in adolescence 

but I have never found it. I would like it if there was a place where you could consult a 

psychologist on certain problems you have with adolescents or somewhere you could 

take them so they talk out what is wrong” (p. 16). It is likely that this subtle inconsistency 

would not have been uncovered outside of a focus group or interview protocol in which 

parents were directly engaged and consulted.  

Within the field of social work, the literature on children with special needs takes 

a particularly close look at parents’ needs. In 2012, the prevalence of children with 

special needs was approximately 11 million in the US (Child and Adolescent Health 

Measurement Initiative, 2012). Like low-income parents, parents of children with special 

needs face the typical stressors experienced by low-income parents as well as additional 
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challenges unique to their child. The added stress confronting these parents is well 

researched (e.g., Breslau et al., 1982; Diehl et al., 1991; Gallagher et al. 1983; Singer et 

al., 1988) because it is understood that a child with a disability or special need 

significantly influences the lives of the other members within the family (Fulgosi-

Masnjak et al., 2012). Furthermore children with special needs are significantly more 

likely to live with poor families compared with children in general (Fujiura & Yamaki, 

2000; Halfon & Newachck, 1999). A useful article in this field by Hughes et al. (2008) 

exemplifies the type of research that adds to our understanding of parents’ needs by 

engaging with parents directly. Hughes conducted semi-structured interviews with 161 

parents in order to examine their views on raising a child with special needs and the 

specific challenges that they face. His analysis included quotations from parents 

explaining their perspectives and experiences, from which he was able to make 

recommendations to social workers based on those perspectives and experiences.  

Research in this area has investigated parents’ needs in the domains of parents’ 

work-life balance (Friesen & Koroloff, 1990; Lechner & Ceedon, 1994; Loprest & 

Davidoff, 2004; Robers & Magrab, 1991; Rosenzweig et. al. 2002; Schuster et. al., 2009), 

parents’ mental health and stress levels (Ainbinder et. al., 1998; Brehaut et al., 

2011; Smith, 2014; Weiss, 2002), parents’ physical health (Allik, Larson, & Smedje, 

2006; Brehaut et al., 2004; Brehaut et al., 2009; Burton, Lethbridge, & Phipps, 

2008; Eisenhower et al., 2009; Feldman et al., 2007), parents’ knowledge needs (Alder et. 

al., 2015; Chow, 2001; Haynes, Ackloo, Sahota, McDonald, & Yao, 2008), and even 

needs assessments instruments (Alder et. al., 2015) 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=7&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c5
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=7&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c5
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=7&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c47
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c1
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c1
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c7
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c6
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c9
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c9
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c14
http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ehost/detail/detail?sid=ab7e96c4-b024-4021-8665-917b0ee9dbdf%40sessionmgr110&vid=9&hid=124&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c15
http://ovidsp.tx.ovid.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/sp-3.16.0a/ovidweb.cgi?QS2=#107
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Like the literature on parent involvement in academic contexts, the social work 

literature, particularly the literature on parents of children with special needs, provides a 

useful model for other areas of research to employ methodology that gives a voice to 

parents and honors their perspectives and beliefs. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS  

 The following theoretical frameworks help to make an argument for the 

importance of consulting and involving parents of young children in the development, 

selection, and implementation of the resources and policies that directly support them as 

they support the development, education, and well-being of their young children.  The 

theories support two assumptions that are the foundation of this study. First, parents 

whose self-identified needs are met are better able to support their child’s development. 

Second, when individuals in positions of power (i.e. teachers, administrators, district 

leaders, and policymakers) have a comprehensive understanding of low-income parents’ 

needs, they are better able to make decisions that will support parents and children.  

Ecological Systems Theory  

Parents, teachers, administrators, district leaders, and policymakers are all part of 

interrelated ecological systems with the child at the center. Constructive parent-teacher, 

parent-administrator, parent-district leader, or even parent-policy maker relationships 

occur in an ecological context with the student at the center.  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) and bioecological model 

(2005) can be applied to parents’ relationships with individuals in positions of power to 
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understand how those relationships’ influence children’s development. Ecological 

Systems Theory identifies five environmental systems in which a child interacts 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This study focused on the mesosystems, or relationships, that 

connect parents to teachers, administrators, district leaders, and policymakers, and how 

the quality of those relationships impacts the child. For example, a principal who clearly 

understands what low-income parents at her school need to support their young children 

is better able to establish support programs to meet those parents’ needs. Consequently, 

parents’ needs are met and they are better able to support their children. Alternatively, a 

policymaker without a clear understanding of what low-income parents in his district 

need to support their young children will be less able to advocate for or design policy that 

meets their needs. Figure 1 illustrates the relationships that will be examined in this 

study.  

  



 14 

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model Adapted to Parents’ Relationships   

Critical Pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy is a philosophy of education and a social movement first 

described by Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968). Freire’s work promoting 

literacy with Brazil’s impoverished adult population inspired the development of a theory 

and methodology with the potential to empower and liberate the oppressed. Critical 

pedagogy fuses education with critical theory and proposes a new relationship between 

teacher, student, and society. Henry Giroux (2010), a protégé of Freire, describes an 

“educational movement, guided by passion and principle, to help students develop 
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consciousness of freedom, recognize authoritarian tendencies, and connect knowledge to 

power and the ability to take constructive action.”  

Freire characterizes the “traditional” model of education as a banking model. In a 

banking approach to education, students are empty vessels and teachers are experts 

responsible for filling each vessel with predetermined knowledge. This process further 

stimulates dominant attitudes and practices in society and maintains a status quo of 

oppression. Alternatively, Freire (2000) proposed a dialogic approach to education 

centered on the problems of the learner and focused upon issues that are directly 

applicable to the lives of students. In this approach, students and teachers engage in 

dialog and become equal partners in critical thinking in order to change existing 

narratives and create new knowledge. Students and teachers also act together upon their 

environment and continuously and critically reflect upon their reality. Freire refered to 

this ongoing process of action and reflection as praxis.   

Freire’s later work (1998), and the work of following critical pedagogues (e.g., 

Henry Giroux, Peter Mclaren, Joe L. Kincheloe, Ivan Illich, and Ira Shor) applied these 

same concepts to all social and human sciences. For the purposes of this study, the 

foundational concepts in critical pedagogy can be applied to resource and policy 

development as it affects low-income parents.  

A comparison can be drawn between the banking model of education and the 

traditional process of development, selection, and implementation of resources and 

policies that support low-income parents and their families. Often, low-income parents 

are viewed as empty vessels that must be filled by “experts” (i.e., teachers, 
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administrators, district leaders, or policymakers) who have more knowledge about the 

needs of low-income parents than the parents themselves. This process maintains the 

marginalized status of low-income parents by recycling the dominant narrative of 

“experts” knowing what is best for disenfranchised populations. Furthermore, it prevents 

parents from critically engaging with those “experts” as equals in both dialogue and 

praxis.  

Unmet needs are an essential element of both the input that leads to and the output 

that results from oppression. It follows that actively involving parents in the processes 

aimed to meet their needs is a step towards liberation from oppression. Parents must play 

a critical, dialogical role in resource and policy development, selection, and 

implementation in order to liberate themselves from their marginalized positions in 

society. Furthermore that role must be equal in influence to those who traditionally hold 

the power. 

Dialogic Policy Making 

On a higher rung of the democratic ladder of power, the dialogic perspective seen in 

critical pedagogy has also been applied to public policymaking. Policymaking that 

engages the voices of citizens has been widely explored in policy research producing 

democratic theories such as discursive or deliberative democracy in which deliberation 

and majority rules are central elements to decision-making (Besesette, 1980; Cohen, 

Gutmann et. al, 2004; 1997; Simon, 1999; Thompson, 2008); participatory democracy 

which emphasizes the broad participation of constituents in the direction and operation of 
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political systems (Brady, 1999; Inglehart et al., 2002); and communicative action which 

is cooperative action undertaken by individuals based upon mutual deliberation and 

argumentation (Habermas 1984; 1987). Although these terms are not synonymous, they 

all exist under the umbrella of dialogic policy-making and prioritize the promotion of 

active citizen participation in the creation of public policy at the community and the 

institutional level.  

Dialogic policy-making encourages and values collective deliberation and gives 

citizens an opportunity to exchange relevant viewpoints and arguments prior to the 

adoption of a policy. Public officials may oversee the process or may provide one voice 

among the many in dialog (Bevir, 2012).  Like critical pedagogy, dialogic policy-making 

is an iterative process of conversation, negotiation, and reflection. This type of 

collaboration is thought to act as a solution to the elitist nature of most policy-making 

processes that exclude alternative voices and ways of knowing. 

In more common policy-making process such as democratic theory, low-income 

parents’ voices are often excluded and their perspectives unaccounted for. Dialogic 

policy-making is a viable alternative that leads to joint learning, collective agreements, 

and policy decisions that are more aligned with the beliefs and values of the population 

that they represent and affect (Bevir, 2012). Dialogic approaches at the policy level could 

provide a framework for low-income parents to participate meaningfully in the larger, 

and often more impactful, policy conversations that affect their families. This would 

result in resources and policies that are more aligned with low-income parents’ needs and 

desires for their young children.    
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Chapter 3:  

Methods 

Low-income parents’ voices affect their young children’s ecological environments 

and are a means of liberation from their marginalized positions in society. Furthermore, it 

is their right as members of a democratic society to have their voices heard by the 

individuals in positions of power striving to support them. The following study aims to 

investigate the needs’ of low-income parents as parents express and compare those to the 

perceptions of individuals in positions of power.   

DESIGN AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study used a collective case study design informed by multivocal ethnography. 

