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Micropolitics of Parent-school Interactions in an Early Childhood 

Education Setting 

 

Shan-Shan Cheng, Ph. D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Stuart Reifel 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore parent-school interactions in an early 

childhood education setting from a micropolitical perspective. Relying on the 

interpretivist perspective, a case study was undertaken as the methodology for exploring 

the interests, conflicts, strategies, and the patterns of interactions between parents, 

teachers, and administrators. This research was conducted in a private non-profit 

community-based early childhood development center in central Texas. Data were 

gathered through interviews, observations, the school documents collection, and field 

notes.  

The researcher first portrayed a general image of parent-school interactions at the 

research setting, the Big Bend Child Development Center (BBCDC). The BBCDC 

created an open and friendly environment for children and their parents based on the 

center’s philosophy and the Developmentally Appropriated Practice guidelines. Most of 

the parent-school interactions happened in informal arenas. Administrators and teachers 

provided different ways to get parents involved, and daily communication played an 

important role in building relationships within the BBCDC. Moreover, parents actively 

got themselves involved.  
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Under the context of the BBCDC, parents’ school choice, the non-deficit 

discourse, and the process of socialization helped to reduce tension between parents, 

teachers, and administrators. Three groups of participants developed their own strategies 

of working with each other. Two types of strategies were found, including day-to-day 

strategies and facing-conflict strategies. All the day-to-day strategies were also used 

during the process of managing conflicts. The day-to-day strategies were “preparatory 

strategies” (Malen & Cochran, 2008), which were employed to accumulate resources that 

might be converted to influence at a later time. By analyzing the strategies, the researcher 

found that relationships, information, and authority were all resources of power which 

these three groups of participants gave every effort to gain. 

Four patterns of politics were found in this study, including operating cooperation, 

facing conflict, preventing conflict, and suppressing conflict. The important roles of 

administrators and daily communication on the micropolitics of parent-school 

interactions were discussed. Based on the findings, the researcher suggested implications 

for early childhood education administrators, for early childhood education research from 

a micropolitical perspective, and for future research.  
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Chap 1: Introduction 

LISTENING TO WHAT PARENTS WANT, AND THEN? 

While I was working with different directors of child care and education programs 

in Taiwan, the same issue kept jumping out in the conversation between the directors and 

me: how to build a better program? The directors’ concerns came from the difficulty of 

balancing parents’ needs, the schools’ needs and their own professional knowledge. I saw 

that the directors struggled to do the “right” thing: to hear parents’ voices, to keep the 

school operating, to stand up for teachers, and to act like professional early childhood 

educators. One of the directors told me that: 

Parents want to see homework and learning sheets from the school. They want 
school open late daily. They want their kids to learn numbers, letters, and English 
at school, and spent less time on playing. Parents believe that children have to sit 
still and learn in the classroom. I kept telling them that play is children’s way of 
learning, but they just told me that they did not spend their money to let teachers 
watch their kids playing. I do not agree with their ideas, but I have to follow their 
requests or I will lose my students and I may need to close my school. Surviving 
is important. If I cannot survive, I will not have a chance to teach parents the right 
thing about their kids and the value of early childhood education. However, it is 
also really hard to reach the parents who really need to be educated. (Researcher’s 
preliminary study field notes, Interview, 24 February 2002) 

Therefore, this director tried very hard to respond to parents’ needs. She opened at 7:00 in 

the morning and closed at 8 p.m. She asked teachers to put learning sheets in the reading 

and math corner, and every child had to finish at least one sheet at school every day. The 

children also got homework before they left the school. Each classroom had English 

classes twice a week, and the English teacher was hired from outside of the school. What 

the director did really worked for parents. The numbers of children who were enrolled in 

the school increased year after year. However, the director felt that she was not doing the 

right thing. She questioned her own educational philosophy and beliefs. Moreover, the 
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results of official governmental assessment pointed out that although the parents felt 

satisfied about this program, the quality of this program needed to be improved (School 

documents and researchers’ interview data, 2002).  

This study is also rooted in another experience from Taiwan. Recently in Taiwan, 

parents are supportive of letting their children learn English at a very young age. 

Therefore, a lot of early child care and education programs flaunt that they have bi-

lingual (Chinese and English) curriculum or even an English only environment, which 

means “no Chinese” at schools. Several studies and scholars pointed out that it is 

inappropriate for children at young age to learn a second language like that. For example, 

Yeh (2004) investigated the content of teacher-pupil talk and features of teacher-pupil 

interaction in a bilingual kindergarten English class and found that the quality and level 

of teacher-pupil talking tended toward low cognitive demand talks. The author suggested 

that formal English skill instruction activities are not suitable for young English as 

Foreign Language (EFL) learners. Lin (2005) found that the conversation between 

teachers and children in the Chinese speaking classroom is richer than in the “English 

only” environment. Moreover, high-level cognitive discussions and richer social 

interaction happened in the Chinese speaking classroom, while in the English only 

classroom, teachers used more direct teaching methods and focused on fostering 

children’s English abilities. Lin’s article also showed that the directors of the English 

only child care and education program knew the importance of children’s social and high-

level cognitive development, but they indicated that: “we provide what parents want, and 

parents want English, so we give them English.” Therefore, right now, 97% of private 

early child care and education programs and 1/3 public early child care and education 

programs provide English class (Chang, Chang, & Yein, 2001), at least one hour per 

week. However, the contents of English curriculum and the qualifications of English 
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teachers still await standardization by Taiwanese government. 

Both of my experiences reveal the difficult situation which directors everywhere 

have to face while they try to listen and respond to parents’ voices. As an early childhood 

educator, I really want to find ways to balance these diverse needs within school settings. 

Moreover, these two examples also show that parents may have diverse perspectives 

about the purpose of early childhood education, what schools should teach, and the ways 

of teaching. The voices of parents may play a role in schools’ decision making. What do 

parents want from early child care and education? What kind of voice can be heard? How 

do schools response to diverse needs from parents? These are interesting topics waiting 

for examination. 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES 

My experiences made me start to think about the issue of parents’ roles in and 

influences on their child’s education, and schools’ ways of facing parents’ needs and 

opinions in early childhood education. In the United States, research and practice in the 

past two decades has shed light on parents’ roles in their own children’s learning and 

promoted the development of practices and programs to involve parents more 

systematically in their own children’s education (Nutbrown, 2006). Parent involvement 

also has been associated with a variety of positive academic outcomes and children’s 

learning and development (K. J. Anderson & Minke, 2007; Barnard, 2004; Harris & 

Goodall, 2008; Huang & Mason, 2008; Pomerantz, 2007; J. H. Stevens, R. A. Hough, & J. 

R. Nurss, 1993). Scholars and researchers have paid attention to different issues around 

the topics of parent involvement, parent-school relationships, and parent-school 

cooperation. Studies pointed out barriers which prevent parents from being involved (eg., 

Becker-Klein, 1999, April; Crozier, 1999; Driebe, 1996, June; Eccles & Harold, 1996; 
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Feuerstein, 2000; Griffith, 1998; Harris & Goodall, 2008; Lamb-Parker et al., 2001; Lee, 

2005; Nicholson, 2001; Pena, 2000; Wanat, 1994), the indexes of parent involvement (K. 

J. Anderson & Minke, 2007; Castro, 2004; Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1992; 

Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Mattingly, Prislin, 

McKenzie, Rodriguez, & Kayzar, 2002; Nzinga-Johnson, 2009; Sheldon, 2002; Westat, 

2005), and then suggested that schools could work to understand and respect parents’ 

perspectives and create a welcome environment for parents. Scholars also paid attention 

to how different groups of parents perceive their roles in their children’s schooling 

(Bruckman & Blanton, 2003; Crozier, 1999; Doucet, 2008; Drummond & Stipek, 2004; 

Epstein, 1996; Freeman & Karr-Kidwell, 1998; Huang & Mason, 2008; Lareau, 1996; 

Sheldon, 2002; Smrekar, 2001; Westat, 2005). Some studies tried to explore teachers, 

principals, and administrators’ perspectives about parent involvement, and the problems 

schools faced while working with parents (Baker, Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 

1999; Crozier, 1999; Huang & Mason, 2008; Lawson, 2003; McBride & Lin, 1996; 

Snipes, Blendinger, & Jones, 1995, November; Taliaferro, 2009). Based on the 

understanding of barriers and diverse perspectives, scholars developed and examine 

different strategies and parent involvement programs (Comer & Haynes, 1991; Duch, 

2005; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Igo, 2002; Jasis & Ordonez-Jasis, 2005; 

Mattingly, et al., 2002; Shatkin & Gershberg, 2007). 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

In the field of early childhood education, parent involvement is one of the criteria 

of a high-quality early child care and education program. The National Association for 

the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is the world's largest organization working 

on behalf of young children. In the NAEYC position statement, the author stated that 
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early child care and education programs should “establish reciprocal relationships with 

families” (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). The NAEYC indicates that parents are the most 

important people in their child’s life. Schools need to work hard to develop reciprocal 

relationships with families, with communication and respect in both directions. Creating a 

welcome environment for parents to become involved in their child’s schooling, having 

frequent, positive, two-way communication, and acknowledging parents’ choices and 

goals for their child and responding with sensitivity and respect to their preferences and 

concerns are ways in which school can develop the relationship with families. 

Textbooks of early childhood educational administration always have at least one 

chapter which talks about parent education, parent involvement, or parent-school 

partnership. For example, in the book, Child Care and Early Education: Good Practice to 

Support Young Children and their Families, Lindon (2003) explains the importance of 

partnership with parents, the diversity in family life, and different tips to build a good 

relationship with parents. She also lists several ways schools can provide means for 

parent involvement, like the activities which support their children, information about 

early learning or other issues, opportunities to support activities within the setting, and 

activities for parents themselves. Depending on schools’ and parents’ needs, schools 

could provide regular meetings, open houses, newsletters, parent-teacher conferences, 

volunteer opportunities, parents groups, and other activities. All of the literature 

encourages schools to work harder to involve parents in their children’s education. 

Understanding, listening, and respecting parents’ perspectives and needs are important in 

the process of parent-school communication.  

Studies also show that there are conflicts between parents and schools’ 

perspectives on several issues, however, like parents and schools’ responsibilities, the 

meaning and definition of parent involvement, and the purposes of education (eg., 
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Crozier, 1999; Lawson, 2003). When parents are involved in schools’ activities, these 

conflicts may emerge on the surface. Old administrational textbooks often neglect the 

possible conflicts (eg., Click, 1995; Shoemaker, 1995). Recent administrational textbooks 

mention the possible conflicts, and provide general ways and tips for schools to work 

with parents who have different ideas, like staying clam, listening, and trying to 

understand (eg., Lindon, 2003). Epstein (1996) indicated that the area of understanding 

the process of parent involvement and parent-school interaction is still waiting for 

investigation. There are only a few studies which pay attention to this process of 

negotiation. Therefore, my study is trying to fill this gap, to understand parents and 

schools’ needs, and to investigate how parents and schools face the conflict, the process 

of negotiation, and the administrators’ decision-making process.  

Studies showed, moreover, that parents’ voices may not really be heard in schools. 

Australians Hughes & Naughton (2000) examined 162 studies and articles about parent 

involvement and found problems of creating and sustaining parent involvement. They 

indicated that these problems arise largely from the constant “othering” of parental 

knowledge by staff. Parental knowledge is usually seen as inadequate, supplementary, 

and unimportant. Moreover, Tveit (2009) also found that parents often play passive roles 

in schools’ activities or decision-making process. It seems that although the roles of 

parent involvement are highlighted, the content and context of parent involvement still 

need to be closely examined.  

In addition, while researchers and scholars emphasize the importance of parent 

involvement, teachers and administrators express their needs for more knowledge and 

skills to deal with parents’ diverse needs, expectations, and perspectives. Several studies 

which have been done in different levels of school systems indicated that teachers and 

administrators did not receive enough preparation to work with families (Baker, et al., 
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1999; Celebuski & Farris, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey, Walker, Jones, & Reed, 2002; Lawson, 

2003; McBride & Lin, 1996; Shumow & Harris, 2000) Teachers and administrators need 

more information and skills to face children’s care givers. Therefore, it is important to 

understand parents’ perspectives and to prepare early childhood educators to face parents’ 

opinions and needs. 

FROM THE MICROPOLITICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Due to the need to understand the conflicts between parents and schools, to gather 

more information about parent involvement, and to better prepare schools to work with 

parents, this study investigated the interests and conflicts between parents and schools, 

and the decision-making process in the early childhood education setting. What are 

parents’ needs and opinions about their children’s early care and education? How do 

parents express their needs? How do schools, including administrators and teachers, 

respond to parents’ voices? Do parents’ voices influence schools’ decisions? In answering 

these questions, a micropolitical study is appropriate, useful, and necessary.  

Mircopolitics “refers to the use of formal and informal power by individuals and 

groups to achieve their goals in organizations” (Blase, 1991c). Interests, conflicts, power, 

and the process of negotiations are the foci of this study. In this study, power is defined as 

“the potential ability to influence behavior, to change the course of events, to overcome 

resistance, and to get people to do things that they would not otherwise do” (Pfeffer, 

1992). Power is context or relationship specific, and it influences who gets what, how, 

and when (Morgan, 1986). Moreover, politics and influence are the processes, the actions, 

the behaviors through which this potential power is utilized and realized. Why do we 

need to understand these issues around organizations, and how can a micropolitical study 

help educators?  
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Blase (1991c) pointed out that the micropolitical perspective presents practicing 

administrators and scholars alike with fresh and provocative ways to think about human 

behavior in schools. Therefore, he suggests that school principals should make every 

effort to develop a deep awareness of self, especially political values and purposes, as 

well as the strategies they employ to influence individuals and groups. In addition, school 

principals would benefit from efforts to understand others, including parents and teachers, 

from a political standpoint. In doing so, it will be helpful for principals to “study conflict, 

group dynamics, decision making, organizational change, intervention theory, and 

negotiation processes” (p.250). From the research, principals will be able to enhance the 

overall quality of school life. 

Studies of parent-school interactions from the micropolitical perspective are few 

even in the field of public school education. Malen & Cochran (2008) argued that 

although the studies of parent-school interaction can provide a starting point for 

understanding the micropolitics of schools, “we have surprisingly few accounts of how 

deliberations actually occur on the ground” (p. 153). However, there are still some. For 

example, Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv (2008) studied teachers’ political strategies 

toward parents in elementary schools. Shatkin & Gershberg (2007) explored how schools 

empowering parents through school-based councils. Dom & Verhoeven (2006) examined 

how new participation law affected parents-school partnerships. A couple of them studied 

parent-school interactions in elementary schools, secondary schools, or some parent 

empowerment programs (Cullingford & Morrison, 1999; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Glasman 

& Couch, 2001; Lasky, 2000). There is no study from micropolitical perspective focus on 

the parent-school interactions in early childhood education.  