In a collective case study, “[the] researcher jointly studies a number of cases in order to 

investigate a phenomenon, population, or general condition” (Stake, 2000).  The multiple 

cases in this study included three low-income mothers of preschool children, the three 

preschool teachers of those children, the parent coordinator at the preschool, the 

executive director of the preschool, the education director of the preschool, the district 

liaison to the preschool, the district early childhood director, the director of a child policy 

advocacy organization, a policy associate at the same child policy advocacy organization, 

and a state legislator. The phenomenon I investigated was the perception of low-income 

parents’ needs as parents support the development, education, and well-being of their 

young children.  
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Multivocal ethnography is a theoretical framework and method developed by 

Joseph Tobin (1989) that elicits responses from participants in reaction to a common 

stimulus. The responses become the data and then are compared between mothers, 

teachers, administrators, district leaders, and policymakers.  In this study the common 

stimulus was the low-income mothers participating in the study. The mothers obviously 

have firsthand knowledge about their own needs, and the teachers and administrators had 

personal relationships with the mothers and therefore were able to speak about their 

perceptions of each mother’s needs. Although the district leaders and policymakers did 

not have personal relationships with the participating mothers, they did have experience 

working with and representing low-income parents in their respective capacities and were 

able to speak to their perceptions of low-income parents’ needs in general.  

Through semi-structured interviews with participants, I investigated what 

individuals in positions of power perceive as low-income parents’ needs and where there 

was alignment and misalignment between their perceptions and mothers’ perceptions. 

The study was structured around the following research questions: 

1. What do low-income parents perceive as their needs to support their young child’s 

education, development, and well-being? 

2. What do individuals in positions of power perceive as low-income parents’ needs to 

support their young child’s education, development, and well-being? 

3. Where and in what ways do perceptions of low-income parents and individuals in 

positions power align and differ? 
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PARTICIPANTS  

Marigold Preschool (a pseudonym) was chosen as the focal site for this study using 

convenience sampling. Convenience sampling is defined as a sample in which research 

participants are selected based on their ease of availability to the researcher (Patton, 

2002). A colleague of mine had a professional connection with Marigold and said that the 

school had a very developed parent support program and a friendly executive director 

who was interested in supporting early childhood research. I reached out to the executive 

director and she agreed to give me access to the mothers, teachers, and other administers 

at the school. The executive director also helped me identify the district leaders who 

work directly with Marigold as well as a policy advocacy organization that advocated for 

early childhood opportunities, all four of whom agreed to an interview. Finally, the 

director of the policy advocacy organization identified three state legislators with 

particular interest in early childhood education and family policy, one of whom agreed to 

be interviewed.  

A multilevel sampling approach was used to select the participants of this study due 

to the implicit hierarchy in the relationships between mothers, teachers, administrators, 

district leaders, and policymakers. Multilevel sampling design is a strategy that facilitates 

credible comparisons of two or more subsamples that are extracted from different levels 

of a study (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). In this study, the hierarchy is made up of five 

subsamples: mothers, teachers, administrators, district leaders, and policymakers. 

Because of the innate hierarchy and the varied types of relationships among participants, 

the sampling approaches and sample sizes vary by each subsample.  
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The three mothers in this study were recruited from Marigold Preschool with the 

help of the executive director and the parent coordinator. Because the study examined 

low-income parents’ needs, a criterion and maximum variation case sampling approach 

was used to select parents. Criterion sampling involves searching for individuals who 

meet certain criteria (Given, 2008). This study examined the needs of low-income parents 

specifically, so I only recruited parents from the family population at Marigold who 

qualify for childcare subsidies through the state workforce program. Within these criteria, 

maximum variation case sampling was used to select three cases. Maximum variation 

case sampling requires searching for cases or individuals who cover the spectrum of 

positions and perspectives in relation to the phenomenon one is studying, including both 

extreme and typical cases (Given, 2008). With the help of the executive director and the 

parent coordinator, I was able to identify and reach out to three low-income mothers at 

Marigold representing both typical and extreme parenting experiences, and all three 

agreed to an interview.  

 Teachers, administrators, and district leaders were also selected using a criterion 

sampling approach based on their relationship to each participating mother. Once the 

mothers were identified, the teacher in their child’s classroom, all administrators working 

at Marigold, and both district leaders with direct and ongoing contact with Marigold were 

selected. The executive director approached and recruited the three teachers and two 

other administrators and I emailed both district leaders who also agreed to meet.  

 Alternatively, policymakers were selected using a convenience sampling approach. I 

had a contact at the child advocacy organization that put me in touch with the director 
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and early opportunities policy associate. After a short email exchange, they both agreed 

to an interview.  The director of the policy advocacy organization recommended I speak 

with three state legislators who focus on early childhood education and family policy. I 

reached out to all three over email and was able to schedule an interview with one of 

them.  

 In the following sections, I use pseudonyms for each participant and child as well as 

the preschool. Furthermore, because I use the actual professional titles of each participant 

I conceal the name of the city and state to ensure anonymity. Table 1 summarizes each 

participant’s group, pseudonym, age, ethnicity, and identifies the child with whom each 

participant has a relationship, if any. 
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Table 1: Participant Information 

Category Participant Title 
Pseudo- 

nym 
Age Ethnicity 

Child/Student 

Pseudonym 

Age of  

Child/ 

Student 

Parent Mother at Marigold Janice 28 
Mexican 

American 
Tyson 3 

Parent Mother at Marigold Terra 27 
Alaskan 

Native 
Timothy 2 

Parent Mother at Marigold Vanessa 27 
African 

American 
Rose 1 

Teacher Teacher at Marigold 
Mr. 

Brian 
32 

European 

American 
Tyson 3 

Teacher Teacher at Marigold 
Ms. 

Allison 
19 

Mexican 

American 
Timothy 2 

Teacher Teacher at Marigold 
Ms. 

Karen 
27 

European 

American 
Rose 1 

Administrator 
Parent Coordinator 

of Marigold 
LJ 28 

European 

American 
Tyson, Timothy, and Rose 

Administrator 
Education Director 

of Marigold 
Sammy 38 

European 

American 
Tyson, Timothy, and Rose 

Administrator 
Executive Director 

of Marigold 
Robyn 56 

European 

American 
Tyson, Timothy, and Rose 

District 

Leader 

District Liaison to 

Marigold 
Inez 42 

Mexican 

American 
None 

District 

Leader 

District Early 

Childhood Director 
Joy 43 

African 

American 
None 

Policy Maker 

Director of Child 

Advocacy 

Organization 

Ellen 45 
European 

American 
None 

Policy Maker 

Policy Associate at 

Child Advocacy 

Organization 

Allison 27 
European 

American 
None 

Policy Maker State Legislator 
Rep. 

Allen 
71 

European 

American 
None 
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DATA COLLECTION 

 I conducted semi-structured interviews with participants over the course of seven 

months. Parents, teachers, and administrators were interviewed during the school day at 

Marigold Preschool whereas district leaders and policymakers were interviewed during 

the workday in their respective offices. All interviews were conducted in English and 

lasted from thirty minutes to three hours. Each interview was audio recorded and 

transcribed for analysis. Mothers alone were compensated with a $25 gift card for their 

time.  

MEASURES 

 Semi-structured, one-on-one interviews were conducted with each participant. 

An interview protocol was developed for parents (see Appendix A), another for teachers 

and administrators (see Appendix B), and a third for district leaders and policymakers 

(see Appendix C). Each mother was asked what she believes to be important for young 

children in terms of development, education, and well-being, what parents in general 

need to support their young children, and what type of support she would find personally 

helpful to support her child. All other participants were also asked what they believe to be 

important for young children in terms of development, education, and well-being, what 

parents in general need to support their young children, and when applicable, what they 

believe the parents need to support better their young children.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 

  Working with a large quantity of qualitative data required a systematic process of 

organizing the data into categories. I selected grounded theory as a framework for 

analysis.  Grounded theory is an inductive methodology that seeks to interpret data for 

theory development (Barnes, 1996).  I chose this approach because it is a systematic and 

structured way to analyze data but it leaves the researcher room to move, interpret, and 

continuously question the data.  

  I began with content analysis using open coding to identify what participants in 

each group identified as low-income parents’ needs. Open coding is an approach taken 

from grounded theory in which the researcher reads through the data several times and 

creates tentative labels for chunks of data that summarize what she sees happening 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2007). In this study, the main category for coding was low-income 

parents’ needs, or personal needs, in the case of low-income mothers.  

  The needs that repeated across participants within a group became the themes. I 

wrote a memo for each group of participants to process and synthesize the themes within 

the group. These memos served as the step between coding and the completed analysis in 

which I recorded my thoughts about and interpretations of the needs participants in each 

group identified. In the completed analysis, I included a need as a theme if two or more 

of the participants in each group identified that need for low-income parents. Table 2 lists 

each theme by group, an example of that theme from a transcript, and how many 

participants spoke about it during their interview.  
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Table 2: Themes 

Participant 

Group 
Theme Example 

Number of 

Participants 

who Spoke 

to the Theme  

    

 

Low-Income 

Mothers 
Money 

“I don’t make nearly enough to pay for 

everything, and I can’t work anymore than I 

do now.” 
3 

N=3 

Time 

“I wish that I had more time to play teacher 

with them. Have them sit down at the table 

with a paper and some pencils and some 

markers, I wish I had more time to do that 

with them.” 

3 

 
Opportunities 

for Self-Care 

“I don’t ever have time for myself. 

Sometimes I’m running on E, but I keep 

going.” 
3 

 Validation 

“I didn’t feel appreciated, as a mom with my 

husband…that’s another reason why this 

school is amazing because you really feel 

appreciated when people are working with 

your child.” 

3 

 
 

  

 

Teachers 

N=3 

Not Money, 

but Education 

So, if we just fix the money thing, then that 

fixes how these kids get raised, and that’s 

not, I don’t think that’s it at all.” 
2 

 

Training 

“Trainings and whatnot, and teaching 

[parents] how, not only how can this affect, 

but how can you affect that relationship, you 

know?” 

3 

 
Self-

Reflection and 

Openness 

“I’m with that child all day and I’m just 

trying to help but sometimes they’re not 

open to that.” 
3 

    

 

Administrators 

N=3 Money 

“Money… because I feel like she’s really 

really skilled in parenting…if she had some 

more financial means to be with him more, 

because I think she would like to not spend 

so much time away.” 

3 

 Parenting 

Models and 

Guides 

“Parents know the end goal, but not how to 

get there.” 
3 

            (continued) 
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Table 2: Themes 

Participant 

Group 
Theme Example 

Number of 

Participants 

who Spoke 

to the Theme  

Administrators 

N=3 
Social capital 

“No one can take [Rose] except for us, and 

those who can are not the people that we 

would like her to be with.” 
3 

 
Emotional 

Support 

“I know you don't know her full story but it's 

just shocking, she probably would even need 

some deep therapy to really be fully 

functional because she's come from such 

hard places.” 