What make the field of early childhood education different than other level of 

educational system? It is significant from two dimantions. First, from the histrorical 
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division, most early child care and education is provided by private organizations, 

including for-profit or non-profit. McWilliam, McMillen, Slopper, & McMillen (1997) 

indicated that:  

The child care center, in fact, can be thought of as a type of business or 
organization providing a service to the consumer: Child care is the service, and 
families are the consumers (Brazelton, 1984). (p.62) 

According to the number provided by Kamerman & Gatenio (2003),  

Most child care service in the U.S., the private sectors (both non-profit and for-
profit) play a major role in ECEC. For example, of all five year olds enrolled in 
kindergarten in 1996, 84.8 percent attended public kindergarten programs and 
15.2 percent attended private programs. About half the children in nursery schools 
are in private schools. More important, among child care centers in 1990, private 
providers dominated the delivery system: About 10 percent were public providers 
and ofthe others, about two-thirds were nonprofit agencies and one-third profit-
making businesses. Among the nonprofit centers, 25 percent were independent 
nonprofits, 15 percent were sponsored by a religious organization, 8 percent were 
by larger nonprofits; 8 percent by public schools; and 9 percent were Head Start 
providers. Six percent of all for-profit centers were part of child care chains and 
29 percent were independent for-profits (Willer, Hofferth & Kisker, 1991). Family 
day care is almost all private. (p. 8-9) 

We can see most children are enrolled in different types of private early child care and 

education programs. It could makes a big difference on the parent-school relationships 

between public school system and the private organizations.  

The second difference is the dimension of organizational structure. Since most 

centers are privately owned, they are not under the authority of school districts or their 

policies. The only influence from the government is for child care licensure. However, 

the rationsl for state guidelines is the protection of children and their famiies from 

substandard care (Kamerman & Gatenio-Gabel, 2007; McWilliam, McMillen, Slopper, et 

al., 1997). How a child care center identitfis parents’ roles or interact with parents is fullly 

depended on the center’s pholosiphy. That makes different models of child care center 
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unique in certain ways.  

Although family-involvement models in ealry childhood education, like Head 

Start, Early Head Start, or other parent involvement programs founded by state have been 

widely dicussed, the study of parent-school relationships in private centers is still 

wainting to be examined, espcially from the micropolitical perspective. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Based on the reasons presented above, this study will examine the interactions 

between parents and schools in early child care and education program from a 

micropolitical perspective. One research question is waiting for answer: 

How can a micropolitical perspective inform us about the administrators’, teachers’, and 

parents’ interactions in an early childhood education setting?  

Exploring the process of negotiation between parents and schools may help early 

childhood educators to understand more about parents’ perspectives and behaviors, and 

their own behaviors, and to gain more knowledge and skills on working together with 

parents for enhancing the quality of early childhood education.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I review the literature and theories that provide a framework for 

this study. First, I present a review of parent involvement and parents’ voice in the field of 

education. This part provides a general idea about how schools involve parents, the roles 

of parents’ voice in schools, and studies which are related to these two issues.  

In terms of my theoretical framework, I build on the micropolitical perspective 

and organization theories. Micropolitical studies investigate the interactions and 

negotiations between different groups of people within organizations, and analyze how 

people use their power, resources, and strategies to get what they want. Organization 

theories point out the use of power and the resources of power in organizations. 

Micropolitical studies of parent-school relationships are also been reviewed in this 

section.  

PARENT INVOLVEMENT AND THE VOICE OF PARENTS IN SCHOOLS 

Reynolds & Shlafer (2010) argued that parent involvement is a major element of 

school-wide reforms that give parents greater input in decision making. The value of 

parent involvement has been strengthened by the support of federal, state, and local 

policies. In the 1990s, the Goals 2000: Educate America Act set partnerships as a 

voluntary national goal for all schools. Title I specifies and mandates programs and 

practices of partnership for schools to qualify for or maintain funding (Epstein, 2002). 

Creating more systematic connections with families and communities is one of the focal 

points for many state and districts. The voice of parents become one of the keys for 

improving schools quality and enhancing students’ learning (Munn, 1993).  

In the field of early childhood education, parent involvement has a longer history 

than at other education levels (Honig, 1982). Since the beginning of Head Start in 1965, 
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parent involement has became the indispensible ingredient for engendering optimal 

learning habits in children and for sustaining the accomplishments of enrichment 

programs (Honig, 1982). The emphasis on providing comprehensive family services and 

strengthening family-community partnerships has expanded to Title I, IDEA, and stae-run 

funding annually (Reynolds & Shlafer, 2010). The NAEYC pointed out that it is 

important to share the decision making with families. Teachers and families are a 

partnerships, working for the best interests of the child.  

Ideally, the concept of parent-school partnership and parent involvement provides 

with parents chances to join their children’s learning, to express their needs and 

expectations, and to make decisions with educators. After reviewing mcuh literature 

about parent involvement, Desforges & Abouchaar (2003) argued that: 

Attempts to enhance parental involvement in education occupy governments, 
administrators, educators and parents’ organizations across North America, 
Australasia, continental Europe, Scandinavia and the UK. It is anticipated that 
parents should play a role not only in the promotion of their own children’s 
achievements but more broadly in school improvement and the democratization of 
school governance. (p. 54) 

Instead of the traditional types of parent involvement, recently, parents have been 

expected to tell schools what they want from schools and to join in schools’ decision-

making processes. Through becoming involved in their children’s learning and schooling, 

parents’ voices are expected play a role in the design of curriculum and schools’ policy. 

Therefore, next section reviews the general ideas about parent involvement, parent 

involvement in early childhood education, and the studies about the voices of parents in 

schools.  

Definition of parent involvement 

Before reviewing the literature, I will discuss the definition and content of parent 
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involvement. Parent involvement is a widely used term, which among educators is 

sometimes used synonymously with terms such as partnership, parent participation, 

parent power, and school, family, and community partnerships. Stevens, Hough, & Nurss 

(1993) indicated that these terms such as “partnership,” “participation,” and 

“empowerment” are sometimes used in place of “involvement” or “education” to show 

that parents are decision makers who share responsibility for educating their children, 

rather than the low members of an institutional hierarchy invited to schools to remediate 

some deficiency.  

General types of parent involvement  

Epstein’s overlapping spheres of influence theory is the most wildly recognized 

theory of parent involvement. It provides a clear picture of the content and context of the 

school, family and community partnerships. In Epstein’s theory, the main reason to create 

such partnership is to help all youngsters succeed in school and in later life (Epstein, 

2002). Based on this theory, she also developed a framework of six types of involvement 

to guide the development of programs at every age and grade level (Epstein, 2006). The 

six types of involvement include: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at 

home, decision making, and collaborating with the community. I will explain each type 

below.  

The first type is parenting. Parenting emphasizes parents’ continuous 

responsibility for raising their children and providing them with food, clothing, shelter, 

health, and safety. This is the most basic type of parent involvement (Lim, 2003b). 

Schools should provide families with information about parenting, childrearing, and child 

development. Epstein also suggests that administrators should assist educators in 

understanding families. The second type is communicating. Communicating means that 
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schools should maintain two-way communications and keep families up-to-date on 

school programs and student progress. The third type is volunteering. The typical 

activities in volunteering include parental assistance to teachers and administrators, 

supporting the school program, and helping with children’s school-work and activities 

(Lim, 2003b).  

The fourth type of parent involvement is learning at home. School should offer 

suggestions and techniques to involve families in learning activities with their children at 

home. The fifth type is decision making. School should include families as participants in 

school decisions, governance, and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school councils, 

committees, and other parent organizations. The last type is collaborating with the 

community. The Community holds rich resources and services which can strengthen 

school program, family practices, and student learning and development. Schools should 

identify and integrate those resources and services. Moreover, schools should also 

provide services to the community.  

Epstein (2006) points that the strongest partnerships are team based, with teachers, 

parents, and administrators working together to plan and implement goal-oriented 

programs, policies, and whole-school activities to create a sense of community between 

families and school. Her framework “helps educators develop more comprehensive 

programs of school and family partnerships and also helps researchers locate their 

questions and results in ways that inform and improve practice” (Epstein, 2002). Within 

Epstein’s model, parents do not passively wait for information from schools, but also 

provide their understanding of their own children and actively work with schools to build 

a better learning environment for their children.  
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Parent involvement and the voice of parents in early childhood education  

In the field of early childhood education, Honig (1982) indicates that based on the 

results of various researches around 1960s, parents involvement become the 

indispensable ingredient for engendering optimal learning habits in children and for 

sustaining the accomplishments of enrichment programs. Honig stated that: 

This new thrust to involve parents resulted in federally mandated guidelines for 
adding a parent involvement component to already existing preschool programs 
such as Head Start. Whenever an agency provides day care for forty or more 
children, the Federal Interagency Guidelines state that there must be a Policy 
Advisory Committee, the composition of which must include not less than 50 
percent parents or parent representatives. (p.430) 

Head start, established in 1965, is the nation’s most extensive investment in the education 

of preschool children from low-income families (Lim, 2003a). Head start’s services 

include four components: health and nutrition, education, social services, and parent 

involvement. Parent involvement is viewed as essential. Schools should provide 

opportunities for parents to have direct involvement in the area of decision-making on 

program planning and operations; to work with their own children in cooperation with 

Head Start teachers and staff; to participate in the classroom as volunteers, and with the 

possibility of becoming paid employees; and to plan and implement parent activities. 

Although Head Start programs pay attention to the role of parents, this does not mean that 

parents’ voices are valued in the school system. I will explain the reason in the next 

sections.  

McWilliam, McMillen, Sloper, & McMillen (1997), analyzed early childhood 

education programs in term of their educational philosophies, and then argued that early 

education and child care programs can be subscribed to four prevailing philosophies with 

regard to families. These are: seeing families as victims, seeing families as a necessary 

evil, seeing families as consumers, and seeing families as partners. McWilliam, McMillen, 
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Sloper, & McMillen pointed out that the roles of some programs, like Head Start, are in 

assisting parents to increase knowledge, understanding, skills and expereinces in child 

growth and development. Within these programs, the goals of parent involvement include 

improving the parents’ need for skills, which are identified by the experts. Parents are 

seen as the people who need more knowledge and skills, and their voices are not valued 

in school system.  

In the past, the main goal of parent involvement programs like Head Start was to 

enhance children’s achievement through educating parents and improving parents’ 

abilities of being parents. Recently, researchers and scholars suggested that educators 

should abandon this “deficit discourse.” The deficit discourse means when we see the 

families which are considered diverse with regard to language, culture, ethnicity, and 

class, we understand and represent these families as lacking. Whitehous and Colvin (2001) 

indicated that the deficit discourse works to create new problems rather than to 

effectively address existing issues. Arzubiaga, Nogueron, & Sullivan (2008) also argued 

that in moving away from the deficit discourse, researchers can understand more about 

the education of different children, and families can then be framed as educators instead 

of in need of education. Based on noticing the diverse needs of parents and the values of 

families’ culture and knowledge, scholars suggested that schools need to understand 

parents’ needs, expectations, and goals for their children, and respect these diverse 

opinions. Through a two-way communication, schools and parents should work together 

to create a better enviornment for all children.  

A good example of this shift in the concept of parent involvment is the change of 

the NAEYC position statement about parent involvement. McWilliam, McMillen, Sloper, 

and McMillen (1997) indicated that the parent-school relationship in the first edition of 

developmentally appropriate practice (1987) is a combination of four philosophies. In the 
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1987 edition, the NAEYC saw parents as partners, but also saw parents as consumers, 

necessary evil, and victims. However, the newest NAEYC position statement (Copple & 

Bredekamp, 2009) stated that schools should establish reciprocal relatioships with famlies. 

Parents’ knowledge and experences are valued, and families are seen as an invaluable 

source of information about their children as individuals. Schools should make family 

members feel welcome in the classroom and invite their participation in the program; 

create a relationship that allows for open dialogues; maintain frequent, positive, two-way 

communication; and acknowledge parents’ choices and goals for their child and respond 

with sensitivity and respect to their preferences and concers.  

Although this model suggests a reciprocal relationship bewteen families and 

schools, the conflicts between these two groups of people still can not be avoided. The 

NAEYC stated that when educators face a conflict between parents and schools, they 

need to think about where the conflict comes from, and move away from viewing 

contrasting practices as right or wrong, instead thinking of them simply as different. 

Educators need to create harmony between program and home through culturally 

responsive practices. However, this does not mean that “anything goes” (p.46). Educators 

need to make the final decision for the children based on their professional knowledge 

and their understanding about the families’ perspectives. Communication is the best way 

to solve the contrast between families and schools. Although NAEYC pointed out some 

ways to deal with parents’ opinions, the process of negotiation still need to be explored.  

Studies of parents’ voice in school 

There are numerous studies which investigated the topic of parent involvement. 

The area of parents’ voice in school is still evolving, however. The first part of this 

section reviews the studies that discussed different groups of parents’ voices in school 
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systems, and showed the conflicts between parents’ and schools’ perspectives. The second 

part of this section discusses the influence of parents’ voices in schools’ decision-making 

processes. In the last part, I review schools’ perspectives about parents’ voices, and show 

that parents’ voices are not really welcome by schools.  

Different groups of parents’ voices 

Several studies have investigated the voices of immigrants, different social-

classes, races, and other diverse groups of parents. These studies showed that different 

groups of parents have diverse perspectives and expectations about their children’s 

schooling, parents’ roles, schools’ roles, and the concept of parent involvement. They also 

pointed out the weakness of using traditional ways of parent involvement, and suggested 

that schools use new perspectives on the issue of parent involvement and find new ways 

to involve parents.  

In the article Accessing Parent Involvement in Schooling: A Critical Analysis, 

Lareau (1996) asked the question: “Why are parents and teachers not more involved with 

each other?” (p.57). One of the reasons Lareau argued is that many working-class and 

lower-class parents do not accept, nor comply, with crucial aspects of the model of 

family-school involvement presented by scholars. Similar results were found in other 

articles (Crozier, 1999; Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Doucet, 2008, 2011; Lareau, 2000). 

These studies also pointed out that these parents who did not act like the ideal type of 

parents were judged, and perceived as indifferent or passive and were thus marginalized 

by schools. 

The voices of immigrant parents are also a major topic in the field of education. 