3 

 

Compassion 

from 

Government 

Agencies 

“They need our support to help them get 

some more consistency for their kids. That’s 

our job and it should be [government 

agencies’] job too.” 

3 

 

District Leaders 

N=2 
English 

Classes 

“We ask the parents what they wanted, like 

we have connections to do auto mechanic or 

cosmetology [classes] or all these things and 

the parent could choose. And like 78 percent 

of them chose English lessons.” 

2 

 
Trainings and 

Workshops 

Joy said that parents ask, “What are topics 

that parents need to know? Especially 

parents of younger kids who are really 

interested in parent training classes.” 

2 

 Childcare 

“I can only afford to send him to pre-K, I 

can’t afford afterschool care,” so they end up 

doing neither because the parent can’t piece 

together the whole day. 

2 

 

Family 

Literacy 

Support 

“I noticed that the parents were eager for that 

knowledge, and they wanted to know what 

they could do at home to help support the 

school.” 

2 

 
Understanding 

and Flexibility 

“[Some low-income parents] are working 

and they’re doing all kinds of things, 

sometimes just to survive. So I think they 

need our understanding about that and then 

just our support, however, we can help 

them.” 

2 

 
 

  

 

Policymakers 

N=3 

Flexible Jobs 

that Pay a 

Living Wage 

“They can, um, can get out of work as easily 

as maybe some, some individuals with a 

higher paying job that has more flexibility.” 
3 

Ç√ 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  (continued) 

 

       (continued) 
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Table 2: Themes 

Participant 

Group 
Theme Example 

Number of 

Participants 

who Spoke 

to the Theme  

Policymakers 

N=3 

Access to 

Resources/ 

Information 

“Our perception of what parents need is they 

need more access… they need access to 

resources, access to information.” 
3 

 
Quality 

Childcare 

Ellen described quality childcare as, “nice, 

small student-teacher ratios and amazing 

manipulatives and materials in the 

classroom, and teaches who are well-trained, 

who are excited, who have been there a 

while because they love teaching.” 

3 

 
Full Day Pre-

K 

“Full day verses half day and how that 

relates to the needs of low income parents 

and, you know putting them in a position to 

be successful not only for themselves but for 

their children.” 

3 

I then conducted a comparative analysis between categories of participants using 

axial coding. Axial coding consists of identifying relationships among the open codes 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2012).  I compared the perceptions of mothers to the perceptions of 

each other group of participants in order to understand where they are aligned with 

mothers’ perceptions and where they differ.  For example, mothers and administrators 

both identified money as a need, but administrators also identified parenting models and 

mothers did not.  

 To assess the validity and trustworthiness of the data, I used two procedures (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985): prolonged engagement in the field and search for alternative 

explanations. I spent eight months in the field and I did not aim for saturation in the 

interviews because the objective of the study was not to achieve generalizability, rather to 

exemplify one collective case.  

Ç√ 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  (continued) 
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Chapter 4: Results 

I conducted this study to examine the needs of low-income parents of young 

children as expressed by low-income parents themselves and to compare those to the 

perceptions of individuals in positions of power who are situated to make decisions that 

affect low-income parents and their young children. However, to understand the 

perspectives of each group, it is important also to be aware of the contexts in which they 

live, work, and/or interact with their children’s school. 

CONTEXTS 

 The participants in this study all lived in and/or interacted with one or more of the 

three contexts outlined below. Participating mothers, teachers, and administrators worked 

daily with or at Marigold Preschool and were affected by its history, culture, and policies. 

In turn, Marigold was part of a school district in which the participating district leaders 

worked and district level ideologies and policies directly affected the experience of those 

leaders and all individuals at Marigold. Finally, Marigold and the school district were 

situated in a southern state served by the participating policymakers. State political 

culture affects the needs of low-income parents and how others perceive those needs.  

Marigold Preschool 

Marigold Preschool was originally established in the 1940s to provide care and 

education to the children of “Rosie the Riveters” - women who went to work for the first 

time during the Second World War. The school has served families for over six decades 
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and is well known and respected by the surrounding community for its quality of care and 

service of low-income families.  

The child demographics of the school (see Table 2) show that the school served 

roughly one third European American families, one third African American families, and 

one third Hispanic families. Another important demographic breakdown was the ratio of 

families who received childcare subsidies and those who did not. The state workforce 

program subsidized monthly fees for families in which one parent was participating in an 

education, training, or employment support program. To qualify for childcare subsidies 

through the state workforce program, a family of four must live in the county, work or 

train/school for 25 hours per week as a single parent (50 hours per week in a two-parent 

household), and receive a monthly income of $4,799 or less. Roughly two thirds of the 

families that Marigold served qualified for such subsidies, and the remaining third paid 

full fees (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Student and family demographics of Marigold Preschool 

2014-2015 School Year 

Ethnicity Children % of total population 

European American 22 27.8 

African American 23 29.1 

Hispanic 29 36.7 

Asian 1 1.3 

Indian 1 1.3 

Other 3 3.8 

Payment Type   

Subsidized 52 65.8 

Full fee  27 34.2 

Age   

6 weeks -12mo 4 5.1 

13 mo – 24 mo 13 16.5 

2 years 17 21.5 

3 years – 5 years 45 57.0 

 

School District 

 The school district to which Marigold Preschool belonged was located on the east 

side of an urban city. Although this city is considered a liberal enclave in a generally 

conservative state, it has struggled with a history of racial segregation and a resulting 

concentration of poverty in certain neighborhoods in the city. Low-income African 

American and Latino families lived and attended schools on the east side of the city 

where opportunities were fewer. A brief from the Urban Land Institute reported, 

“virtually every indicator of opportunity – education, economic, transportation, health, 

and neighborhood quality" is much lower and poorer in neighborhoods on the east side 

(2010).” This is the neighborhood in which Marigold was located. 
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Marigold’s school district was the largest in the city operating 129 schools 

including 84 elementary schools, 18 middle schools, and 16 high schools. More than half 

of the students in the district were economically disadvantaged, and nearly one third had 

limited English proficiency (see Table 4 for a demographic break down of students). In 

the last two years, the district had made concerted efforts to expand their full day pre-K 

programs and to recruit eligible families with particular emphasis on recruiting families 

that met a low-income requirement. Marigold partnered with the district to provide high 

quality, full day pre-K to low-income families in addition to childcare for younger 

children.  

Table 4: District Student Demographics  

2014-2015 School Year 

Ethnicity Students % of total population 

European American 21,892 25.9 

African American 6,762 8.0 

Hispanic 50,353 59.5 

Other 5,584 6.6 

Other Characteristics   

Limited English Proficiency 23,337 27.6 

Economically Disadvantaged  50,487 59.7 

       Special Education 8,549 10.1 

 

 In 2011, the district, along with others in the state, suffered severe statewide 

funding cuts that were not rectified during either of the two subsequent legislative 

sessions. The district was currently suing the state government to protest the school 
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finance system with nearly 600 other districts in the state. Even as the district struggled 

with these finances, they were committing resources to prioritizing early childhood 

education and pre K through growing support and expansion. This priority made pre-K 

more accessible and realistic for low-income families in the district. 

State Political Ideology 

 The conservative, southern state in which Marigold resided had a unique political 

ideology that has important implications for low-income parents’ access to early 

education and care for their children as well as other services that could help meet their 

needs. Political ideology is a consistent set of beliefs and attitudes concerning the scope 

and purpose of government (International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 1968). 

The political ideology of the state can be characterized by classic liberalism and social 

conservatism (citation omitted to ensure anonymity).  

In this southern state, classic liberalism reflects beliefs of individualism, 

opposition to government control to attain social objectives, and a heavy emphasis on the 

protection of civil liberties. This means government largely expects low-income parents 

to manage their own positions in society without direct support from the government in 

the form of social services. Socially conservative citizens often characterize social change 

as a threat to established practices and beliefs (citation omitted to ensure anonymity). 

This means that society generally accepts the use of government to reinforce traditions or 

values such as personal responsibility and self-sufficiency (citation omitted to ensure 

anonymity). Again, this can be a barrier for low-income parents who need government 

support.  



 34 

In recent years, this political ideology had led to dramatic funding cuts for schools 

and social services even as the state experienced a significant surplus in the annual 

budget. State policymakers generally prioritized tax cuts over funding for services that 

could support low-income families. The result was severely underfunded schools and 

social services. The state workforce, for example, cannot provide child subsidies to all 

eligible families resulting in long waitlists. The state legislature also prided itself on 

having the lowest rate of families on welfare in the country, despite a ranking fourteenth 

in overall poverty rates (U.S. Census, 2014).  

RELATIONSHIPS AMONG PARTICIPANTS 

 Also important for contextualizing the findings in this study, is an understanding 

of the relationships among participants. This study took a bottom up approach to 

participant selection rather than a top down approach. This means that low-income 

parents were selected first, then the teachers of their children, the administrators at their 

children’s school, the district leaders that worked with that school, and finally 

policymakers who focused on early childhood education and family policy. The 

alternative approach would begin with policymakers and select participants based on 

their connections and partnerships. Because of this structure, teachers and administrators 

had relationships with the mothers in this study and therefore had more insight into their 

family lives and possible needs. District leaders and policymakers were further removed 

from the three participating mothers, but that is not to say they did not have relationships 

or contact with any low-income parents. They simply did not happen to have a 
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relationship with the three participating mothers. Figure 2 represents the relationships 

among participants using bidirectional arrows.  

Figure 2: Relationships Among Participants 
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FINDINGS 

Below I further describe each participant, report the primary needs of low-income 

parents as identified by each group, and compare those perceptions to the perceptions of 

the participating mothers. Table 5 shows the primary needs identified by each group.  