The studies showed the diverse perspectives of different immigrant parents on the issues 

of parent involvement and the meaning of schooling. For example, Lopez (2001) 
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described how an immigrant family understood involvement as a means of instilling in 

their children the value of education through the medium of hard work, and viewed 

taking their children to work as a form of involvement. Adair & Tobin (2007) found that 

immigrant parents hold ideas about early childhood education that differ from notions of 

quality and best practice held by early childhood educators and their professional 

organization. Their results also showed that parents have diverse expectations from 

schools’ for their children. Moreover, Arias & Morillo-Campbell (2008) pointed out the 

barriers for immigrant families to get involved in their children’s learning, and introduced 

some non-traditional parent involvement programs. Based on the literature review, 

Arzubiaga, Nogueron, & Sullivan (2009) suggested that moving discourses away from 

deficit views will provide better understanding about the immigrant children and their 

families, and then families can “be framed as educator[s] instead of in need of education” 

(p. 264). Similar argument was also made by Doucet (2011).  

These studies only showed the difference between different groups of parents and 

pointed out the possible conflicts between schools and parents’ perspectives. How should 

schools face these conflicts? After reviewing the 150-year history of parent-and-school 

relationship, Cutler (2000) suggested that: 

Home life is more private and family structure more diverse, making it difficult 
for educators to understand what families want or need. Conflicts between parents 
and schools will continue or indifference will intercede unless parents and schools 
learn to meet halfway. Communication is the key to reaffirming their 
interdependence. Without it, there cannot be the reciprocity that once seemed to 
describe the relationship between the home and the school. (p. 207) 

Before communicating, understanding the needs and preferences of parents is the first 

step (Zimmerman, 2000). Scholar also suggested that schools should recognize the 

difference between each child and family, respect the diversity, and create open and fluid 

ways to interact with families. 
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Influences of parents’ voices in schools 

Most researchers put their energy on understanding the effectiveness of parents’ 

involvement, and only a few studies pay atteintion to how parents’ voices influence 

schools’ decision making processes. Even in studies of Head Start, researchers often 

focused on the results of parent involvement (eg., Bryant, Peisner-Feinberg, & Miller-

Johnson, 2000, April), but not how schools respond parents’ voices and the process of 

communication and interactions. For example, Bruckman & Blanton (2003) studied 

single-working mothers’ perspectives about parent involvment in Head Start, and found 

that getting involved in schools’ decision-making process made single-working mothers 

feel good. Shatkin & Gershberg’s (2007) study examined parents’ participation on school-

site councils. They found that giving parents meaningful decision-making authority in 

schools will result in positive community development by fostering improvements in 

school performance and school-community relations. These studies, however, did not 

examine the process of how parents join the decision making, and parents’ influence on 

schools’ decisions.  

Few studies investigated the influence of parents’ voices. One which did, Jasis & 

Ordonez-Jasis (2005), explored the organizing process of a Latino parent organization, 

and described parents’ efforts to improve the quality of their children’s schooling. After 

several meetings, parents presented a list of specific suggestions for school improvement 

in their meeting with the principal. Afterwards, the principal discussed these suggestions 

with other staff at the next staff meeting, and the school not only made some minor 

changes, but also made these suggestions official policy. However, the authors did not 

really address the process of communication and the specific changes of the school. This 

study showed us a sucessful example about how parents’ voices can change school policy, 

but further studies are still needing for understanding processes of parent-school 
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interactions and negociations.  

Another study showed a contrary finding. The National Center for Early 

Development & Learning (NCEDL) (2000) examined parent involvement in decision 

making in the Smart Start early childhood education programs in North Carolina. The 

NCEDL found that parent involvement in Smart Start board decision-making is 

considered valuable, however, for the most part, parents are not playing a meaningful 

decision-making role. The same argument was made by Doucet (2008). His study 

indicated that parents are not given a voice in how they can contribute to the school. Lim 

(2003b) reviewed several articles, and argued that many studies indicate that parents are 

interested in participating at all levels, from playing the role of an audience to decision 

making. Many parents, however, often do not know how to get involved. Maybe this is 

one of the reasons for the lack of parents’ voices in schools’ decision making processes.  

These studies, however, are all focused on parents’ participation in formal 

decision-making processes, like school-sited councils, and the results. However, parents 

do not only express their needs and expectations in formal meetings. There are different 

chances for parents to tell schools what they want. However, no study investigated these 

informal activities and interactions between parents and schools, and my study is trying 

to fill this gap of investigation.  

Schools’ attitutes toward parents’ voices 

How do schools respond to parents’ voices while parent involvement is promoted 

in school systems? Lareau (2000) argues that parents and teachers are natural enemies. A 

high level of parent involvement may produce conflict between the school and parents. In 

the book, Home Advantage: Social Class and Parental Intervention in Elementary 

Education, she argued that: 
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Teachers wanted parent involvement, but their actions strongly challenge the 
dominant view that teachers want a ‘partnership’ with parents. By definition, a 
partnership implies a relationship between equals where power and control is 
evenly distributed. Teachers did not, as Prescott teachers’ efforts to rebuff parents 
make clear, want to be equals with parents. Instead, they wanted parents to defer 
to them and to their decisions in the classroom (p.35).  

Moreover, she indicated that parents’ social class position influences the resources which 

they bring to these battles with teachers.  

Similar findings are found in several studies. For example, Crozier (1999) found 

that educational reforms have placed teachers “in a position where they are continuously 

being criticized and called to account, it is not surprising that they have not welcomed 

with open arms the development of potential parental power” (p. 324). Therefore, many 

parents may not in reality have been given a voice in their children’s education. Moreover, 

Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv (2008) found that teachers favored parents’ involvement 

but also were vulnerable to the increasing influence of parents, who scrutinized their 

work and encroached on their professional domain. Shumow and Harris (2000) found that 

teachers indicated that parents should participate in decision-making in a limited way. 

Teachers believed that parents could participate in deciding how to allocate funds, but 

should not have voice in curricular decisions, or select or evaluate their children’s teacher 

or new hires. Bennett, Deluca, & Bruns (1997) also found that teachers did not like 

parents to question teachers’ expertise or become overly active advocates. These findings 

showed us that teachers preferred parents to be involved in schools’ activities in a certain 

ways. 

By analyzing the texts and policy documents in early childhood education, 

Hughes & Naughton (2000) found that parents are positioned as “others” by staff (p. 241). 

Parental knowledge is subordinated as inadequate, supplementary, and unimportant. 

These three discourses results in that parents are seen as ignorant about what and how to 
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teach their children; parents’ knowledge is used to supplement teachers’ professional 

knowledge about children; and parents’ voices are absent from much of the literature 

about parent involvement.  

Studies also showed that teachers and administrators did not receive enough 

preparation to work with families (Baker, Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 1996; 

Celebuski & Farris, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey, Walker, Jones, & Reed, 2002; Lawson, 2003; 

McBride & Lin, 1996; Shumow and Harris, 2000). For example, Shumow and Harris 

(2000) found that teachers revealed that they received little or no preparation for working 

with parents during their teacher education programs. Baker, Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, 

& Parker (1996) also argued that teachers needed more knowledge about parent 

involvement in order to work effectively with parents. They found that teachers had 

limited knowledge regarding certain types of parent involvement, and reported not 

knowing about parents’ involvement outside the classroom and outside their direct 

observation. Teachers also reported knowing more about the extracurricular and 

schoolwork involvement of white and Hispanic parents with high school educations than 

about the involvement of African-American parents with less than high school degrees. 

Bhering (2002) argued that teachers often found themselves left to deal with 

parents at their own discretion and personal judgment and to make isolated decisions. The 

same argument was also made by Lawson (2003). In the field of early childhood 

education, Christian (2006) argued that working with families is one of the most 

important aspects of being an early childhood professional, yet it is an area in which 

many educators have received little preparation. Therefore, pre-service and in-service 

programs should be provided to help teachers and administrators to be more efficient in 

working with parents.  
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Section summary  

Kagan (1989) argued that even though everyone agrees that parent involvement is 

beneficial, it cannot be achieved until there is real agreement about its value and a shared 

understanding of the complementary roles of the parents and educators in the entire 

educational process (as cited in Lim, 2003). Therefore, researchers and scholars pointed 

out the importance of listening to parents’ needs and perspectives about their children’s 

education. The ways schools respond to parents’ voices, however, and the influence of 

parents’ voices are still waiting for investigation.  

THE MICROPOLITICAL PERSPECTIVE 

This study is based on the micropolitical perspective and other organizational 

theories. This section reviews the definition of the micropolitical perspective; politics in 

education; interests, conflicts, and power; and studies which investigated adult 

relationships from the micropolitical perspective.  

The definition of micropolitics 

The micropolitical perspective is an alternative way of seeing, interpreting, and 

explaining what goes on in organizations (Iannaccone, 1991). In the past, schools have 

been seen as an organization which is goal coherence and ideological neutrality. Scholars 

tried to separate the ideas of politics and education. They used “the separateness of 

politics and education to protect the schools from political corruption” (Iannaccone, 1975, 

p. 2). Iannaccone (1975) indicated that:  

School administrators are necessary actors in the education political system and 
the larger political system. They are political actors in the education system 
because they are instrumental in determining who gets what within the system. 
They are actors in the larger political system because they necessarily seek to be 
influential in the allocation decisions of the state and federal governments; 
because the education system is an instrument of political socialization; and 
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because education-related issues are condensation symbols about which political 
influence is garnered and expended. (p. 5) 

Following Iannaccone’s idea, Blase (1991c) indicated that the micropolitical 

perspective on organizations provides “a valuable and potent approach to understanding 

the woof and warp of the fabric of day-to-day life in schools” (p.1). This is a perspective 

which studies “the fundamentals of human behavior and purpose” (Blase, 1991c, p. 1). 

However, the field of studying schools from the micropolitical perspective is still 

evolving and underdeveloped. The definition of micropolitics is still waiting for general 

consensus (Malen & Cochran, 2008). Different writers define it differently based on their 

purposes and needs.  

Iannaccone (1991), the person who created the phrase the micropolitics of 

education, argued that: 

The micropolitics of education is concerned with the interaction and political 
ideologies of social systems of teachers, administrators and pupils within school 
buildings. These may be labeled as internal organizational subsystems. It is also 
concerned with the issues of the interaction between professional and lay 
subsystems. They may be called the external systems. These are the referents of 
the concept “micro-educational politics” as used here. (p. 466) 

Iannaccone’s argument pointed out the actors and themes of micropolitics that should be 

covered. The actors are the people within the internal system, including teachers, 

administrators, and students within the school; and the people within the external systems, 

including other lay and professional subsystems at the school-building level. The 

interactions and political processes among these people are the main issues of 

micropolitical study. Iannaccone’s work in micropolitics provides some concrete insights 

about teachers’ demands for autonomy as a political ideology and how such demands 

interact with the interests of school administrators and the public (Blase, 1991). However, 

he does not include parents among his educational partnerships.  
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A comprehensive political theory of school organization has been developed by 

Ball (1987). Like many contemporary political theorists, Ball focuses on group-level 

analysis and conflict dynamics (Blase, 1991c). Ball’s framework stresses the interests of 

actors, the maintenance of organizational control, and conflict over policy. Ball argued 

that “the recognition of interests is muted” (p. 16) in the traditional organizational 

theories. In his perspective, interests are crucially at stake in organizational decision-

making. Conflicts among different interest groups are the main focus of the micropolitical 

study. Ball argued that: 

I take schools, in common with virtually all other social organizations, to be 
arenas of struggle; to be riven with actual or potential conflict between members; 
to be poorly coordinated; to be ideologically diverse. I take it to be essential that if 
we are to understand the nature of schools as organizations, we must achieve 
some understanding of these conflicts. (p. 19) 

Although Ball did not “want to fall into the same trap as the social-systems theorists, of 

seeing conflict everywhere, where they saw consensus” (p. 19), Blase (1991c) pointed out 

that Ball’s political perspective “does not include cooperative/consensual interactions” (p. 

9).  

Summarizing diverse micropolitical works ,theoretical and empirical, in education 

and other fields, Blase (1991c) concluded that:  

Micropolitics refers to the use of formal and informal power by individuals and 
groups to achieve their goals in organizations. In large part, political actions result 
from perceived differences between individuals and groups, coupled with the 
motivation to use power to influence and/or protect. Although such actions are 
consciously motivated, any action, consciously or unconsciously motivated, may 
have political significance in a given situation. Both cooperative and conflictive 
action and processes are part of the realm of micropolitics. Moreover, macro- and 
micropolitical factors frequently interact (p. 11).  

Blase’s definition of micropolitics included both legitimate and illegitimate forms of 

power. Goals that individuals and groups pursue may be interests, preferences, or 
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purposes. Political actions may include decisions, events, and activities. Differences or 

discrepancies may be related to needs, values, beliefs, goals, or ideologies (Blase, 1991, p. 

11). Different from Ball’s theory, Blase’s (2005) definition of micropolitics addresses all 

types of decision-making structures and processes in school settings: conflictive and 

cooperative-consensual, group-level and individual, and formal and informal.  

Lindle (1999) argued that the term micropolitics represents the networks of 

individuals and groups within and surrounding schools. These people compete for scarce 

resources, even power. In her words:  

Micropolitics encompasses the daily interactions, negotiations and bargains of any 
school and internal and external communities. The actors in micropolitics of 
schools include teachers and principals, central office staff and school board 
members, parents and students. Schools are inevitably political. (p. 171).  

She also pointed out that studying micropolitics is inevitable, advisable, and unavoidable 

for practitioners and scholars.  

Other scholars, Malen & Cochran (2008), defined micropolitics as: 

Micropolitcal perspectives characterize school as minipolitical systems, nested in 
multilevel governmental structures that set the authoritative parameters for the 
play of power at the site level. Schools face difficult and divisive allocative 
choices when they are confronted by multiple, competing demands, chronic 
resource shortages, unclear technologies, uncertain supports, critical public 
service responsibilities, and value-laden issues. (p. 9)  

In their article, Malen & Cochran (2008) argued that micropolitical perspectives cast 

school as an “arena of struggle” where actors use their power to advance their interests 

and ideals; where conflict, competition, cooperation, compromise, and co-optation 

coexist and where both public and private transactions shape organizational priorities, 

processes, and outcomes. The actors’ relationships, interactions, and exchanges, and their 

impact on the distribution of valued outcomes are the foci of study. In brief, just like 

actors in a political system, actors in a micropolitical system manage conflict at the site 
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level, and “make the distributional choices through processes that pivot on power 

exercised in various ways in various arenas” (Malen, 1995).  