Table 5: Perceptions of low-income parents’ needs by group 

Low-income 

Parents 
Teachers Administrators District Leaders Policymakers 

 Money 

 Time 

 Opportunities 

for Self-Care 

 Validation 

 Not 

Money, but 

Education 

 Training 

 Self-

Reflection 

and 

Openness 

 Money 

 Parenting 

Models or 

Guides 

 Social capital 

 Emotional 

Support 

 Compassion 

from 

Government 

Agencies 

 English Classes 

 Trainings and 

Workshops 

 Childcare 

 Family Literacy 

Support 

 Understanding 

and Flexibility 

 Flexible Jobs 

that Pay a 

Living Wage 

 Access to 

Resources 

and 

Information 

 Quality 

Childcare 

 Full Day Pre-

K 

Parents  

Mother, Janice 

 The first mother I interviewed was Janice. Janice was 28 years old at the time of the 

interview, Mexican American, and married to the father of her four children. She was 

enrolled full time in a dental hygienist training program at the local community college. 

Janice’s husband worked nights so she was usually in charge of all four children during 

the day and orchestrated pick ups and drop offs around her full time school schedule.  
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 We discussed her three-year-old son, Tyson, who had been in Mr. Brian’s class at 

Marigold for only three months at the time of the interview. Janice’s infant daughter also 

attended Marigold and her two older daughters, who were in elementary school, attended 

Marigold during their preschool years. Because of this, Janice had a close relationship 

with the executive director, Robyn, who had been at the school for eight years.  

Mother, Terra  

 The second mother I interviewed was Terra. Terra was 27 years old at the time of the 

interview, an Alaskan Native, and a single mom, two years separated from the father of 

her only son, Timothy. Timothy is two years old and in Ms. Allison’s class at Marigold. 

At the time of the interview, Terra was finishing her last few months of full time beauty 

school. She hoped to get a job at a high end salon once she graduates and be able to stop 

relying on her father, food stamps, and childcare subsidies for financial support. Though 

the resources made the life she wanted possible at the moment, she viewed them as 

temporary. “I’m working towards being financially stable,” she shared, “I’m always like, 

it’s just temporary, it’s just temporary, and I’m almost done [with school].”  

 Terra occasionally substituted as an assistant to the teachers at Marigold on her days 

off from school and therefore had a close relationship with the teachers and 

administrators at the school.  

Mother, Vanessa 

 The third mother I interviewed was Vanessa. Vanessa is 27 years old at the time of 

the interview, African American, and had three children including her youngest, Rose, 
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who was one year old and in Ms. Karen’s classroom at Marigold. Vanessa works at a 

Starbucks across town, and often struggled to convince her managers to schedule her for 

the thirty hours a week required to qualify for her childcare subsidies. Vanessa’s two 

older sons had open cases with Child Protective Services and were in the custody of their 

fathers. Over the past few years, Vanessa had struggled to maintain a home and a 

consistent way to care for her children and was often in a state of crisis trying to manage 

those two things. She had also been a victim of domestic violence but never received 

mental health services. However, she was putting much effort into keeping her job, 

despite her challenges with hours and childcare, and wanted more than anything to hold 

on to her custody of Rose. She shared, “I am trying to do a better job with Rose. I am 

trying to do it better this time.” Vanessa had very little family able to support her or her 

children and relied heavily on the support of the administration at Marigold and their 

ability to connect her with services.  

What do parents perceive as their needs in supporting the development, education, and 

well-being of their young children? 

 In general, mothers identified needs that were broad in scope. The needs they 

talked about did not always have a corresponding service or resource that they could 

access, so I asked them to use their imagination to try to come up with ways to meet 

those needs. This led to solutions that seemed unorthodox, but not always impossible. As 

expected, the needs varied greatly by mother, but below are the needs that came up 

repeatedly in all interviews.  
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Money  

Given that all mothers qualified as low-income, it is perhaps not surprising that 

they all referenced money as a primary need for themselves and their families. They felt 

that money would not only relieve the financial stress they felt at the end of every month 

when it was time to pay bills, but it would also allow them to stop relying on family 

members for financial support and let them treat their children to things like trips to the 

movie theater or new toys. In her interview, Janice shared,  

“I ask my mom for money all of the time, and I hate doing it, but I do it, and she 

does it and I will pay her back, but I want to be able to be, like, I did this by 

myself. All this hard work, and all of this school, everything helped me get where 

I am.”  

Terra had a similarly hopeful perspective about her financial future once she finished 

beauty school, but Vanessa was not so optimistic. “I don’t see that there will ever be 

enough [money],” she said, “I don’t make nearly enough to pay for everything, and I 

can’t work any more than I do now.” Each mother went as far as to say that she would be 

able to be a better parent to her children if they she more money.  

Time 

 Mothers said they never had enough time to do the things they needed and wanted 

to do for themselves and for their children. Between working or going to school full time 

and caring for children, all mothers described hectic days in which they were just trying 

to keep their families’ heads above. Janice explained that there was not enough time for 



 40 

the doctor appointments, the children’s school, her school, chores, and spend time with 

each of her children. She stated she would like to be able to spend one-on-one time every 

day with each child playing games and teaching them lessons, but she felt that she was 

doing everything by herself. Terra and Vanessa also felt that by the time they dropped 

their child off in the morning, went to work or school, picked their child up, ran one 

errand, cooked dinner, and bathed their child, it was time for bed and they had not spent 

any quality time together.  

 Each mother also identified more access to childcare, in particular, as a way to 

create more time in their days. However, they also acknowledged that this would mean 

spending even less time with their child. Terra and Vanessa wanted someone to watch 

their child while they went to the gym or ran to the store. They both said it would be 

helpful for Marigold to open a little earlier or stay open later. Janice said she could use 

childcare to watch the other three children while she spent one-on-one time with each of 

them. Alternatively, an adult to help with chores and errands would also free up some of 

their time as well as allow them to spend it with their children.  

Opportunities for Self-Care 

 Opportunities for self-care came up in each interview. All mothers said that they 

first and foremost would like more time to spend with their children. However, they all 

also mentioned needing more time and resources for themselves as well. They shared 

feelings of utter exhaustion at the end of the day and strong desires for luxuries like going 

to the gym, taking naps, or occasional outings without children. Terra emphasized the 
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importance of taking care of herself even though she felt that she did not have time. She 

felt that Timothy would not be happy if she was not happy, that was why she had left her 

marriage. She shared that she needed to, “make herself a priority, respect herself, be 

happy, and be her own person before she can be a good mom.” This included caring for 

her own social, emotional, and physical health. Vanessa said, “I don’t ever have time for 

myself. Sometimes I’m running on E, but I keep going.” Some days, she said, she would 

just love an opportunity to take a nap. Janice talked about her birthday the month before 

when she went out with her mother and no children for three hours, and it felt great! She 

didn’t have to tell the children, “don’t do that,” and “sit down,” and “don’t be fighting.” 

She came back to the house refreshed and more relaxed.  

Validation 

  Validation and feedback was a theme that came up in all interviews. All three 

mothers spoke of their appreciation of the staff at Marigold for all of the support they 

provided to their families. They were all involved in the parent support groups led by the 

parent coordinator, LJ. In these groups they receive peer support, information, feedback 

and often validation of their parting practices. Terra, in particular, said that she felt really 

appreciated when someone praises Timothy or her and acknowledges that she is doing a 

good job as a parent. She did not get such validation from her ex-husband, his family, or 

her father, so she depends on the staff at Marigold to provide positive feedback and 

recognition that she was putting work into her child. Janice and Vanessa said that the 
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words of encouragement and praise they received from the administration kept them 

going on days when they felt especially exhausted or stressed.  

Teachers 

Teacher, Mr. Brian  

 Mr. Brian was the head teacher in Tyson’s classroom at Marigold. He was 32 at the 

time of the interview, European American, and had worked at Marigold for twelve years 

at the time of the interview, though his Bachelor’s degree was in political science.  

Teacher, Ms. Allison  

 Ms. Allison was the assistant teacher in Timothy’s classroom at Marigold. She was 

19 years old at the time of the interview, Mexican American, had worked at Marigold for 

9 months at the time of the interview, and was preparing to apply to four-year colleges to 

study child development.  

Teacher, Ms. Karen  

 Ms. Karen was the head teacher in Rose’s classroom at Marigold. She was 27 years 

old at the time of the interview, European American, had worked at Marigold for three 

years at the time of the interview, and had bachelor degree in early childhood education.  

What do teachers perceive as parents’ needs? 

 Teachers reported few substantial interactions with parents during the school day. 

They described short conversations during pick up and drop off, but said that they relied 
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on the parent coordinator rather than parents themselves to keep them updated on 

families. In general, teachers were more reluctant than any other group to comment on 

the needs of low-income parents. They often used qualifier such as, “It’s hard for me to 

say,” or “It’s not fair to generalize,” and required extra probing to get them to answer the 

interview questions fully. Mr. Brian gave the example that some parents need time to 

have a conversation with their child and others need access to healthy food, but it was not 

the same for everyone. However, they were more comfortable talking about parents in 

general than commenting on the needs of the parent whose child was in their class.  

Not Money, but Education 

 Mr. Brian and Ms. Karen both made a point to say that, although money was 

obviously important, it was not the single factor that would help low-income parents 

better support their children. They felt that money is often overemphasized as a solution 

to low-income parents problems. Mr. Brian explained,  

“Everyone’s focusing on income, income, income, you think that’s the main 

difference between these children and these kids have money and these kids 

don’t. So, if we just fix the money thing, then that fixes how these kids get raised, 

and that’s not, I don’t think that’s it at all.”  

He identified education as a more salient factor because parents with higher levels of 

education are able to spend more time with their children as well as access information 

about what is best for children. Ms. Karen also shared that she knew great low-income 

parents who spent time working and reading with their children and high-income parents 



 44 

who do not. She felt that parents with knowledge about child development and early 

education were the ones who supported their young children best.   

Training 

 Teachers described the need for some sort of parent trainings where parents could 

learn more about their child’s development and access information on such topics as 

nutrition or early education. Mr. Brian described an “adult daycare” where parents would 

receive a furlough from their jobs to attend a training eight hours a day for a month. The 

training would involve learning “rules” about things you can say to your children and 

how to treat children like the teacher treats them. The teachers at the training would 

watch parents interact with their children and provide feedback. Ms. Allison explained 

that,  

“Parents think that just because [their child] went to school, they’re really done 

for the day. But it’s like, no, you need to extend it or you need to put some time 

aside and, you know, because we’re not their parents.”  