Briefly speaking, the focus of micropolitical study is the overt and covert 

processes through which individuals and groups in an organization’s immediate 

environment acquire and exercise power to promote and protect their interests (Malen, 

1995). Moreover, micropolitical analysis undertakes a richer understanding of how 

politics writ large is made by the social processes of everyday life. These social processes 

almost always involve contests for control, different visions of goals and purposes, and 

ideology as the basis of divergent political positions (Everhart, 1991).  

Seeing schools as political systems 

Scholars pointed out several reasons to see schools as political systems. 

Iannaccone (1991) argued that “politics is the process by which a society’s persistent 

social values are translated into policy” (p. 467). By using a political perspective, 

researchers can see organizational membership strata as constituencies of a polity, and 

examine different sorts of categories and questions from the ones typically found in 

organizational studies. From a political perspective, researchers can answer questions like: 

“What is the role of each in translating conflicting values into building policy? What sort 

of polity is constituted by the relationship of each population to each other and to the 

institution as a whole” (Iannaccone, 1991, p. 468)? 

Moreover, by borrowing Hoyle’s (1986) ideas about distinguishing between 

management as figure and micropolitics as ground, Marshall & Scribner (1991) indicated 

that this model is a useful way of conceptualizing the school as a polity and 

distinguishing between power, conflict, and policy processes and the content of what is 

political within a school building.  
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In sum, the micropolitical perspective provides researchers a new lens to 

understand the attitudes, interests, and behaviors of people within schools and, most 

importantly, the conflict, cooperation, and interaction between these people. However, 

why is it important to understand the politics of schools? Willower (1991) indicated that 

since a micropolitical study is concerned with such phenomena as power, influence, and 

control among individuals and groups in a social context, like an organization, it could be 

a very useful perspective for examining schools’ internal process. This is a focus which 

has been secondary for students of politics, “whose work mainly has attended to the 

schools’ external relationships and its environments at the local, state, and national levels” 

(Willower, 1991, p. 442).  

Blase (1991c) also pointed out that the micropolitical perspective presents 

practicing administrators and scholars alike with fresh and provocative ways to think 

about human behavior in schools. Therefore, he suggests that school principals should 

make every effort to develop a deep awareness of self, especially political values and 

purposes, as well as the strategies they employ to influence individuals and groups. In 

addition, school principals would benefit from efforts to understand others, including 

parents and teachers, from a political standpoint. Doing so will be helpful for principals 

to “study conflict, group dynamics, decision making, organizational change, intervention 

theory, and negotiation processes” (p.250). From the study, principals will be able to 

enhance the overall quality of school life. A similar argument can be found in Lindle’s 

(1999) article. She held that inserting micropolitics into the scholarship and curriculum of 

school leadership is inevitable, advisable, and unavoidable. Understanding interactions 

within school systems from the micropolitical perspective will help school administrators 

and teachers face the dilemmas of practices.  
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Politics in education 

The main themes within a micropolitics study in education are the understanding 

of political activities and the exercise of power in the school system. This section 

discusses the concepts of politics in education, and the methods and possible topics which 

could be used to investigate the politics in education.  

Organizational politics 

In the article, The Politics of Education: An Introduction, Scribner & Englert 

(1977) described the historical background of the developments of the field of the politics 

of education. They argued that because of the blur between the politics of edcuation and 

other areas of study, it is neseccery to have a unifying definition. Therefore, they defined 

politics in education as “the set of interactions that influence and shape the authoritative 

allocation of values” (p. 22). They pointed out four conceptual categories within the 

politics in education: government, power, conflict, and policy. Scribner and Englert 

argued that “this one basic definition and four conceptual categories can be said to 

describe what consitutes the field of politics of education” (p. 26). Althought this 

description helps researchers to understand the field of educaitonal poltics, Scribner and 

Englert stated that it is not a theory of the politics of education, and can not explain the 

relationship among the four concepts or methods for studying them.  

Bacharach & Lawler’s (1980) argument is also very helpful for understanding the 

concepts of politics in organizations. They stated that “organizational life is dominated by 

political interactions. Politics in organizations involve the tactical use of power to retain 

or obtain control of real or symbolic resources” (p. 1). Moreover, Pfeffer (1981) suggests 

that politics involves how differing preferences are resolved in conflicts over the 

allocation of scarce resources. Politics includes activities which attempt to influence 

decisions over critical issues that are not readily resolved through the introduction of new 
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data and in which there are differing points of view. Pfeffer defines politics as: 

Those activities taken within organizations to acquire, develop, and use power and 
other resources to obtain one’s preferred outcomes in a situation in which there is 
uncertainty or dissensus about choices. (p. 7) 

From the definition of power, it is clear that political activity is activity which is 

undertaken to overcome some resistance or opposition. Therefore, without opposition or 

contest within the organization, there is neither the need nor the expectation that one 

would observe political activity.  

The methods and topics of political study in education 

Since schools can be understood as political systems, studying the political 

activities and power issues is necessary. Then, research methods and possible topics 

should be understood. This section discusses research methods which can be used for 

studying politics in education, and the topics which can be investigated in the field of 

education.  

Research methods 

Lutz (1977) introduced five methods for studying power and politics in education: 

survey analysis, reputational analysis, issue analysis, socio-anthropological field analysis, 

and comparative analysis. Survey analysis may be used to predict the likelihood of public 

acceptance or rejection of educational innovations, new building programs, curricular 

change, and the like. Reputational analysis could be used to study decision makers’ 

influence in different areas using either overt or covert power. The fundamental technique 

of issue analysis is the selection and the direct study of particular issues presently being 

decided and the process of deciding about those issues. Therefore, the selection of the 

issues to be studied is critical to the issue analysis method, especially when one is 

studying power. Lutz reviewed different articles and indicated that political bodies, policy 
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formulators, and decision makers have power and influence to prevent issues from being 

formed. The ability to control the agenda is an important element in the study of power 

and influence. Socio-anthropological field analysis is based on the use of participant 

observation and historical examination. It asks questions like: “who governs, who 

influences, under what conditions, how are conflicts resolved and decisions made, and 

whose interest and values do they serve” (Lutz, 1977, p. 38)? The last method is 

comparative analysis. It could investigate two or more political systems or include the 

comparison of two methods of studying the same system. Lutz’s categories of methods 

for studying the power and politics in education provided researchers a clear and useful 

idea about how to design a study, on what topics and conditions, and the strengths and 

weakness of each method. 

Another scholar, Everhart (1991), suggested action research is a better method for 

doing micropolitical studies. Based on Marshall & Scribner’s (1991) argument: 

“ micropolitics is an area that centers on the strains and tensions that stem from diverse 

sources of power, rival interests, and intractable conflicts within and around school,” 

Everhart stated that: 

If in fact these strains and tensions are major indicators of the need for 
“fundamental change in how schools are run in our society,” then I would argue 
that the methodology of the micropolitics of education can and must become a 
fundamental part of that change process. (p. 462) 

Action research is a way to connect theory and practice. The process can promote “the 

development of a critical understanding of social and political phenomena, the structural 

antecedents and consequences, and the possibilities for transformation” (p. 463). 

Researcher can build a collaborative relationship with participants. This means defining 

problems collectively, investigating the problem together, and analyzing of the data, with 

a particular understanding of the social/political factors embedded in systems and 
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extrasystemic contexts. All people in the inquiry process are active participants in all 

steps. 

All these research methods Lutz and Everhart suggested were from the 

perspective of interpretivism. They suggested direct and personal contact with people 

under study in their own environment, asked how and why questions, and tried to 

understand the processes. Since this study tried to understand interactions between 

parents and a child care center from a micropolitical perspective, the context, diverse 

interests, conflicts, issues, and the decision-making processes should be deeply 

understood. Their suggestions helped me to choose case study as my research 

methodology, which also mainly focus on understanding the context, process, and 

discovery.  

Research topics in political studies 

Wawley’s argument provided clear ideas about the focus that political studies 

should investigate. Wawley (1977) argued that the purposes of politics are to resolve 

conflict and to alter or sustain the conditions that make up the life expereinces that people 

value. If that is the purpose of politics, its study must go beyond processes and formal 

policies to examine the linkage between how political actors (both public officials and 

other citizens) behave and the factors shaping such behavior. Politics should study the 

consequences of the delivery of public services for those the services are meant to affect. 

Marshall & Scribner (1991), moreover, indicated that politics is viewed as 

encompassing a three-sided equation involving management, people, and their actions. 

Therefore, politics can be found:  

Wherever (a) a process of government (management) exist to prevent chaos and 
disorder and to regulate behavior; (b) the distribution of power over valued things 
is unequally allocated among members (people) of identifiable groups; and (c) 
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values conflicts are resolved, at least temporarily, in policy choices, decisions, and 
actions. (p.349)  

Marshall & Scribner also pointed out that power relationships, conflict, and the policy 

process are the central concepts in political analysis.  

Other scholars, Stout, Tallerico, & Scribner (1994), argue that within the field of 

the politics of education in the United States, there are five questions which are discussed. 

“Who should go to school? What should be the purposes of schooling? What should 

children be taught? Who should decide issues of school direction and policy? Who should 

pay for schools” (p. 1)? The authors also indicated that these questions cannot be resolved 

but can be understood. Researchers should explore “the ways in which major actors with 

competing value perspectives have tried to impose their perspectives on social policy” 

(p.1).  

Based on Marshall & Scribner’s and Stout, Tallerico, & Scribner’s ideas of 

political analysis, this study tried to understand two questions within the field of early 

childhood education: what should children be taught and who should decide the issues of 

school direction? Therefore, this study focused on the interests of schools and parents, the 

conflicts between parents’ and schools’ perspectives, and schools’ processes of arriving at 

decisions, policies, regulations, and decrees emanating from power relationships and 

conflict situations. Based on the purpose of my study, I chose Morgan’s and Pfeffer’s 

organizational micropolitical theory to be a lens for understanding interests, conflicts, and 

political activities in schools. In the next section, I review Morgan’s and Pfeffer’s theory. 

Interests, conflicts, and power 

Morgan’s (1986) organizational theory helps researchers to see how all 

organizational activities are interest-based. This model of interests, conflicts, and power 

provides a practical and systematic means of understanding the relationship between 
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politics and organization and emphasizes the key role of power in determining political 

outcomes. In addition, Pfeffer’s (1981, 1992) theory of power provide a framework to 

examine the use of power and the conditions of political activities in organizations. This 

section discusses Morgan’s and Pfeffer’s theories.  

Pluralist organizations 

In Morgan’s theory, organizations are known as a pluralist frame of reference. 

“Pluralist organization” emphasizes the multiple natures of interests, conflicts, and 

sources of power that shape organizational life. In contrast with the unitary frame of 

reference and the radical frame of reference, pluralist organizations place emphasis on the 

diversity of individual and group interests; regard conflict as an inherent and ineradicable 

characteristic of organizational affairs and stress its potentially positive or functional 

aspects; and regard power as a crucial variable. Power, moreover, is the medium through 

which conflicts of interests are alleviated and resolved. The organization is viewed as a 

plurality of power holders drawing their power from multiple sources.  

Interests and conflicts 

Morgan (1986) defined interests as “predispositions embracing goals, values, 

desires, expectations, and other orientations and inclinations that lead a person to act in 

one way rather than another” (p. 157). People live in their interests, and Morgan argued 

that we should see interests as “areas of concern that we wish to preserve or enlarge or as 

positions that we wish to protect or achieve” (p. 157).  

By analyzing and defining people’s behavior of achieving and defending their 

interests in organizations, Morgan conceived interests in terms of three interconnected 

domains relating to one’s organizational task, career, and personal life. Task interests are 

connected with the work one has to perform. Career interests are what employees bring to 
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the workplace which include aspirations and visions as to what their future may hold. 

Extramural interests are their personalities, private attitudes, values, preferences, beliefs, 

and sets of commitments from outside work. The relations among the three sets of 

interest are best understood when researchers examine a specific situation. Moreover, 

“understanding different kinds of interests provide us with a means of decoding personal 

agendas underlying specific actions and activities” (Morgan, 1986, p. 159).  

Conflict arises whenever interests collide. Conflict is regarded as an unfortunate 

state that in more favorable circumstances would disappear. Morgan indicated, however, 

that conflict will always be present in organizations. No matter the reason and whatever 

the form the it takes, conflict results from “some perceived or real divergence of interests” 

(Morgan, 1986, p. 163). The conflicts can be explicit and open for all to see, or lie 

beneath the surface of day-to-day events. Morgan indicated that: 

Conflict could be personal, interpersonal, or between rival groups or coalitions. It 
may be built into organizational structures, roles, attitudes, and stereotypes or 
arise over a scarcity of resources. It may be explicit or covert. Whatever the 
reason, and whatever the form it takes, its source rests in some perceived or real 
divergence of interest. (p. 163) 

Conflicts can happen anytime and anywhere and the types of conflicts are various. 

Morgan also pointed out important influences from historical events. He also argued that 

many organizational conflicts often become institutionalized in the attitudes, stereotypes, 

values, beliefs, rituals, and other aspects of organizational culture. In this socialized from, 

the underlying conflicts can be difficult to recognize and to break down. Morgan believed 

that studying the diversity of interests can make the conflicts visible and help people to 

identify the roots of conflicts.  

Power and politics  

The definition of power can be traced to Dahl’s article, The Concept of Power. 
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Within this article, Dahl (1957) defines power as “a relation between people” (p. 201). He 

argued that “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B 

would not otherwise do” (p.203). Another scholar, Pfeffer (1981) also stated that power 

characterizes relationships among social actors. He indicated that “power is context or 

relationship specific. A person is not ‘powerful’ or ‘powerless’ in general, but only with 

respect to other social actors in a specific social relationship” (Pfeffer, 1981, p. 3).  

From Morgan’s perspective, power is “the medium through which conflicts of 

interests are ultimately resolved. Power influence who gets what, when, and how” 

(Morgan, 1986, p. 166). Therefore, Morgan (1986) identified 14 important sources of 

power and explained how these sources of power were used to shape the dynamics of 

organizational life. These sources of power include formal authority; control of resources; 

use of organizational structure, rules, and regulations; control of decision processes; 

control of knowledge and information; control of boundaries; ability to cope with 

uncertainty; control of technology; interpersonal alliances, networks, and control of 

informal organization; control of counteroganizations; symbolism and the management of 

meaning; gender and the management of gender relations; structural factors that define 

the stage of action, and the power one already has. Morgan’s perspective provides 

researchers a standpoint from which to understand power among people in an 

organization while they face conflicts.  

In the book, Managing with power, Pfeffer (1992) defined power and politics as: 

The potential ability to influence behavior, to change the course of events, to 
overcome resistance, and to get people to do things that they would not otherwise 
do. Politics and influence are the processes, the actions, the behaviors through 
which this potential power is utilized and realized. (p. 30) 

Pfeffer (1981) also identified some conditions of the use of power. The first condition is 

interdependence, which is: “a situation in which what happens to one organizational actor 
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affects what happens to others”. This condition is important. Because interdependence 

ties the participants in the organization together, each person has to concern him or 

herself with what the other does and obtains. The second condition is heterogeneous 

goals, or goals which are inconsistent with each other. The third condition is scarcity: 

“the greater the scarcity as compared to the demand, the greater the power and the effort 

that will be expended in resolving the decision” (Pfeffer, 1981, p. 69). These three 

conditions produce conflict, but the use of power also depends upon the importance of the 

decision at issue or the resource, and the distribution of power. When power is dispersed, 

political activity, bargaining, and coalition formation occur. Decisions can be worked out 

through the interplay of various actors with more equal power in a political process. 

Within the process, power still “affects the extent to which a given social actor’s 

preferences will prevail” (Pfeffer, 1981, p. 87).  

Pfeffer (1992) also discussed the sources of power. He indicated that resources, 

allies, location in the communication network, formal authority, reputation, performance, 

and being in the right unit are the resources of power. He also pointed out how power is 

used in organization. First, the context influences how power is used. What they are 

compared to, whether there is a committing history of action, whether they are perceived 

to be scarce, and how issues are framed are all need to be understood. Moreover, 

interpersonal influence plays important roles in this power game. Social proof, 

informational social influence, liking and ingratiation, and emotion are strategies to exe 

He also pointed out that “Timing is everything” (p. 227). Through control the time 

of action, people can reach their goals easier. He said: “Actions that are well-timed may 

succeed, while the same actions, undertaken at a less opportune moment, may have no 

chance of success” (p. 227). Being early and moving first, delaying, playing the waiting 

game, using deadlines, and finding the propitious moments are strategies which can help 
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people make influence. Moreover, people can influence other people through providing 

selected information. Changing structure and symbolic action are also strategies which 

are seen very often in organizations.  

Morgan and Pfeffer viewed power as a social relation, identified the resources of 

power, and pointed out the condition of the use of power. Their theories provided 

researchers a framework of recognizing the resources of power and how player gain 

power and how player use power in the process of negotiation. They also helped 

researcher to find the strategies which are used in the center to gain power, and analyze 

the process of negotiation.  

Studies of micropolitics in the field of education 

Most micropolitical studies which have done in the field of education are focused 

on political behaviors in school (Ball, 1987; Ball & Bowe, 1991; Marshall & Mitchell, 

1991; Noblit, Berry, & Dempsey, 1991), principals’ leaderships (Blase & Anderson, 1995; 

Greenfield, 1991), teacher-teacher interactions (Blase & Anderson, 1995; Hargreaves, 

1991), teacher-administrator interactions (G. Anderson, 1991; Blase, 1991b; Blase & 

Anderson, 1995; Greenfield, 1991; Marshall, 1991), peer relationships in classrooms 

(Spaulding, 1994), or student-teacher interactions (Blase, 1991a; Bloome & Willett, 1991; 

Opotow, 1991; Spaulding, 2000). Some researchers paid attention to the influences from 

outside of school, like the community (Corbett, 1991) and the district (Kleine-Kracht & 

Wong, 1991). Since my study focuses on the parent-school relationships, this section 

reviews the studies which investigated parent-school relationships and interactions.  

The studies of parent-school interaction are few. Malen & Cochran (2008) argued 

that although the studies of parent-school interactions can provide a starting point for 

understanding the micropolitics of schools, “we have surprisingly few accounts of how 
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deliberations actually occur on the ground” (p. 153). Fortunately, there are still some 

articles which can help us understand the dynamics of parent-school interactions. 

Empirical studies of parent-school interactions 

There are many dimensions of parent-school interactions. Therefore, studies’ foci 

are all diverse. Dom & Verhoeven (2006) explored the interaction between parents and 

primary schools under the new partnership law in Belgium. They found that depending 

on what the members of the parents’ association wanted to achieve, the parents’ 

association triggered different reactions from school heads and teachers. Daily 

interactions and relations inside schools determined the shape of parental involvement. In 

each school the power balance between the parents’ association, the school head, the 

teachers and the organizing body differed and could change according to the 

circumstances. The various structural conditions of the settings affected the actions of the 

negotiating parties, the aims they pursued through negotiation and alternative modes of 

action, their tactics during the negotiations, and undoubtedly the outcomes of the 

negotiations themselves.  

This study also showed that school heads play crucial roles in how schools face 

parents’ associations. School heads determine the degree of schools’ change, their own 

roles in the process, and teachers’ actions toward parents. Moreover, they found that 

while schools felt that “teachers are professional expertise, and teachers should keep 

parents at a distance,” teachers felt that parents frequently threatened their professional 

autonomy. The authors, in addition, found that parents’ councils are controlled mainly by 

middle-class parents, even in schools where the school population in general has a low-

socio-economic status. Middle-class parents have more resources, skills, and knowledge 

to actively act in schools. This situation results in the retreat of other groups of parents.  



 41

Dom & Verhoeven examined the parent-school interactions under a new policy; 

similarly, Delgado-Gaitan (1991) examined the process of sharing power within non-

conventional parent involvement programs, which were operative in California State-

funded bilingual preschool programs and migrant programs. This process started when 

the parents organized themselves to address the gulf between the school and Spanish-

speaking families when they became tired of waiting for the schools to deal with different 

issues. A group was initiated when one preschool parent realized that there were other 

parents who had knowledge on helping their children in school, and that parents should 

get together to improve their children’s performance. After grouping together, parents 

found that they needed more knowledge about ways to communicate with the school and 

to help their children. They looked for more training, brought more parents in, and 

organized Comite de Padres Latinos, or Committee for Latin Parents (COPLA). Parents 

shared their experiences, knowledge, and resources within the group. They also solved 

problems by using the concept of the “critical reflection process” with schools. However, 

this study focused more on the parents’ side of the story, and did not describe how 

schools responded to this parents’ organization.  

These two studies examined the case of parent-school interaction in formal arenas. 

Dom & Verhoeven addressed how schools dealt with the change which came from a new 

policy; Delgado-Gaitan investigated how parents dealt with their needs for more 

information to communicate with the school. Both studies pointed out the complex 

dimensions of the issue of parent-school interactions, and called for more studies from 

schools, districts, and scholars.  

Blase & Anderson (1995) studied the everyday political perspectives of teachers 

towards students and parents. They interviewed 75 teachers in a biracial high school in 

the southeastern United States, and found that in the areas of classroom instruction, 
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student discipline, extracurricular involvement and personal-life matters, teachers 

construct a political orientation that permits protection from and influence with students 

and parents. Moreover, the willingness and ability of principals to support teachers in 

confrontations with parents increased the probability of having rational and productive 

interactions.  

Another study investigated the cultural and emotional politics of teacher-parent 

interactions. Lasky (2000) explored how power, culture and a sense of purpose impact the 

emotions teachers report experiencing in their interactions with parents in primary and 

secondary schools. She found that the intellectual and emotional dimensions of teacher-

parent interactions are intricately interwoven. The emotions teachers experienced in their 

interactions with parents were “a mélange of personal and cultural beliefs, largely shaped 

by the professional norm-based discourses and values they appropriate within the culture 

of teaching” (p. 857).  

Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv (2008) studied teachers in affluent urban 

elementary schools and found that while teachers favored parents’ involvement, they also 

felt vulnerable to the increasing influence of parents, who scrutinized their work and 

encroached on their professional domain. To counter this, teachers employed political 

means: open communication and transparency to boost parents’ confidence and trust in 

their teaching skills, or diplomacy to avoid conflicts. In addition, teachers were found to 

employ an informal and hidden, implicit strategy of favoritism, mainly at the individual 

level. This also assisted teachers in avoiding conflicts with parents. By incorporating 

political orientations into their work, teachers may decrease their sense of vulnerability 

and gain parental support. They try to buffer parents’ interventions in schools and 

preserve their control over their work. Teachers are apparently becoming responsible for 

areas that were traditionally considered the responsibility of school principals.  
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In addition, both Lasky’s (2000) and Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv’s (2008) 

studies suggested that for creating a better parent-teacher interaction, teachers’ roles in 

schools should be reexamined and redefined. Moreover, parents’ perspectives and 

experiences in the process of interactions should be investigated.  

In sum, from micropolitical perspective, studies have been done for understanding 

parent-school interactions in primary, secondary, and high schools. In formal arenas, 

researchers found crucial roles of school heads while schools faced parents’ associations 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Dom & Verhoeven, 2006). They also pointed out the power 

relationships differed and could be change according to the circumstances (Dom & 

Verhoeven, 2006). In informal arenas, parent-teacher relationships were examined. The 

important roles of school leaders were identified, too (Blase & Anderson, 1995). 

Researcher found that teachers developed two political means: open communication and 

transparency to build trust with parents and avoided conflicts (Addi-Raccah & Arviv-

Elyashiv, 2008). Teachers’ perceptions of parent-teacher relationships were influenced by 

their personal and cultural beliefs, and professional norm-based discourses and values 

they appropriate within the culture of teaching (Lasky, 2000).  

These studies pointed out the importance of the context and perspectives, and the 

roles of administrators in micropolitical interactions between parent and schools. Some of 

them indicated the development of strategies and how they were used to reach their goals. 

All of them called for further research. Therefore, previous findings and suggestions 

helped the researcher to set up the goals of this study. The perspectives, context, and 

strategies should be examined. Moreover, the roles of the administrators should be studies. 

The process of negotiation and managing conflicts would be also one of the foci.  



 44

Documentary studies of parent-school interactions 

Some arguments about the micropolitics of parent-school interactions have been 

made based on literature review. By analyzing texts and policy documents in the field of 

early childhood education, Hughes & Naughton (2000) indicated that parents appear such 

materials within discourses that position them as “others,” preventing the creation of 

equitable parent-staff relationships. They found that parental knowledge is subordinate as 

inadequate, supplementary, and unimportant. The result of these three discourses is that 

parents are seen as ignorant about what and how to teach their children; parents’ 

knowledge is used to supplement teachers’ professional knowledge about children; and 

parents’ voices are absent from much of the literature about parent involvement. 

Malen (1995) indicates that the pattern of limited parental influence is evident in 

several ways. Based on reviewing several literatures, she argued that professional-parent 

tensions in formal arenas “pivot on who has the legitimate right to decide policy and 

whether the school has provided appropriate educational services” (p. 149). Parents and 

professionals have diverse expectations about this. While professionals hold that they 

should make school policy and parents should endorse their decisions, and parents often 

accept that presumption, they at times challenge that premise. Parents tend to mobilize 

when events signal that discrepancies between community expectations and school 

operations exceed the zone of tolerance. Such sources of stress are managed through 

cordial, ceremonial exchanges that reflect and reinforce a traditional pattern of power. 

Principal’s capacity to preempt or curb parents’ voices produces this pattern of the 

professional-parent interaction.  

Malen also pointed out that in informal arenas, although different communities 

engender different dynamics, in all cases principals surface as key actors who work to 

minimize conflict between the community and the neighborhood school. Principals act as 
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leaders, passivists, symbol managers, and nice neutrals to contain conflict and procure 

deference. Moreover, principals may also selectively enforce discipline policies to avoid 

direct confrontation with outsiders. This strategy, however, let teachers feel that their 

authority is undermined, and the integrity of instruction, the consistency of discipline, and 

the fairness of rules is eroded. 

Malen & Cochran (2008), furthermore, reviewed literature which studied the 

parent-school relationship in the public school system and found that there are three 

patterns of politics in formal arenas and two patterns of politics in informal arenas. 

Formal arenas include program-specific advisory committees, school-wide improvement 

teams, and school-based governing boards. The three patterns are suppressing conflict, 

managing conflict, and mobilizing conflict. The authors described the first pattern, 

suppressing conflict, as “the underlying tensions between professionals and parents are 

managed and minimized through ceremonial exchanges that avert conflict and reinforce 

traditional patterns of power wherein professionals control school policy and instructional 

programs and parents provide support” (p. 154). Moreover, although the school reform 

activities make effort to grant parents real power in school governance, professional 

control remains intact regardless of the extent of parental empowerment at the school site. 

Councils may serve as fairly effective mechanisms for suppressing conflict. Opportunities 

for meaningful participation in school governance may be rare, especially for parents of 

children from low-income, minority, and migrant populations. The authors also pointed 

out that “participatory reforms may not only curb the ability of parents to voice their 

concerns but also divert attention from the life circumstances and from the underlying 

sources of educational inequities” (p.154).  

The second pattern which Malen and Cochran found is managing conflict. Within 

this pattern, professionals and parents engage in council exchanges that “appear to be 
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more open, deliberative, and representative” (p. 155). The authors, however, still found 

that “parents often approve decisions made by others and that professionals perpetuate a 

clear division of labor that keeps important decisions about school policy, curriculum, 

and pedagogy beyond the reach of parental influence” (p. 155). They also found that 

principals play crucial roles in minimizing and marginalizing some external influences. 

Their roles are as gatekeepers, which determine “whether these partnerships provide and 

hoc support for existing arrangements or whether they operate to alter, significantly, 

organizational roles, relationships, and responsibilities” (p. 155). Principals and 

professionals try to create new arenas for others to come together to discuss educational 

concerns, but what they are doing is trying to maintain the existing patterns of power in 

school governance and confine parent involvement to areas that professionals deem 

appropriate.  

The third political patterns in formal arenas is mobilizing conflict. When the 

formal arenas are unable to contain the conflict, it “escalates and erupts” (p. 156). This 

pattern happens when parents find their core values have been violated and the school is 

not taking their concerns seriously or responding appropriately. Parents form coalitions, 

more resource are used, more confrontational tactics are adopted, and the power 

relationship in school may be altered. Not all eruptions, however, take on adversarial 

forms. Professionals may seek to keep conflict in the orbit of the organization. The aim is 

accomplished, “not only through the formal sturctures but also through informal 

exchanges that apparently operate to preempt conflict and to preserve the existing balance 

of power.  