She recommended parent trainings that would involve learning about child development, 

milestones, and priorities for children in their early years. The trainings Ms. Karen 

described included sharing more topical information such as positive discipline, physical 

health, or early literacy. She referenced the parent suppers that Marigold hosted once a 

month as an example.  
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Self-Reflection and Openness 

 Teachers, as well as other participants, talked at length about cycles of parenting 

and how parents often fall back on the practices and strategies that their parents used with 

them. According to Mr. Brian, “Parents fall back on what they learned when they were a 

kid, and the cycles happen.” He explained that it takes much self-reflection to recognize 

those cycles and much effort to break them and lower income families do not always 

have the spare time to do that. Ms. Allison and Ms. Karen spoke more generally about 

parents’ needs for self-reflection and openness, but both said that low-income parents 

needed to be open to working on their issues and improving their interactions with their 

children. Ms. Karen felt that it was important for parents, “to hear me when I share a 

concern about their child and not just go, ‘Whatever.’ and take them home. I’m with that 

child all day and I’m just trying to help but sometimes they’re not open to that.” 

How do teachers’ perceptions of parents’ needs compare to parents’ perceptions? 

 Teachers’ perceptions of parents’ needs did not align closely with parents’ 

perceptions of their needs. Teachers focused on needs that involved transferring 

knowledge from an expert to the parent. They gave examples of education, trainings, and 

workshops in which parents could learn better parenting strategies and practices. They 

also identified parents’ need for self-reflection and openness as a way to accept and 

internalize the knowledge from the expert. Conversely, parents focused on broader needs 

such as money, time, self-care, and validation. 
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Administrators 

Executive Director of Marigold, Robyn  

 Robyn had been the executive director of Marigold for eight years at the time of the 

interview. She was 56 years old, European American, and was the main contact for 

partnerships outside of Marigold. Robyn spent most of her workday managing 

Marigold’s partnerships, writing and renewing grants, and managing the logistics of the 

school. She dedicated the first hour and the last hour of her workday to engaging with 

parents and families as they dropped off and picked up their children.   

Parent Coordinator of Marigold, LJ 

 LJ had been the parent coordinator at Marigold for five months at the time of the 

interview. She was 28, European American, and had a two-year-old daughter who also 

attended Marigold. LJ had a master’s degree in clinical psychology and coordinated the 

parent programs at Marigold including organizing and facilitating parent suppers and 

leading parent support groups. LJ spent most of her workday talking with and supporting 

parents.  

Education Director of Marigold, Sammy 

 Sammy had been at Marigold for six years at the time of the interview. She was 38, 

European American, and served as the curriculum support specialist and behavior 

specialist at Marigold. She worked closely with teachers on curriculum and lesson design, 

though she also supported them more generally. Her favorite thing to do when she had 
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spare time was to walk into a teacher’s classroom and ask, “What can I do for you?” She 

often worked closely with both teachers and parents who were struggling with children’s 

behavioral issues.  

What do administrators perceive as parents’ needs? 

 Administrators engaged with parents in substantive ways on a daily basis. They 

described check-ins during drop off and pick up, private meetings, and follow-up phone 

calls in which, all three, fostered relationships with parents to provide them maximum 

support.  

The administrators were very aligned with each other in their answers to many of 

the interview questions. They seemed to have a similar philosophy on child development 

that was consistent with Marigold’s vision statement.  A belief they all expressed 

repeatedly was that children need to be loved, valued, adored, and supported 

unconditionally by their parents. This means providing love and support, establishing a 

secure environment at home, and talking and reading to their child. Of all participants, 

they had the most ideas about what the participating mothers needed individually and 

about low-income parents’ needs in general.  

Administrators also acknowledged their status as middle class, white, American, 

women serving a very different population. They recognized that their priorities and 

values sometimes differed from the families they served and that their position affected 

the way they were perceived by parents.  
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Money 

 The first need each administrator identified for each of the three participating 

mothers was money, but they differentiated between parents as to how the money would 

best be awarded and how it would benefit the parent and child. For example, Robyn and 

Sammy both acknowledged Terra and Janice’s financial competence and general 

organization. They felt that Terra and Janice could be given a large sum of money, and 

they would be able to use it responsibly to eliminate their financial reliance on 

government services and their parents. However, all three administrators felt that Vanessa 

would not be as successful at managing a large sum of money and would need “hand 

holding” and intensive support to use it to benefit herself and Rose effectively. 

Regardless of parents’ competence at managing money, all administrators agreed that 

extra monthly income would relieve stress, foster independence, and better allow the 

participating mothers, and low-income parents in general, to raise their children in a 

healthy and supportive way. 

Emotional Support 

 Administrators talked at length about the emotional trauma experienced by many 

of the children and parents with whom they work including the three participating 

mothers. Unfortunately, most of these parents had never received formal mental health 

services. Many of them also lacked a close family member or partner to provide 

emotional support. LJ led a weekly parent support group that attempted to provide 

counseling services, but she did not feel that it came close to providing the level of 
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support that many parents needed.  For example, Vanessa and Terra had both been 

victims of domestic violence, but they did not have the time, resources, or desire to seek 

counseling for their trauma. Robyn talked specifically about Vanessa, “I know you don't 

know her full story but it's just shocking, she probably would even need some deep 

therapy to really be fully functional because she's come from such hard places.” 

Furthermore, administrators said they could see some of the same emotional issues and 

behaviors in the children of parents who had experienced trauma. They believed that 

counseling and emotional support would benefit the development and well-being of the 

children as well.  

Social Capital 

 All administrators noted that many low-income parents with whom they worked 

had very little social or human capital. This meant they did not have other adults or 

communities to lean on when they needed support, whether that was babysitting or an 

extra set of hands in an emergency. LJ used Vanessa as an example,  

“No one can take [Rose] except for us, and those who can are not the people that 

we would like her to be with. [One time, Vanessa] didn’t have a place to go, she 

didn’t have a place to sleep, and one of us was going to bring her home with us 

because we were like, you can’t sleep in your car.”  

Robyn talked about a time when Terra broke her leg and had no one to call to take her to 

the hospital. She had to sit at home with Timothy until her father returned to town. 

Administrators also explained that having other adults to lean on would help issues such 
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as work schedule changes or car troubles remain small inconveniences rather than 

spiraling into crises and resulting in job loss or high interest loans.   

Parenting Models or Guides 

 Parenting models and guides were a reoccurring theme in each interview. 

Administrators talked about low-income parents’ needs for positive models of parenting 

or a guide to say, “Okay, we're at this crossroad right now. Let's examine the options, you 

know, weigh them out," as Robyn described. Sammy explained that parents often know 

what not to do based on their past experiences, but struggle to find alternative, more 

positive ways of parenting or navigating their worlds. LJ explained that often times 

“parents know the end goal, but not how to get there.” Both LJ and Sammy described a 

parent boot camp or sleepover camp in which they could expose parents to new 

approaches and skills for parenting. Sammy said that the boot camp could double as a 

place where parents could escape the chaos of their lives to reduce stress, rest, and 

refocus. She also said that she wished she could spend a solid week with certain families 

and just be a partner and a support system for them. All administrators felt that parents 

needed the opportunity to see how certain things can be done, and that they would then 

be capable of doing it themselves.  

Compassion from Government Agencies 

Because the indication for the low-income status of parents in this study was their 

qualification for child care subsidies, the administrators talked at length about their 

subsidized population specifically. Many of the comments about the needs of subsidized 
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families had to do with keeping their subsidies. If parents’ work or school hours ever fell 

below thirty hours per week, they would automatically lose their subsidy and sometimes 

have to pull their child out of Marigold. This recurring situation made such events as 

illness, car issues, or ever changing work schedules detrimental to family stability.  

The administrators described the workforce program that provided the childcare 

subsidies as very strict and inflexible in their eligibility requirements. Sammy shared an 

example of this inflexibility involving Janice’s oldest daughter who had type 1 diabetes 

and was hospitalized shortly after my interview with Janice. Because Janice missed a 

week of school to be with her daughter in the hospital, she lost her childcare subsidies, 

and she was forced to pull both of her children out of Marigold. Without childcare, she 

also had to drop out of the spring semester of school. LJ talked about another parent who 

missed work one day because of a snow day when the city shut down. Because of 

missing that day, she did not work thirty hours that week and lost her subsidies. The 

administrators described a desperate need for compassion and realistic expectations from 

workforce and other government employees and agencies.  Robyn explained that one 

should not expect parents who qualify for such services to have perfectly organized and 

consistent lives. “They need our support to help them get some more consistency for their 

kids. That’s our job and it should be [government agencies’] job too.” 

How do administrators’ perceptions of parents’ needs compare to parents’ perceptions? 

 Administrators exhibited a relatively clear understanding of low-income parents’ 

needs in general and in terms of the participating mothers. Administrators described how 
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extra income would greatly reduce the daily stress levels for low-income parents and 

allow them to pay their bills and support their children without relying on others. For 

example, Sammy described the stress of not know if there will be enough money each 

month to pay the bills, “they’re just like maybe it’ll be fine, you know maybe the money 

will be there on the first when I need it...” This corresponded well with parents’ 

expressed needs of money to achieve lower stress, treat their children, and achieve 

financial independence. For example, Janice said,  

“I wouldn’t have to stress so much about how the bills are going to get paid, that’s 

what I stress about a lot, how are we going to pay the light and the rent in the 

beginning of the month… It’s just, you know if I had a little bit more money, I 

feel like I would be a little bit more at ease.”   

Additionally, administrators understood that social capital and emotional support could 

help meet parents expressed need of more time, opportunities for self-care, and 

validation. However, their identification of parent models and guides as a major need 

aligned more closely with teachers’ emphasis on knowledge transference from experts to 

parents.  

District Leaders 

District Liaison to Marigold, Inez 

 Inez was the district’s liaison to Marigold and had worked with the school for three 

years at the time of the interview. She was 42 years old, Mexican American, and worked 



 53 

mostly with Robyn, the executive director, and LJ, the parent coordinator. Additionally, 

she managed a grant that Marigold received to fund a family literacy curriculum.  

District Early Childhood Director, Joy  

 Joy was the district early childhood director and had been in her position working 

with Marigold for seven years at the time of the interview. She was 43 years old, African 

American, and oversaw the district early childhood program that included the three-year-

old pre-K program, the four-year-old pre-K program, the tuition pre-K program, and the 

Kindergarten program. She also managed partnerships with other agencies in the city 

including Headstart. 

What do district leaders perceive as parents’ needs? 

District leaders described having few interactions with low-income parents and 

instead worked closely with teachers and administrators when they needed to ascertain 

the needs of a parent population at a given school or district-wide. However, they did 

reference occasional parent meetings or parent trainings during which they were able to 

interact directly with parents. Both district leaders were, understandably, very focused on 

educational and academic outcomes for children and how parents can support outcomes. 

They both talked at length about children needing to be at school on time to receive a full 

day of instruction every day. Joy talked about children needing to begin school as early as 

possible and emphasized the importance of three-year-old pre-K programs.  
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Understanding and Flexibility 

 Both district leaders acknowledged the challenges that low-income parents face in 

supporting their young children. Joy explained that, “[Some low-income parents] are 

working and they’re doing all kinds of things, sometimes just to survive. So I think they 

need our understanding about that and then just our support, however we can help them.” 

Inez talked about needing to meet parents where they are,  

“The other thing about parents, I think we as educators need to know that the 

parents, they do the best that they can do. So I think we need to work with all 

parents at the level that they [are at], just like we do with the children.”  

They gave concrete examples of teachers showing understanding if a parent missed an 

appointment for a conference or afterschool programs being flexible with their pick up 

times.  

Childcare 

 Joy and Inez acknowledged that childcare was often a primary need for low-

income parents, especially when so many of the pre-K programs in the district were only 

half-day, leaving parents to try to find childcare for the other half of the day in order to 

work full time. Joy said that many parents tell her, “I can only afford to send him to pre-

K, I can’t afford afterschool care,” so they ended up doing neither because the parent 

could not piece together the whole day. Inez described half-day pre-K as a “blessing and 

a curse” because it is within reach, but still unattainable to many low-income families.  
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English Classes 

There are over fifty languages spoken in the district and nowhere near enough 

resources to support the families who speak a language other than English or Spanish. 

Joy explained that even parents who speak Spanish and receive district support in 

Spanish were very interested in learning English. She shared an experience working with 

a two-generational program supported by the district in which parents took classes at the 

same time as their children, “We ask the parents what they wanted, like we have 

connections to do auto mechanic or cosmetology [classes] or all these things and the 

parent could choose. And like 78% of them chose English lessons.” Inez also saw this 

need among low-income parents in her literacy work. She said parents often did not read 

to their children, “because they can’t read books in English, so they just don’t read.” She 

felt that English classes and access to books in Spanish were a major need of many 

parents in the district.  

Family Literacy Support 

Both district leaders talked about children needing exposure to books and 

conversation to increase their vocabulary. Joy, in particular, talked about the Word Gap 

and the need for low-income students to enter school with higher vocabularies so that 

they do not start out behind their higher income peers. In order to support this, parents 

would need to know how and what to read to their children. Inez shared that she sees a 

desire from low-income parents to learn how to support their children in reading and 
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literacy. “I noticed that the parents were eager for that knowledge, and they wanted to 

know what they could do at home to help to support the school.”  

Training and Workshops 

  Joy and Inez both talked about parent trainings as useful resources for parents. 

They described trainings in which parents could help choose the topic to individualize the 

trainings, at least by school. Joy said that they ask, “What are topics that parents need to 

know? Especially parents of younger kids who are really interested in parent training 

classes.” Then they try to design trainings based on parents’ topic priorities. Inez felt that 

parents needed a workshop specifically to help them understand all of the different 

assessments their children are taking in school.  

“I don’t think [parents are] fully aware what their kids would be tested in the 

assessment. I had one teacher [who said] the parent walked in when she was 

testing and she was, ‘oh okay, so that’s what it is’ and she asked the teacher a few 

questions and she said, ‘I’m gonna work with my child at home.’ And then she 

said by the next testing, the child had mastered a lot of those apparently.”  

Inez thought parents needed and deserved to know how their child was being assessed, 

and that a workshop on these topics would be useful.  

How do district leaders’ perceptions of parents’ needs compare to parents’ 

perceptions? 

 Similar to teachers, district leaders identified low-income parent needs that had to 

do with transferring knowledge from experts to parents. They identified English classes, 
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literacy support, and topical trainings and workshops as low-income parents’ primary 

needs. Parents, on the other hand, did not express a desire for information or knowledge 

from others. Understanding and flexibility were exceptions to the knowledge transfer 

emphasis, but still did not correspond with parents’ identification of money, time, 

opportunities for self-care, and validation, as their major needs. Childcare, alternatively, 

was an example that parents gave as a way for them to access more free time. For 

example, Ellen identified accessibility to childcare as a burden for parents, “childcare is a 

big issue getting to and from.” Similarly, parents gave childcare as an example of ways 

they could create more time in their lives,  

“I wish I had a resource as far as helping me watch my children so that I could  

like give one on one time to [each of them] because even my oldest daughter  

would tell me, ‘Mom sometimes I feel like you don’t have enough time for me.’” 

Policymakers 

Director of Child Advocacy Organization, Ellen  

 Ellen was the director of a child advocacy organization. She was 45 years old at the 

time of the interview, European American, and had worked on projects with Marigold for 

the last three years. The child advocacy organization kept legislators and other state 

officials informed about what was happening with children in the state and what public 

policy changes they should pursue to support children. The organization’s policy agenda 

had branches focused on both early childhood and family policy.  
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Early Opportunities Policy Associate, Allison 

 Allison was the early opportunities policy associate at the same child advocacy 

organization as Ellen. She was 27 years old, European American, and oversaw infant 

maternal health issues, early childhood intervention, and some areas of financial security.  

State Legislator, Representative Allen 

Rep. Allen was a state legislator representing a rural district in the state near the city 

where Marigold is located. He was 71 years old, European American, and focused 

especially on state education issues and policies. At the time of the interview, the state 

legislators were just ending the biannual legislative session.  

What do policymakers perceive as parents’ needs? 

 Policymakers reported having the fewest regular interactions with low-income 

parents. They called upon child advocate organizations and researchers to inform them 

about the needs of low-income parents. The interactions they did have with low-income 

parents were sporadic and relatively unstructured. Policymakers focused less on young 

children’s well-being than the other groups and more on family policy, pre-K, and the 

government services that parents and families would need to be successful. Pre-K, in 

particular, was heavily emphasized because it was a controversial bill in the legislative 

session. Additionally, policymakers talked at length about the state’s financial priorities. 

They explained that the state had a substantial surplus of funds that they were choosing 

not to invest in desperately underfunded programs serving children and families. Ellen 
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described how social services collided with the culture of the state, particularly the 

emphasis on personal responsibility. However, she felt that policymakers “should not be 

in the business of deciding who is responsible or who is not responsible and punishing 

and rewarding them…It should be about, from that public well-being standpoint, what 

gets us [to those good outcomes]? And if it doesn’t get us there, then we can throw that 

conversation away because that’s not really where our energies should be.” 

Flexible Jobs that Pay a Living Wage 

 Policymakers talked about the importance of raising low-income parents’ income. 

As a practical matter, they emphasized the need for flexible jobs that allowed parents to 

accommodate their children’s school and childcare schedules and jobs that pay a living 

wage. Allison explained that there was so much resistance to welfare and cash assistance 

in the state that it was more realistic to work towards raising the quality of minimum 

wage jobs. Unfortunately, a bill to raise the minimum wage did not pass during the 

legislative session, leaving many low-income parents willing to work without the option. 

Rep. Allen shared that some employers in the state were beginning to utilize flexible 

scheduling to accommodate parental responsibilities, which allowed those parents the 

opportunity to enroll their children in half-day pre-K.  

Access to Resources, Training, and Information 

 A significant barrier for low-income parents in a state with many rural 

communities was the ability to access physically resources. Ellen shared, “Our perception 

of what parents need is they need more access… they need access to resources, access to 
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information.” She also felt that low-income parents need the opportunity to get 

information directly from experts in the form of trainings or workshops. Rep. Allen 

described a need for coordinated services and information that is accessible to low-

income parents. He gave the example of childcare programs, early education programs, 

and the workforce program that provides childcare subsidies. Each program was operated 

by a different state agency making it very difficult for parents to navigate and receive 

comprehensive support for their young children. The state could use an office of early 

learning to coordinate all services together. Allison talked about parent trainings that 

could help parents navigate complex systems to access services and information.   

Quality Childcare 

 Policymakers also emphasized the importance of low-income parents’ access to 

quality childcare for their young children. Allison explained that research shows 

childcare must be high quality to provide benefits to low-income families. Rep. Allen 

discussed the need for a comprehensive state metric to ensure that children of all parents, 

but especially low-income parents, are receiving quality care. Ellen described the ideal 

high quality childcare environment as, “nice, small student-teacher ratios and amazing 

manipulatives and materials in the classroom, and teachers who are well-trained, who are 

excited, who have been there a while because they love teaching.” Accessible childcare 

such as this would allow parents to work knowing their child is receiving the highest 

quality education and care.  
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Full Day Pre-Kindergarten 

 Rep. Allen, Ellen, and Allison explained that pre-K expansion in the state was an 

answer to parents’ needs, but many programs are only half-day providing scheduling and 

logistical challenges for low-income parents. Families, and low-income families in 

particular, needed access to full day pre-K so that parents could work full time while the 

child is at school.  

How do policymakers’ perceptions of parents’ needs compare to parents’ perceptions? 

Policymakers were slightly more aligned with the participating mothers in their 

perceptions of low-income parents needs than teachers and district leaders. They 

identified flexible jobs that pay a living wage as a primary need for low-income parents, 

which corresponds with parents’ expressed need for more money. Allison explained, “Of 

course in order to get money…we need to have jobs available for families that pay well.” 