There are two political patterns in informal arenas. The first one is containing 

conflict. Whinin this pattern, pricipals are the key actors whose primary political function 

is: 
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To prevent or to contain conflict through public reassurances that the school is in 
good hands, through the selective application and enforcement of school policies, 
and through other private compacts with middle-class and upper-class parents 
who might expand the scope of conflict or exercise the exit option if their 
preferences were not accomodated. (p. 157) 

The authors pointed out the edge which middle-class parents have, including the climate 

which encourages parents to confront the school, and the resources which parents can use 

to challenge the expertise and the authority of professional educators. The advantage of 

middle-class parents also comes from some assumptions and receptions in the school 

system. The second patterns in informal arenas is mobilizing conflict, however, Malen & 

Cocharan did not provide detail inforamtion about this pattern. They only mentioned that 

many parents, who enter the school sytem with neither resources nor power, may require 

infrastructures of support and assistance, so their chances of getting hearing can be 

improved. The authors indicated the needs of studying this area.  

Based on the studies they reviewed, Malen & Cochran also argued that although 

professionals continue to express the importance of parents’ participation on site councils, 

studies found that parents’ input in formal arena did little to alter school performance or 

the distribution of educational gains. Looking into the studies which investigated 

Chicago’s experience, the authors indicated that parents’ participations may change some 

teachers’ work, the quality of instruction, the relationships between parents and educators, 

but achievement gains seem to be negligible across the district and modest in most 

schools. Evidence of the impact of informal exchange between professionals and parents 

are rare. Malen & Cochran expressed that “the most obvious effects may be to ‘maintain 

smooth oprations by deflecting fundamental challenges to those operations’ and to 

reinforce existing patterns of power and privilege” (p. 159).  

Malen’s (1995) and Malen & Cochran’s (2008) analysis provide an overall idea 

about the political patterns of parent-school interactions in public schools. How schools 
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manage parents’ opinions and how parents ask for what they want in formal arenas are 

discribed and discussed. Their reviews also showed that studies of parent-school 

interactions in the informal arenas, however, are comparatively wanted.  

Section summary 

“Today, education is a more overtly contested terrain for communities and 

government, teachers, parents, and administrators. Schools have become more overtly 

political arenas in this contest” (Lindle, 1999). The study of micropolitics is necessary. In 

the area of parent-school interactions, there are many dimensions can be studies. Scholars 

and researchers are working on portraying a clearer image about the micropolitics of 

parent-school interactions. This topic, however, is still waiting for more closely 

examining to create a better environment for all of the stakeholders and to enhance the 

quality of schools. 

CONCLUSION 

Schools are expected to listen to, to value, and to respect parents’ voices, while 

parents’ voices are various and diverse. How should schools face these different 

perspectives and put these opinions together to enhance the quality of schools? A 

micropolitical study of interactions between parents and schools provides a better 

understanding of interests, conflicts, power, and political activities among people within 

schools, including parents, teachers, and administrators, and such understanding might 

provide educators with more information to work with parents. Thus, the purposes of this 

study are to examine the interactions between parents and an early childhood education 

setting from a micropolitical perspective.   
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Chapter 3: Method 

This chapter addresses the methodology and research design which the researcher 

used to explore the following question in an early childhood education setting: How 

could a micropolitical perspective inform us about directors’, teachers’, and parents’ 

interactions in an early childhood education setting?  

Relying on the interpretivist perspective, I chose a case study as the methodology 

for exploring the interests, conflicts, and negotiation between parents and the school. This 

chapter discusses the research paradigm, the methodology, the research design and 

analysis of this study, and the strategies to enhance the trustworthiness of this study. 

RESEARCH PARADIGM 

Guba & Lincoln (1998) indicated that “paradigm is the basic belief system or 

worldview that guides the investigator, not only in choices of method but also in 

ontologically and epistemologically fundamental ways” (p. 195). Simply stated, a 

paradigm is a basic belief system based on ontological, epistemological, and 

methodological assumptions. This study is framed based on the interpretivist paradigm.  

From the interpretivism perspective, the world has constructed by each knower 

according to a set of subjective principles peculiar to that person. Interpretivists, 

moreover, believe that there are many truths, because there is no airtight distinction 

between the knower and what is known. Interpretivists attempt to understand situations 

from the point of view of those experiencing the situations, and are concerned with what 

will assist them in doing so. This is consistent with micropolitical theory and studies that 

elaborate that view (G. Anderson, 1991; Blase, 1991a, 1991b; Bloome & Willett, 1991; 

Corbett, 1991; Hoyle, 1999; Marshall & Scribner, 1991). 

Epistemologically, interpretivists believe the viewpoint of constructionism (Crotty, 
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2003). Constructionists believe that meaning is not discovered, but constructed (Crotty, 

2003). Meaning does not inhere in the object, merely waiting for someone to come upon 

it. Meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are 

interpreting. Therefore, different people may construct meaning in different ways, even in 

relation to the same phenomenon. Micropolitics recognizes the various contributions of 

participants to the construction of relationships (Ball, 1987; Blase, 1991c; Iannaccone, 

1975, 1991; Marshall & Scribner, 1991). 

Based on ontology and epistemology, interpretivists believe that direct and 

personal contact with people under study in their own environment (Patton, 1990) is a 

good way of understanding. In addition, they believe that research is conducted between 

and among investigator and respondents. Direct observation, interviews, field notes, 

conversations, ethnography and case study are the methodologies interpretivists will 

choose.  

Positioning myself this way, I asked the how and why questions. How do parents 

and schools negotiate their interests? Why do schools decide to deal with parents’ 

opinions this way? Why do parents choose particular ways to express their needs? I 

focused my research on the process and development of the phenomenon of negotiation 

and the perspectives and experiences of the participants. I was also interested in diverse 

understandings of the same phenomenon from different groups of people. Having an open 

mind when I collected data helped me reach my goals. 

Merriam (1998) argued that qualitative researchers are interested in understanding 

the meanings people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their world and 

the experiences they have in the world. Mertens (2005) also indicated that Lincoln and 

Guba identify qualitative methods as the preferred methods for researchers working in the 

constructionist paradigm. Therefore, I chose to carry out the study by using qualitative 
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methods so that I could gain an understanding of the meanings people constructed in a 

specific context. Based on my perspective, I chose case study to be the methodology. I 

will discuss this methodology in the next section.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The methodology of this study was case study. A Case study is one type of 

qualitative research, the characteristics of which are: the goal of eliciting understanding 

and meaning, the researcher as primary instrument of data collection and analysis, the use 

of fieldwork, an inductive orientation to analysis, and findings that are richly descriptive 

(Merriam, 1998). Yin (2009) indicated that case study is a methodology which has the 

ability to explain how and why issues. A case study design is employed to gain an in-

depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those involved (Merriam, 1998). 

The interest is in the process rather than in the outcome, in context rather than a specific 

variable, in discovery rather than confirmation. Therefore, case study can help researchers 

describe and analyze a case intensively.  

Merriam (1998) saw a case as a thing, a single entity, a unit around which there 

are boundaries. From her perspective, the case could be a person, such as a student, a 

teacher, or a principal; a program; a group, such as a class, a school, a community; a 

specific policy; and so on. Yin (2009) defined a case study as “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”(p. 18). Yin also 

stated that: 

The case study inquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which 
there will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result; 
relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 
triangulating fashion, and as another result; benefits from the prior development 
of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis. (p. 18) 
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Case study uses multiple methods and resources to gather data from one or multiple cases 

for a better understanding of these cases.  

A primary distinction in designing case studies is between single- and multiple-

case designs. Yin (2009) indicated the rationale for single-case designs. When a single 

case represents the critical case in testing a well-formulated theory, when the case 

represents an extreme case or a unique case, when the case is the representative or typical 

case, when the case is the revelatory case, or when the case is a longitudinal case, single-

case design can be conducted. Yin also suggested that “single-case designs require careful 

investigation of the potential case to minimize the chances of misrepresentation and to 

maximize the access needed to collect the case study evidence” (p. 50). I, therefore, 

contacted, visited and observed several early childhood programs before I made my 

decision. Then I chose a private non-profit child care center as my research setting, which 

was a typical and revelatory case. I believed that the center was open enough for me to 

access to different resources and participants, and collect useful data for understanding 

parent-school interactions.  

With regard to data collection and analysis, case study often uses documentation, 

direct observation, and interviews (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). Therefore, data were 

collected by observation, interview, and document collection in this study. I describe 

research design and methods in the next section. Moreover, Merriam (1998) suggested 

that researchers can use ethnographic analysis, narrative analysis, phenomenological 

analysis, the constant comparative method, and content analysis and analytic induction to 

find the patterns, to build expalnatin, and to develp theory. Since the purpose of this study 

was exploring the micropoliticts of parent-school interaction, phenomenological analysis 

and content analysis were the strategies to analyze the data. I will discribe the process of 

data anaylsis in the later section.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

Yin (2009) indicated that there are five important components of a research 

design, including a study’s questions, its propositions, its unit of analysis, the logic 

linking the data to the propositions, and the criteria for interpreting the findings. In 

chapter 1, I discussed the reasons for conducting this study and my research questions; in 

chapter 2, the theoretical framework and related literature were reviewed. This section 

addresses the third and fourth parts of a research design: the research setting and the 

means of data collection. Data analysis and trustworthiness will be discussed in the next 

two sections.  

Research setting 

The Big Bend Child Development Center (a pseudonym) is a private, non-profit 

organization with a volunteer board of directors in central Texas. It was founded in 1994 

as a community amenity for the residents of the Big Bend Ranch (a pseudonym). When 

the Big Bend Ranch was established, portions of income from the purchase of each newly 

built and sold home went to help establish the center, which provides care for the 

neighborhood’s children. The initial planners believed that “having a high quality, state-

of-the-art child development center would create a happy family atmosphere and peace of 

mind for parents” (The Big Bend CDC Parent Handbook, Documents, 2010, p.1). The 

center is independent of the Big Bend Ranch Homeowners Association. The center and 

its programs are funded by tuition, fees, and its annual community festival.  

Because this center is a non-profit organization and is aimed to provide excellent 

education to children, each dollar that is paid to the center “goes directly back to hiring 

the best, most qualified teachers, providing the highest standard of programs, and 

maintaining the facilities” (The Big Bend Child Development Center Annual Report, 

Documents, 2009, p.1). The 2008-2009 financial report showed that the income of the 
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center came from tuition, registration fees, supply fees, pizza income, interest, and 

fundraising, and 83% of the expenses went to teachers’ and staff’s wages and benefits. 

Moreover, the BBCDC became one of the first child care centers in the Austin area to 

earn the new Reinvented Accreditation from the National Association for the Education 

of Young Children (NAEYC) in 2009. The center’s rates in 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 are 

displayed in Table 1.  
 

Programs 
Full-
time 

Infants 

Full-time 
Toddlers

Full-
time 
Twos 

Full-
time 

Threes

Full-
time 

Pre-K 

Part-
time 

MWF 

Part-
time 
TTh 

Rates in 2009-
2010 

(dollars/month) 
$1010 $995 $900 $830 $800 $330 $265 

Rates in 2010-
2011/month 

(dollars/month) 
$1020 $1010 $920 $850 $820 $335 $270 

Table 1: The BBCDC’s rates in 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 

The center is supervised by the Board of Directors, which is comprised of a 

minimum of five volunteers. In 2010, there were 7 board members serving on the board. 

Two of them are parents of the center, and others come from the Big Bend Ranch. Their 

backgrounds were various, and each of them was responsible for different jobs on the 

board. One of the important roles of the Board of Directors was to “approve the center’s 

budget and review the center’s financial position to manage its conservatively invested 

assets” (The Annual Report, Documents, 2009, p.2). Major decisions also have to be 

approved by the board, but there is a collaborative relationship between the board and the 

executive director. The relationships “function as a system with checks and balances” 

(Email from the assistant director in 2012, Documents, 2012). Figure 1 is the 

organizational structure of the BBCDC in 2010-2011. 
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Figure 1: The organizational structure of the BBCDC in 2010-2011 

This center was designed to meet the developmental needs of young children from 

2-months-old to 5-years-old by providing full-time, part-time, and inclusion programs. It 

also provided after-school programs for children in pre-kindergarten through 5th grade at 

three elementary schools. The total number of the children who were part of the center 

was more than 600. There were 9 administrators, including one executive director, one 

director, two assistant directors, one business manager, one office manager, one 

administrative assistant, one evening receptionist, and one after school manager who was 

in charge of the afterschool and inclusion programs.  
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the Directors 
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Director 
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The Director 
Ms. Joan 

The Assistant 
Director 
Ms. Pam 

The Assistant 
Director 

Ms. Sunny 

Afterschool/In
clusion 

Business 
manager 

Teachers  
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Office Manager 
And Evening 
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This study was conducted on the main campus of the Big Bend Child 

Development Center in central Texas. The main campus is located within the Big Bend 

Ranch. It is a two-story building with two big playgrounds. All of the classrooms, which 

include 7 full-time classrooms and 6 part-time classrooms, are on the first floor. The total 

numbers of children was around 200. At the beginning of the study, the office of director 

was downstairs, and next to the front desk and the staff lounge. At the end of the 

observations, the center moved the desk of the director to be next to the executive 

director on the second floor. The purpose was to extend the staff lounge for giving the 

teachers a better place to rest and also setting up two more computers for the teachers to 

use.  

The goal of the center was to “supplement and reinforce the home by providing a 

loving, child-centered environment where a child will develop a positive self-image” 

(The Big Bend Parent Handbook, Documents, 2010, p.1). The center emphasizes the use 

of the Creative Curriculum to “design classroom activities that meet the developmental 

needs of young children from birth through age 6” (The BBCDC website, Documents, 

2010). Cognitive, language, social, emotional, physical and creative developments are all 

valued.  

Each classroom has its own board on which teachers post different information, 

depending on what teachers want to share with parents. There are two teachers in one 

classroom, including one lead teacher and one assistant teacher. In full-time programs, 

lead teachers work from 6:30 a.m. till 2:30 p.m. After 2:30 p.m., assistant teachers will 

take the responsibility of lead teachers and an afternoon assistant teacher will come in to 

help. In part-time programs, both lead teachers and assistant teachers work from 8:30 

a.m. till the end of their programs, which could be 1:30 p.m. or 3:00 p.m. The ratio of 

infant and toddler classrooms is 4:1. The ratio of twos classrooms is 6:1. The ratio of 
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threes and pre-k is 7:1. All of the lead teachers have Bachelor’s or Associate’s degrees, 

typically in education or a related field. The assistant teachers are either working towards 

degrees or experienced in child care. Some of the teaching staff and administrative staff 

have Master’s degrees.  