Similarly, Terra shared, “Oh yeah, that I feel like [money] would be the only thing that 

holds me back... You know if I had this money, I could do this.” Otherwise, policymakers 

identified access to resources, trainings, and information as low-income parents’ major 

needs, which aligns more with the knowledge transference paradigm emphasized by 

teachers and district leaders. Full-day pre-K, however, could allow parents extra time in 

the day, a need that mothers discussed at length.  
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CONCLUSION 

The low-income parents who participated in this study described needs that were 

broader in scope and less service-oriented than the other groups. The major need that they 

identified was money. They felt that money would not only relieve the financial stress 

they experienced at the end of every month when it was time to pay bills, but it would 

also allow them to stop relying on family members for financial support and let them 

treat their children to special trips to the movie theater or new toys. Secondarily, parents 

identified time, opportunities for self-care, and validation as needs.  

Teachers at Marigold emphasized parents’ need for education, rather than money; 

training in positive parenting practices and strategies; and self-reflection on parenting and 

openness to advice and feedback from teachers. Teachers also reported having few or 

short interactions with parents during the school day and were reluctant to comment on 

the needs of specific low-income parents in their classrooms.  

Alternatively, administrators reported have longer and more frequent interactions 

with low-income parents at Marigold and talked at length about those interactions. 

Administrators identified money, emotional support in the form of therapy or counseling, 

social capital in the form of a reliable support system, and parenting models or guides to 

support parents through difficult situations as the primary needs of low-income parents at 

Marigold.  

District leaders had fewer interactions with low-income parents and instead 

worked closely with teachers and administrators when they needed to identify the needs 

of a parent population at a given school. Based on such collaboration and direct 
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experience with low-income parents, district leaders identified free or affordable 

childcare; English classes; literacy support; topical parent trainings and workshops; and 

understanding of parents’ difficult circumstances; and flexibility on the part of school and 

district staff as the major needs of low-income parents.  

 Finally, policymakers reported having the fewest regular interactions with low-

income parents. They called upon child advocate organizations and research to inform 

them about the needs of low-income parents. Policymakers identified flexible jobs that 

would pay a living wage, access to resources and information, quality childcare, and full 

day pre-K as the major needs of low-income parents.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Low-income parents’ voices are often excluded from conversations around the 

development and implementation of programs, policies, and resources designed to 

support parents and their young children. Meanwhile, individuals in positions of power 

who are situated to make decisions that support low-income parents do not consistently 

consult parents directly about their needs and, therefore, may not always have a clear 

understanding of parents needs as expressed by parents themselves. The purpose of this 

study was to compare low-income parents’ needs as they were perceived by mothers to 

the perceptions of individuals in positions of power in order to determine where there was 

alignment and disconnect. 

Each group of participants involved in the study had a unique perspective on low-

income parents’ needs based on factors such as their job, age, ethnicity, political 

affiliation, and lived experience. No one view, including the view of the mothers 

themselves, represented the true needs of low-income parents. None is more valid than 

another and, perhaps more important, none is less valid than another. While low-income 

parents had an essential perspective because they cared for the young children that all 

other participants were striving to support, a lack of education or a lack of income could 

mean they were unaware of the existence of resources or paths that could have provided 

significant support. District leaders, on the other hand, may have seen the benefits of 

providing trainings or workshops to parents and known how useful they can be to parents 
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who do not even know they are available. Combining the family perspective with the 

classroom, school, district, and policy perspective creates a comprehensive understanding 

of low-income parents’ needs by capitalizing on the combined life, work, and education 

experiences of each individuals. The danger is in leaving out the perspective of any one 

stake-holder which so often happens to low-income parents. This study gathered and 

compared each perspective to try to create a comprehensive picture of low-income 

parents’ needs as they were perceived by each participant.  

This study presented findings obtained from a collective case study by analyzing 

qualitative interview data from fourteen participants including three mothers, three 

teachers, three administrators, two district leaders, and three policymakers.  The overall 

findings suggest that preschool administrators were the most aligned in their 

understanding of low-income parents’ needs as expressed by mothers, while the 

perceptions of teachers, district leaders and policymakers were much less aligned with 

mothers’ perceptions. Furthermore, the needs identified by participating mothers fall into 

the physiological, safety, social, and esteem categories of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

(Maslow, 1943), whereas needs identified by individuals in positions of power fell into 

the self-actualization category. Finally, individuals in positions of power all identified 

needs such as training, classes, or workshops that emphasized knowledge transfer from 

an expert to low-income parents.  
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Trust as a Prerequisite to Understanding Parents’ Needs 

Much of the literature on family-school partnerships focuses on parent-teacher 

interactions because, generally, teachers have the most contact with parents (Adams & 

Christenson, 1998). In this study however, mothers had more direct and substantive 

contact with administrators than they did with teachers, district leaders, or policymakers. 

Both mothers and teachers described interactions with one another that tended to be 

superficial. During drop off and pick up, they would ask each other quickly about the 

child’s morning or day, report on significant events, then say goodbye. Teachers even 

reported that they prefer to go through an administrator if they have a concern about a 

parent or child rather than communicate with the parent directly. District leaders and 

policy makers described even less direct contact with parents. Alternatively, when 

mothers and administrators discussed their relationships with one another, they described 

sit down meetings and long conversations in which they discussed the child, mothers’ 

personal lives, and resources that might be helpful to families. Even passing 

conversations in the hallway during drop off and pick up sounded substantive. For 

example, administrators would use the opportunity for a two-minute check-in about a 

previously discussed problem or to ask about an older sibling’s transition to a new 

school. As a result, administrators were the most aligned with participating mothers in the 

identification of their needs.  

The relationships between administrators and mothers and the resulting alignment 

in administrators’ understanding of mothers’ needs can be characterized by trust. Trust is 

an intangible characteristic that develops over time with repeated contact and exposure 
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(Christenson et al., 1997). According to Haynes, Ackloo, Sahota, McDonald & Yao 

(1996), “basic to any attempt to reach and involve parents – especially the least affluent 

and educated – is a climate of trust and openness to ideas” (p. 50).  Administrators and 

mothers established a climate of trust and openness by engaging in frequent and 

substantive interactions. Adams and Christenson (1998) further define trust as 

“confidence that another person will act in a way to benefit or sustain the relationship, or 

the implicit or explicit goals of the relationship, to achieve positive outcomes for 

students” (p. 6). Mothers and administrators at Marigold explicitly shared the common 

goal of supporting the child. Administrators at Marigold were able to connect mothers to 

resources, share advice, or provide direct support to the child. Mothers, in turn, felt 

comfortable engaging in personal conversations with administrators in which they could 

be honest and direct. This trusting relationship enabled mothers to open up to 

administrators about their family lives and, over time, allowed administrators to build a 

comprehensive understanding of mothers’ needs. 

Alternatively, teachers, district leaders, and policymakers did not engage with 

parents in the same substantive style that results in trust. They generally engaged in forms 

of communication that involved passing information along to parents in the form of 

workshops, trainings, or short conversations about specific issues pertaining to the 

classroom, district programs, or state policies. This practice is consistent with much of 

the research on parent involvement that encourages interactions that continue an unequal 

relationship (Christenson, 1997; Miretzky, 2004). Sending home informational 

newsletters, providing workshops on parenting skills, and conversing with parent 
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intermittently does constitute an interaction between the individuals in positions of power 

and parents, but also continues to keep parents in the role of visitors. Such activities do 

not provide parents with a real voice that contributes to what Fine (1993) calls a 

‘‘democratic, critical, lively public sphere within public education’’ (p. 708) a sphere that 

parents are chronically underexposed to (Thornton, 2001). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) can be used to extrapolate that 

positive, trusting relationships between low-income parents and individuals in positions 

of power will result in better outcomes for the child. When trusting relationships are 

developed between individuals in positions of power and parents, those relationships 

result in a more comprehensive understanding of parents’ needs. This situates individuals 

in positions of power to better support parents and help them meet those needs. The result 

is parents whose needs are met who are then better able to support their young children.  

This finding is consistent with the recent work of McKenna and Millen (2013) 

outlining an alternative, more inclusive view of parent involvement. Based on their 

findings, the authors argue that parent engagement must include two central components: 

parent voice and parent presence. These components are necessary to respect, share, and 

acknowledge the parenting practices of lower income and minority parents that are, at 

times, misunderstood and undervalued by school staff and administrators. “Parent voice 

implies not only that parents have ideas and opinions about their children, but also that 

educators are receptive to this voice, allowing for an open, multidirectional flow of 

communication.” (p. 9). Though the authors do not use the word “trust”, their description 

of the type of communication necessary to authentically involve parents is consistent with 
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the type of communication necessary to build a trusting relationship between parents and 

individuals in positions of power.  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

 Where trust can help us understand the alignment between administrators and 

parents, Maslow’s theory of human motivation can help explain where the disconnect 

between teacher, district leaders, policymakers and parents is taking place and why. In his 

1943 paper “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Maslow stated that people are motivated 

to achieve certain needs, and when one need is fulfilled, they seek another. Maslow 

created a five-stage model to categorize and order the human needs. He first outlines 

basic or deficiency needs in order: physiological, safety, love, and esteem. Basic needs 

motivate people when they are unmet and the need to fulfill them becomes stronger the 

longer they are denied. For example, the longer a person goes without food, the hungrier 

she becomes. Furthermore, one must satisfy a lower level need before progressing to 

meet higher-level growth needs. Growth needs, including self-actualization, can only be 

fulfilled once the basic needs have been met.  

 Most of the needs identified by mothers, administrators, and policymakers fall 

into the category of basic needs while most of the needs identified by teachers and district 

leaders can be characterized as growth needs. Figure 3 shows the distribution of needs as 

they are identified by each group of participants.  
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Figure 3: Parents’ Needs Categorized into Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Model 

 

As shown in Figure 3, mothers identified needs that fall into the basic need 

category on Maslow’s hierarchy and are broad in scope. Time, for example, can mean 

more time to spend with their children, more time to spend on self-care, or more time to 

run errands. Administrators also identified needs that mostly fall into the basic needs 

categories and matched those identified by mothers such as money, social capital, 

compassion, and emotional support. Policymakers identified needs that fall into the basic 

needs categories as well. However, there was less correspondence with the needs 

identified by policymakers and those identified by mothers with the exception of a livable 
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wage, which is another way to say money, and childcare, which could create more time in 

parents’ busy lives. Conversely, teachers and district leaders identified needs that largely 

fall into the growth needs category including: education, training, classes, information, 

and openness to information – none of which were identified as needs by participating 

mothers.  

  At first glance, it may seem that teachers, district leaders, and policymakers 

simply feel that low-income parents need different resources than the ones that mothers 

and administrators identified. However, Maslow’s framework shows that teachers, 

district leaders, and to a lesser extent, policymakers, are focusing primarily on growth 

needs. This is not to say they do not believe that parents have basic needs that must be 

met first, but it may be more relevant to their professional position to think about growth 

needs, particularly positions related to education and accessing useful information. 

Participants were not asked, “What are low-income parents’ primary needs?” so it is 

possible that teachers and district leaders have a better understanding of low-income 

parents basic needs, but chose to focus more on their growth needs in the interview 

because their professional positions focus more on growth needs. Alternatively, parents 

may be much less likely, or even incapable according to Maslow, to focus on growth 

needs if they are still working on meeting all of their physiological, safety, social, and 

esteem needs. Administrators likely focus on these basic needs as well based on their 

close relationships with parents and clearer understanding of the challenges in their lives.  
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Emphasis on Knowledge Transfer from Expert to Parent 

 While the differentiation of basic needs and growth needs demonstrates the lens 

that parents and individuals in positions of power use to identify low-income parents’ 

needs, it is also notable that mothers were the only group that did not identify some type 

of education as a need. Teachers identified education and parent training as needs; 

administrators identified models and guides for parenting as needs; district leaders 

identified English classes, parent training, and literacy support as needs; and 

policymakers identified a need for information. While these needs are not invalid, and 

they are possibly necessary resources for low-income parents, they are not the needs that 

mothers identified for themselves.  

The disconnect can be understood using Freire’s banking model of education as 

described in his theory of critical pedagogy (2000). This characterization of education 

treats parents as empty vessels and teachers, administrators, district leaders, and 

policymaker as experts responsible for filling each vessel with predetermined knowledge. 

At some level, individuals in positions of power are viewing low-income parents with a 

deficit perspective that allows them to believe that parents are not successful because 

they lack education in one domain or another.  This perspective often keeps individuals in 

positions of power from recognizing the knowledge and education that low-income 

parents do have and perpetuates a subtractive experience (Valenzuela, 1999) for parents 

in which they are pushed to let go of their own parenting practices and beliefs and learn 

new ones. According to critical pedagogy, parents should be the ones advocating for 

education, training, and workshops if that is a need that they identify.  
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Furthermore, according to Epstein (2009), supporting parents with information 

and education is just one type of parent involvement of six that lead successful 

partnerships between families and schools, or in this case, parents and individuals in 

positions of power. Epstein outlines five other types of involvement in addition to 

parenting support including: communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision 

making, and collaborating with the community. In her description of each type of 

involvement, Epstein emphasizes two-way communication between partners in which 

parents have an equal voice rather than the one direction flow of information suggested 

by participants in this study.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

The findings from this study demonstrate that low-income parents have their own 

thoughts and beliefs about their needs when it comes to supporting their young children. 

Furthermore, they are open to sharing these needs with individuals in positions of power 

with whom they have a trusting relationship. No one individual in a position of power 

had a comprehensive understanding of the needs of the mothers interviewed, which 

highlights the importance of asking parents directly about their needs. Especially in 

conversations that inform decisions about program, policy, and resource development 

aimed to support low-income parents and their families, parents should be consulted and 

included to ensure their needs are being targeted. Individuals in positions of power at all 

levels of education and government would benefit from extended and substantive 

interaction with low-income parents if they truly strive to support them and their young 
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children. While this kind of research is time consuming and requires ample resources, the 

benefits of appropriately addressing low-income parents’ needs as they describe them and 

avoiding wasting resources that inappropriately target needs will result in more efficient 

and effective supports for parents and better outcomes for their young children.   

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH  

 The most significant limitation of this study is in the data analysis. Because of 

limited resources, I was the only researcher to read, code, and analyze the interview data 

compromising its validity. In future research, it will be important to have multiple coders 

to validate the analysis and findings. 

Furthermore, while this study used a collective case study approach to closely 

examine the perceptions of participants related to one another in one local system, future 

researchers should interview low-income parents and individuals in positions of power 

across different environments. For example, there may be more alignment in perceptions 

of parents’ needs in rural locations that have smaller populations. It will also be important 

to examine the needs of parents at higher income levels and examine how those compare 

to the perceptions of others. In future interviews, it would be useful to ask participants to 

prioritize the needs of low-income parents. For example, if an administrator identifies 

money, access to resources, and parent trainings as needs, the researcher should ask them 

which needs are primary and which are secondary or ask them to order the needs by 

importance. Finally, to accurately represent the needs of low-income parents as expressed 
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by low-income parents themselves, future research must include fathers as well as 

mothers. 
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Appendix A 

PARENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  

 

1. So to start, can you just tell me about your child? 

o Can you describe his his/her personality? 

o What does he/she like to do? Interests? 

o What do you do together? 

2. ` 

o How is he/she doing in the classroom? Does he/she like school? 

o How does he/she interact with other children? 

o How do you feel about his/her teacher? 

 

3. What has been your experience as a parent with (child’s name)?  

o Has it been different than your experience with your other children? 

o What do you especially like about parenting your child? 

o What has been easy with him/her compared to your other children? 

o Can you tell me about a time with your child that was challenging? 

o Is parenting harder than you expected? 

 

4. What does it mean to you to be a supportive parent? 

o What does a supportive parent need to have? 

o What does a supportive parent need to be able to do? 

 

5. When you think about the early development of your child, what kinds of things do 

you think are important in his/her early years? 

o What do you think are important aspects of early child development? 

o What about for your child? 

o What are some things that are important that your child learns? 

o What are some things that are important for your child to be able to do? 

 

6. When you think about the well-being of your child, what kinds of things do you think 

are important in his/her early years? 

o What tells you that your child is well or healthy? 

i. Think about emotional and physical well-being. 

o What kinds of things should he/she be able to do if he/she is healthy? 

 

7. Think about the things that you just mentioned that are important for your child’s 

development and well-being, how do you support those things as a parent?  

o What kind of things can a parent do? 

o What are you able to do? 
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8. What kind of things can you think of that would help you to support your child 

better?  

o Are there things you would like to do for your child, but can’t? Why not? 

o Is there anything more that you need or that you could really use to support 

your child? 

i. Think of resources or supports that would help you i.e. money, time, 

emotional support, government resources. 

 

9. How would the resources you just mentioned help you to better support (child’s 

name)? 

o In what ways would those translate to better outcomes for your child? 

 

10. Do you feel capable of doing those things? 

o Do some of the challenges ever seem too great? 

o How does it make you feel to think about them? 

 

11. Is there anything else about parenting or your needs that you would like to share? 
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Appendix B 

TEACHER AND ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  

 

1. I’m going to ask you some questions about (child’s name)? 

o What does he/she like to do in the classroom?  

o What are his/her interests? 

o How does he/she interact with other children? 

o How does he or she perform academically? 

o How is his/her behavior in the classroom? 

 

2. I’m going to ask you some questions about (parent’s name)? 

o Have you had the chance to interact very much with (parent’s name)? 

o How frequently do you see and/or interact?  

o Can you describe one of those interactions? 

o What is his/her relationship with his/her child like, from your perspective? 

o Can you give an example of a strength (parent’s name) has as a parent? 

 

 

3. Now I’m going to ask some questions about what you think is important for children 

in their early years. 

o What do you think are important aspects of early child development? 

o What are some things it’s important that a child learns in his/her early years? 

o What are some things that are important for a child to be able to do in his/her 

early years? 

 

4. Now I’m going to ask you some questions about your child’s health and well-being 

(think: emotionally, socially, and physically). 

o What tells you that your child is well or healthy? 

o What kinds of things should he/she be able to do if he/she is well or healthy? 

 

5. Think about the things that you just mentioned that are important for your child’s 

development and well-being. 

o How can a parent support those things?  

o What kind of things can a parent do? 

 

6. What does it mean to be a supportive parent? 

o What does a supportive parent need to have or need to be able to do? 

o Can you give me an example of that? 

 

7. I’ve already spoken to (parent’s name) about some of the things that he/she would 

find helpful in his/her parenting, but I’m curious what your opinion is as an expert in 
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your field. What do you think (parent’s name) needs in order to better support the 

development and well-being of (child’s name)? 

o (Think: resources or supports that would help you i.e. money, time, emotional 

support, government resources.) 

 

8. How would the resources you just mentioned help (parent’s name) to better support 

(child’s name)? 

o In what ways would those translate to better outcomes for (child’s name)? 

o Can you give me an example of that? 

 

9. How do the needs of (parent’s name) compare to the needs of the general parent 

population that you work with?  

  

10. Is there anything else about parenting or parents’ needs that you would like to share? 
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Appendix C 

DISTRICT LEADER AND POLICYMAKER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. I have some specific questions that will help me integrate this interview in with my 

other ones, but first I’d love to just hear a little about the work you are doing here 

now as it relates to parents and young children.  

 

2. What do you think is important for children in their early years? 

o What do you think are important aspects of early child development? 

o What is important for a child to learn in his/her early years? 

o What is important for a child to be able to do in his/her early years? 

o What is important for a child to experience in terms of physical, emotional, 

social health and well-being? 

 

3. Think about the things that you just mentioned that are important for your child’s 

development and well-being. 

o How can a parent support those things?  

o What kind of things can a parent do? 

 

4. What does it mean to be a supportive parent? 

o What does a supportive parent need to have or need to be able to do? 

o Can you give me an example of that? 

 

5. I’m interested in low-income parents, for this study, parents who qualify for childcare 

subsidies. In your field of advocacy, what do you see as supports that these parents 

needs or would like to have to better support the development and well-being of their 

young children? 

o If you had a magic wand, what would you make available?  

o (Think: resources or supports that would help you i.e. money, time, emotional 

support, government resources.) 

 

6. How would the resources you just mentioned help parents to better support their 

young children? 

o In what ways would those translate to better outcomes for young children? 

o Can you give me an example of that? 

 

7. Is there anything else about parenting or parents’ needs that you would like to share? 
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