Based on the words of the assistant director in 2012, the majority of the families 

at the BBCDC may be white and from middle to upper social-economic- status. However, 

the center did not request background information from families, so administrators did 

not have the demographic information of the families. The director indicated that most of 

the children will usually enroll into three elementary schools, including Canyon 

elementary school (a pseudonym), Kazen elementary school (a pseudonym), and Martin 

elementary school (a pseudonym), around the Big Bend Ranch after graduating from the 

center. Therefore, I collected data from the local school district in 2012 and display the 

student population data of these three schools in Table 2 for a general understanding of 

the demography of the BBCDC’s student population.  
 

Race/Ethnicity
 

Schools 
Asian Black Hispanic White 

Canyon 11.94% 1.37% 17.06% 69.63% 
Kazen 8.33% 1.81% 17.06% 72.77% 
Martin 11.64% 2.43% 22.96% 62.97% 

Table 2: Three elementary schools’ student population data in 2011-2012  

Data collection 

Data were collected through observing, interviewing, reviewing the school’s 

documents, and taking field notes. I contacted the Big Bend Child Development Center 

during the spring and summer semester of 2010, and met and talked to the assistant 

director, the director and the excutive director. I explained the goal of my study and the 
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process of data collection. They were interested in the topic and were glad to participate 

in my study. On Auguest 2011, I submitted a proposal and an statement to the center for 

the administrative process of the center, and the center also ran a background check for 

protecting the children and families.  

After getting the approval letter from the center, and I started to build 

relationsihps with the center. I visited the center twice a week, met the teachers, staff and 

parents, and gained a general understanding about the classrooms and programs. The 

assistant director introduced me to each classroom and teacher and told them I would be 

with them for a couple of monthes. At that time, I also submitted the application of IRB 

and waited for the approval. My IRB approval letter came at September, 2010, and then 

the process of data collection started officially.  

I showed up in the classrooms during the pick-up and drop-off time. I observed 

the interactions and listened the conversations between teachers and parents,  and 

administrators and parents. The interactions and conversations between parents in the hall 

way were also parts of my foci. I shadowed the director and observed the office and the 

front desk for exploring more issues around the center. I, moreover, stayed in the staff 

lounge to meet the teachers and to get more chances to talk to them.  

After becoming familier with the programs, I started to arrange formal interviews 

with administrators for further understanding about the school’s goals, missions, and their 

perspectives and experiences of working with parents. During this period, observation 

was continued for exploring more events and issues of parent-school interactions and 

communications. Teacher interviews and parent interviews were also arranged for 

understanding their perpsectives and experiences of parent-school interactions. This 

section discusses the details of each research method of data collection.  



 59

Observation 

Merriam (1998) argued that the researcher’s purpose is the most important factor 

which determines what to observe. Stake (1995) also indicated that observations bring the 

researcher toward a greater understanding of the case. Therefore, thinking about research 

purposes and then choosing the best opportunities for observation will help the researcher 

to make a better acquaintance with the case. Because my study focused on the 

micropolitics of parent-school interaction, I chose the opportunities which helped me 

understand interactions, communications, and negotiations between parents and the 

school on day-to-day life.  

During the period of this study, I visited the school twice per week, usually on 

Wednesday morning and Friday afternoon. On Wednesday morning, I showed up in 

different full-time classrooms at 7:00 a.m. and then moved to part-time classrooms after 

9:00 a.m. for understanding the interactions between parents and teachers during the 

drop-off time. I left the center around 10:00 a.m. On Friday, I started my observations in 

the part-time classrooms for observing the pick-up time at 1:15 p.m. and then moved to 

extend-care classrooms. After all of the part-time children went home around 3:30 p.m., I 

stayed in the offices, teachers’ lounge, and the hallway to chat to parents, teachers, or 

administrators. If the center needed extra hands, I volunteered to help in different 

classrooms. I usually left around 5:30 p.m. while most of the full-time children were 

picked up by their parents. During the period of study, I tried to switch the day of 

observations to Tuesday or Thursday, and then I realized that I need to build new 

relationships with Tuesday and Thursday parents, teachers, and children. It made my 

study become too complex, so I decided to narrow my participants within the Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday part-time programs and all full-time programs.  

Besides the regular observations, I also tried to attend events which were related 
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to parent involvements, including the Fall Festival, one parent-teacher conference, one 

field trip, different classroom parties, the Halloween parade, and parent tours. The 

purpose of joining these events was to understand more about the programs, to meet more 

parents, and to explore the interactions between parents and the center. However, since 

the confidentiality issues were quite important for both the center and parents, it was not 

easy to join the formal private meetings between parents and the center. The contents of 

this kind of meetings were usually explored by the casual conversations with the 

participants.  

I, also, observed in the center’s staff meetings, lead teachers meetings, in-service 

trainings, and administrators’ closed-door meetings. The purposes of joining these 

meetings were to understand administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives and experiences 

of working with parents, explore their methods of handling parents’ concerns, and their 

decision-making processes.  

I shadowed the director to observe her work, how she made decisions, and her 

informal and formal conversations with people. She was open and tried to clearly explain 

what she was doing and was going to do to me to help me understand her work. If she 

was going to meet someone, she asked if they felt comfortable with my attendance. If the 

answer was yes, she brought me with her. If the answer is no, she explained the context 

and contents of their meetings with me later.  

Through these observations, I gained a better understanding about the center, the 

parents, and their interactions. The processes of communication and negotiations were 

one of my points of observation. In addition, the parents’ and the center’s interests, the 

conflicts between the parents and the center, the interactions between the parents and the 

center, the means of parents expressing their perspectives, the means of the center 

handling parents’ needs, and, the most important, the reasons of choosing to do these 
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were observed.  

Interviews 

Yin (2009) argued that one of the most important sources of case study 

information is the interview. Based on the purposes of this study, I conducted several 

interviews including those with parents, teachers, and administrators of the Big Bend 

Child Development Center. The interviews were semi-structured or informal formats 

(Merriam, 1998), based on the needs of the study.  

I interviewed the administrators who handled parents’ opinions and made the 

center’s decisions, formally and informally, including the executive director, the director, 

two assistant directors, and the administrative assistant. One formal, semi-structured 

interview was arranged for understanding their work, the programs, and their experiences 

and perspectives about working with parents (see Appendix A for the interview questions). 

The director got another formal interview for further information about how she made 

decisions for issues that arose in the center. Informal interviews happened during the 

observations and the shadows. Understanding the situations and gathering more 

information were the purposes of informal interviews.  
 

Name Title Interview schedules 
Ms. Pam The assistant director 21 October 2010 

Ms. Sunny The assistant director 26 October 2010 
Ms. Clare The executive director 27 October 2010 

Ms. Joan The director 
4 November 2010 
16 February 2011 

Ms. Emily The administrative assistant 2 February 2011 

Table 3: The interview schedules and list of the administrators 

Teachers were interviewed, too. I chose the teachers who had experiences of 

dealing with parents’ needs, or were dealing with parents’ opinions at the time of the 
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study, and asked their perspectives about these events and their interactions with parents. 

At least one formal, semi-structured interview was arranged for each teacher I chose (see 

Appendix B for the interview questions). Some participants were interviewed twice, 

because of the needs of information or the participants’ schedule. Informal interviews 

usually occurred when I observed or had conversations with the teachers in the classroom, 

the staff lounge, the hallway, or even outside of the research setting.  

 
Name Class Interview schedules 

Ms. Aster 
The part-time program 

The lead of a 3-year-old classroom 
3 November 2010 
12 January 2011 

Ms. Ashley 
The full-time program 

The lead of a 3-year-old classroom 
18 November 2010 

Ms. Kelly 
The part-time program 

The lead of a Pre-k classroom 
21 November 2010 

Ms. Gill 
The full-time program 

The assistant of the infant classroom 
22 November 2010 

Ms. Caroline 

The part-time program 
The lead of a Pre-k classroom 

Her partner is Ms. Kae 
One of her daughter is in the full-time 

toddler classroom and another is in the part-
time 3-year-old classroom 

23 November 2010 

Ms. Fanny 
The full time program 

The lead of a 2-year-old classroom 
30 November 2010 

Ms. April 
The part-time program 

The lead of a 2-year-old classroom 
Her partner is Ms. Tess 

2 December 2010 
3 December 2010 

Ms. Kae 

The part-time program 
The lead of a pre-k classroom 

Her daughter is in full-time 2-year-old 
classroom 

9 December 2010 

Ms. Tess 
The part-time program 

The assistant of a 2-year-old classroom 
13 December 2010 

Ms. June 
The part-time program 

The lead of a pre-k classroom 
26 January 2011 

Table 4: The interview schedules and list of the teachers 
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I also interviewed parents. I met parents on different occasions. I got to know 

most of the parents from my observations. Some of them were introduced to me by 

teachers, administrators, or other parents. Parents were chosen while I observed in the 

center, joined the center’s events and shadowed the administrators. The criteria for 

choosing parents to participate included: parents who expressed their needs in the 

interactions with the center, parent who had concerns about the school or their children, 

parents who had experiences of negotiating with the school, parents who actively got 

involved in the school’s activities, the room parents, and parents who were interested in 

my study. One semi-structured interview was conducted for each parent, and more data 

were collected by the informal conversations happened during the observations.  

 
Name Descriptions Interview schedules 

Parent Abbi A mother of a part-time pre-k classroom 3 November 2010 

Parent Buck 
A father of a full-time 2-year-old and the 

infant classroom 
11 November 2010 

Parent Cindy 
A mother of a full-time 2-year-old and the 

infant classroom, also a member of the 
Board of the Directors 

12 November 2010 

Parent Donna 
A room parent of a part-time 2-year-old 

classroom 
18 November 2010 

Parent Emily A mother of a part-time pre-k classroom 19 November 2010 

Parent Fiona 
A room parent of a part-time 3-year-old 

classroom
19 November 2010 

Parent Grace A mother of a full-time 3-year-old classroom 18 January 2011 
Parent Hope A mother of a full-time 3-year-old classroom 28 January 2011 
Parent Ivey A mother of a full-time 2-year-old classroom 18 February 2011 

Parent Jan 
A mother of a part-time 3-year-old 

classroom 
20 February 2011 

Table 5: The interview list and schedules of the parents  

All of the formal interviews were audio-taped. The times and the settings of 

interviews were decided based on each participant’s desire and time schedule. 



 64

School Documents 

Yin (2009) indicated that documentary information is relevant to every case study 

topic. Documents can be used to corroborate and augment evidence from other sources, 

and to make inferences from documents. Therefore, systematic searches for documents 

are important in a data collection plan. Based on the purposes of this study, I collected the 

documents which administrators and teachers used to communicate with parents, 

including welcome packages, center’s newsletters, classroom’s newsletters, center 

announcements for parents, flyers of the center’s events, information on the boards 

outside of each classroom, class daily agenda, annual report, healthy issues reports for 

parents, and the parent handbook. The center website, moreover, was a very important 

resource for understanding the center’s missions, news, and operating. Other center 

documents, including in-service training documents and staff meeting documents, were 

collected to for understanding administrators’ perspectives and expectations for teachers 

while working with parents. All these documents were collected and stored systematically.  

Field notes 

During the period of study, I took field notes to record communication and 

interactions among parents, teachers, and administrators. How administrators and 

teachers interacted with parents, what issues they talked about, and how parents 

expressed their perspectives were taken down. I also wrote down my questions, feelings, 

and reflections about what happened in the center. All these notes helped to conduct later 

interview questions or foci of my later observations. In addition, the questions and 

answers of the informal interviews which happened in the process of observation were 

taken down too.  

I also took field notes when I shadowed the director and the assistant director, and 

joined the meetings of the parent teacher conferences, classroom parties, field trips, 
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center-based events, in-service trainings, and staff meetings. The key issues participants 

discussed in the meetings, parent-teacher or parent-administrator interactions, and their 

decision-making process were documented. All the information I wrote down helped me 

to understand parents’ needs and perspectives about schools and their roles in their child’s 

learning, the communicating between parents, teachers, and administrators, and the 

center’s ways of handling parents’ opinions. These data, moreover, was used to draft the 

questions of the further interviews. Based on my experience of doing a pilot study in an 

early childhood education program, I found that parents felt uncomfortable about my 

jotting, especially when they talked about some private issues. Therefore, I usually did 

not jot in front of parents and took my notes after leaving the school or leaving parents’ 

line of sight.  

Field notes were also taken when I transcribed the contents of interviews into text 

and analyzed the data. I wrote down my reflections and thoughts about participants’ 

responses, my ways of approaching the data, and the coding and categories. It helped me 

set up further foci of interview and observation and avoid biases. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

All the interviews were audio taped after getting approval from participants. After 

the interviews, I transcribed the contents by myself. Data was analyzed during data 

collection. Merriam (1998) suggested that after the first interview or first observation, 

researchers should review the purpose of the study, read and reread the data, write down 

their thoughts, reflections, tentative themes, and ideas about the data. These processes 

will help the researcher conduct further steps of data collection and data analysis. I did go 

back to revisit the data of the first interview and the first observation. I also reviewed the 

purposes of the study, reflected, and wrote down my thoughts in the field notes. The 
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information helped me with data collection and data analysis.  

During the process of data collection, I followed the purposes of this study to code 

and organize the data. Merriam (1998) indicated that coding occurs at two levels: 

identifying information about the data and interpretive constructs related to analysis. 

Therefore, I identified notations, which helped me assess the data in the process of 

analyzing and writing my findings, and kept track of my thoughts as I engaged in analysis. 

Merriam (1998) also stated that the most basic presentation of a study’s findings is a 

descriptive account. The next level of analysis was to construct categories or themes that 

captured some recurring pattern that cut across the preponderance of the data. Then the 

third level of analysis involved making inferences, developing models, or generating a 

theory.  

I tried to answer my research questions by using Merrian’s levels of analysis. First, 

I started by portraying an organizational image of the parent-school interactions in the 

BBCDC to provide a better understanding of the context. Second, I moved to the level of 

category construction. During the process of reading and rereading my data, I also looked 

back to my theoretical framework. Since Blase (1991c) indicated that micropolitics refers 

to the use of power by individuals and groups to achieve their goals in organizations, one 

of the points of my study should be focused on exploring participants’ goals and how they 

approached their goals within the BBCDC. Therefore, I separated my data into three parts 

based on the groups of the participants. I examined administrators’, teachers’ and parents’ 

perspectives about early childhood education, parent involvement, and their ideas of 

teachers’ and parents’ roles in children’s learning.  

In addition, how each group of participants described their experiences of 

working with each other was examined, and political strategies were found. For example, 

while reading the interview transcriptions of the administrators, sentences like “we just 
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want to show our support”, “the teachers usually come to us, because we are very open”, 

and “we try to meet as regular as possible” kept showing up when administrators talked 

about their ways of working with teachers. I separately coded them as “support”, “open”, 

and “regular meetings”, and then grouped them as “providing support”. Sentences like 

“we talk about the NAEYC”, “saying this is what we look at, this is what we have done 

and the number”, and “explaining the concept of the whole child” were mentioned by 

different administrators when they talked about working with parents. I coded them as 

“NAEYC”, “showing numbers”, and “whole child”, and grouped them as “showing 

professional knowledge”.  

I kept following Merrian’s steps of analysis, and constructed, sorted, and named 

the categories I found for each group of participants. I then found that different groups of 

participants used different strategies toward other groups. In total, I found administrators 

used 8 strategies toward teachers and used 9 strategies toward parents. Teachers used 7 

strategies toward parents, and 3 strategies toward administrators. There were 6 strategies 

which were used by parents toward the center. In addition, I found that some strategies 

were only used when facing conflicts, while some strategies were used almost every day. 

It will be helpful to categorize these strategies into two types for a clear understanding of 

the occasions of using strategies. These two main categories are day-to-day strategies and 

facing-conflict strategies. Day-to-day strategies were used daily by participants to gain 

power in general interactions. Facing-conflict strategies were used during the process of 

negotiation specifically.  

I also followed the time series to understand and portray the process of 

cooperation and dealing with conflicts. Moreover, I examined how each group’s interests 

were coped with in the process. Then I brought these three sets of analyses, including 

strategies, interests, and the processes, together and I found the patterns of micropolitics 
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between parents, teachers, and administrators. Four patterns were found, including 

operating cooperation, facing conflict, preventing conflict, and suppressing conflict. 

Through operating cooperation, each group’s interests were integrated. Facing conflict 

helped with acknowledging diverse interests. Existing interests were maintained through 

preventing conflict. The last pattern, suppressing conflict, was only found in specific 

classrooms, which participants used to protect their own interests.  

TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Mertens (2005) indicated that a researcher should seek to use as many strategies 

as possible to enhance the quality of qualitative research. The strategies include 

prolonged and substantial engagement, persistent observation, progressive subjectivity, 

member checks, peer debriefing, and triangulation. Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995) also 

had similar ideas but used some other terms, like long-term observation, peer 

examination. Merriam, moreover, pointed out other means of enhancing quality: 

including participatory or collaborative modes of research, and researcher’s biases. In this 

study, trustworthiness was established through a long-term observation, member checks, 

reflections, triangulation, and peer examination.  

First, I had a long-term observation at the research site, the BBCDC. I spent seven 

months in the field and felt that I had confidence that the themes and examples were 

repeating instead of extending. In addition, I observed for a long enough time in 

gathering sufficient information and avoided premature closure. During the period of my 

observation, I worked on building good relationships with administrators, teachers, and 

parents by doing them favors. This strategy also helped with enhancing validity of this 

study. 

Second, member checks were another strategy. I shared the transcription with 
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some interviewees and went back to the interviewees to reconfirm their perspectives after 

I revisited the content of the interview through the whole process of data collection.  

Third, I clarified my assumptions, worldview, and theoretical orientation through 

the process of reflections. Since the researcher was the instrument of the study, I 

monitored my own developing constructions and documented the process of change from 

the beginning of the study until it ended. Reflection helped me to avoid biases in the 

process and to keep an open mind.  

The fourth way of building credibility was to do triangulation. Stake (1995) 

pointed out that there are four protocols which help researchers “to gain the needed 

confirmation, to increase credence in the interpretation, and to demonstrate commonality 

of an assertion” (p. 112). Those are: data source triangulation, investigator triangulation, 

theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation. In this study, I used multiple 

methods to collect data, and gathered information from different sources by using the 

same method. For example, I used interview, observation, and document collection to 

understand the parent-school interactions. I also understood the same event from different 

perspectives by interviewing different groups of people.  

The last strategy was peer examination. Mertens (2005) argued that researchers 

should engage in an extended discussion of findings, conclusions, analysis, and 

hypotheses with a disinterested peer. I, therefore, asked colleagues to comment on the 

themes, findings, and the means of analyzing data while I collected and analyzed the data, 

and wrote the report.  

LIMITATIONS 

I approached the research setting by contacting the administrators and was 

introduced to teachers and parents by administrators, and this could be one of the 
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limitations of this study. Because of my ways of accessing possible participants, parents 

and teachers may identify me as a person who was close to administrators. This situation 

may influence how they respond to my questions and their ways of interacting with me. I 

might not get their real perspectives and the real stories of their experiences of working 

with each other under the center’s parent involvement policies.  

The second limitation resulted from the lack of formal parent organization at the 

research setting, so I could only approach parents by certain means, like getting to know 

them during the drop-off or pick-up time, talking to them at center events, or being 

introduced to parents by teachers. This might limit my ways of accessing diverse groups 

of parents. Some parents might drop off and pick up within a very short period. Some 

parents did not join center’s events or activities. In addition, some parents were busy and 

not interested in my research. These are the groups of parents whose voices might be 

missed by this study.  

The other limitation is that because of the confidentiality issue and the time issue, 

I did not get full-access to most of the private meetings between parents and the center. 

Parents usually allowed me to join the meetings which were not related to sensitive issues. 

If, however, they wanted to express their concerns or deal with a conflict between them 

and the center, both they and the center did not like me to be there. I could only get the 

information about the contents of their discussions after the meetings from the person 

who attended the meetings without the name of the parents. Therefore, I had difficulties 

following up with those particular issues and understanding those issues from parents’ 

perspectives. Moreover, parents sometimes walked into the office to talk to administrators 

without an appointment. Therefore, I might miss some issues which were going on at the 

center while I was not around.  

The last limitation results from the unique type of the research setting. The 
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research setting is not only a private child care center, but also a non-profit organization. 

The center is also deeply influenced by the DAP guideline. The center’s context is unique. 

The strategies and patterns which were found at the BBCDC might be different from 

other private, for-profit child care centers or the centers which are not NAEYC 

accreditation centers.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I described the research design used to explore the micropolitics of 

parent-school interaction in an early child care and education program. In line with the 

interpretivist paradigm that framed this study, I chose case study to be the methodology 

for collecting and analyzing the data. Observation, interview, documentation, and field 

notes were the methods of understanding this case. Data analysis was followed Merrian’s 

levels of analysis: description, category construction, and then theory development. 

Additionally, I followed specific guidelines for enhancing the study’s quality through 

strategies, including a long-term observation, member checks, reflections, triangulation, and 

peer examination in the research design.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this study was to understand the administrators’, teachers’, and 

parents’ interactions in an early childhood education setting from a micropolitical 

perspective. This chapter is separated into three parts to show the micropolitics between 

parents and the center in an early childhood education setting, which is the Big Bend 

Child Development Center (BBCDC).  

In the first section, I describe the organizational dynamic of the Big Bend Child 

Development Center and parent-school relationships. This section will also provide a 

general image of the parent-school interactions at the BBCDC. Through the description, 

readers will get the idea about how the center works with parents and the relationships 

formed between teachers and parents along with administrators and parents.  

After providing the foundational ideals involving the BBCDC parent-school 

relationships, I will separately describe three groups of participants’ perspectives from 

their interests of early child care and education, their opinions about parent-school 

relationships and strategies of working with each other. 

 For a better understanding of the micropolitics between parents and the BBCDC, 

in the third part, I have analyzed how power was exercised by administrators, teachers, 

and parents while interacting with each other in the BBCDC. Four micropolitical patterns 

were found, and I will describe them in the last section.  

ORGANIZATION DYNAMIC ABOUT PARENT-SCHOOL RELATIONSHIPS 

In the welcome section of the Big Bend Child Development Center Parent 

Handbook (2010-2011), it stated that: 

We believe that strongest partnership in child’s life is that between the child’s 
parents and the school in which their child attends. The goal that we strive to 
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achieve is for our staff to team with parents to make this experience and excellent 
one for your entire family. We are committed to providing the highest quality of 
care to your child and to your family. We encourage you to get involved in the 
community, visit or volunteer in your child’s classroom, chaperone field trips, and 
always be an advocate for your child. You are invited to visit your child at the 
school any time during the day. We have an Open Door Policy and want your 
involvement. (p.2) 

On the next page, the section of program philosophy also stated that: 

At the Big Bend Child Development Center, we believe that child’s earliest 
experiences have a tremendous impact on their development. We respect parents 
as the primary and most important provider of care and nurturing, and we believe 
parents and teachers are partners in children’s care and education. (p.3) 

These two sections pointed out how the center viewed parents in their child’s early 

childhood education and the way that the center wanted to work with parents. The center 

saw parents as a part of the team and believed they are an important role in their child’s 

early childhood education. Visiting, volunteering, joining field trips, and getting involved 

are the ways that parents could benefit their child and the center.  

The belief, working with parents, was not only addressed in the handbook, but 

also addressed by the administrators and the teachers. The director explained why the 

center wanted parents to get involved in their children’s learning. There were two main 

reasons. First, through the interactions, the center could know the families better, and 

work together with family members on the same goals. Secondly, through participating in 

their children’s learning, parents could get to know the center better. It helped the parents, 

administrators, and teachers build good relationships and trust one other, therefore, 

creating a good climate for children and learning. She said: 

Because consistency is good for children. Consistency, we want us to be on the 
same page with the parents. We want to make sure that if there is something 
special they do at home that we do it here, so they can feel comfortable. If there 
are some behavior issues, we all talk about what we see, what they see, and how 
we can come together do the same thing, so the child can walk through that faster. 
And then they have a trust on us if we involved them and they trust us more and 
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they are more supportive. Instead of suspicious of what we are doing, they know 
what we are doing, so they want to donate more time. It makes from more positive 
environment. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

A teacher, Ms. April, also pointed out that parent involvement has helped teachers know 

the children and their families better, and furthermore, it has helped build a family-like 

feeling and trust for all of its members.  

When I know the parents, I almost care more about the child too, because I feel 
like close to the whole family. I think that helps us to get to know the children and 
understand the child more, because they might do certain thing because of their 
family. I feel like the parents care about us too as teachers and that feels good. We 
care for their children. It is kind like a family kind of feel. (Ms. April, Interview, 
13 January 2011) 

She also said that: “I think the parent involvement is very important, because parents 

wonder what their children are doing all day, and so if they come in and visit, and they 

kind of understand more about what we do and more appreciate” (Ms. April, Interview, 

13 January 2011).  

Since both administrators and teachers believed in the importance of parents and 

parental involvement, they had tried several ways to build relationships with the children 

and their parents and to get the parents to be involved. I will start from how the BBCDC 

built relationships with parents, and then talk about their parental involvement later. For 

building relationships, in the parent handbook, it was stated that: “Good communication 

is a vital element in a successful school experience. We [the center] will use a variety of 

methods to keep you informed about your child and the events at the BBCDC” (p.43). It 

also clearly listed seven means which the center could use to communicate with parents, 

including daily conversations, messages posted on the boards by teachers, monthly 

newsletters, communication sheets or daily sheets, upcoming events posted by the center, 

periodic newsletters from the director, and snack menus posted on the kitchen door.  

Based on my observations and interviews, the center did more than the list they 
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have in the handbook. For example, for part-time programs, the lead teachers needed to 

do a home visit for each child before the beginning of the semester. They met the families 

and the children at their home, and introduced the program and themselves. Teachers saw 

home visits as a good way for understanding the children and their family. Ms. April said:  

We do a home visit with the family. So before the year started, I went to each of 
their home, met the kids, met the parents in their home, started out for like many 
little half-hour interviews, and that’s kind of where I maybe usually get initially 
how they parent which just through that initial home visit. (Ms. April, Interview, 2 
December 2010) 

Teachers also let parents get to know them and had some ideas about the goals for the 

upcoming semester through the home visit. Ms. Kelly indicated that: “I will like to visit 

them at their home because that way I can sit down with parents, and tell them these are 

some of my goals for the semester and these are my long term goals” (Ms. Kelly, 

Interview, 22 November 2010). Parents did point out that home visits did play an 

important role for families connect with the school. Parent Sally said: 

I think the BBCDC let them [the teachers] to do the home visit at the beginning of 
the year. The teacher will set up an appointment so she will go to your home and 
then they meet that. I think that is fantastic. It gets the child the chance to meet the 
teachers in their environment and get to know them before they go to the 
classroom and they don’t know anyone. I think that helps to establish the 
connection between the family and the school. (Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 
November 2010) 

For the full-time program, since the teachers had to work full days and they did 

not have time to do the home visits; parents got a phone call from the lead teacher of their 

kid’s class instead. The teachers introduced themselves to the parents and explained the 

program and their plans for the coming new semester.  

Besides the home visit or phone call, all parents got a parent handbook from the 

center. The Parent handbook stated the mission, philosophy, curriculum information and 

also listed the policies which were related to children and families, including the 
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enrollment policy, tuition policy, confidentiality policy, parental code of conduct, 

dismissal and withdrawal policy, court orders affecting enrolled children, arrival and 

pick-up policy, transportation, parent involvement policy, discipline and guidance, toys 

from home, dress code, field trips and animals policy, and health and safety policy. The 

director pointed out that the roles of the policy. 

Parents are here so much, for school parties, for birthdays, for field trips, for 
performances. These kinds of things [discipline other kids, be rude to staff, and 
share information] happen from time to time. We should put that [policy] in there 
[the handbook]. It does come up. And about the confidentiality, definitely, 
everyone wants to know what’s going on. It’s like that my son gets hitting, who is 
biting, those kinds of stuff comes up a lot. People just want to know a lot about 
the other children. A lot of time it’s very innocent. They are just curious, but it’s 
easy to cross that line. So that why we have to, just direct straight, which we just 
don’t discuss it. Even when we do the, at the beginning of the year, we send out 
an email list. A lot of parents create an email list so they can email back and forth 
to the other parents. We have them handle that a lot of time. So, it’s not us sharing 
them the information. That’s fine, but you guys make sure you share, so everyone 
feel comfortable and can participate. Even when it is positive, include the 
confidentiality, so that line doesn’t get crossed. (The director, Interview, 4 
November 2010) 

The policies in the handbook had set up the roles in which parents should play in their 

children’s education, the rules which parents should follow and the lines which parents 

should be careful to not cross. It had provided an image about “good parents” and had 

reminded parents about basic manners and the respect of others.  

These policies could be changed or added to by the center depending on the needs 

or the situations that the center faced. The process of setting up the biting policy was a 

good example. A few years ago, the center dealt with a group of parents who were angry 

about a kid who bit their kids and they grouped together to ask the center to dismiss the 

kid. The process of negotiating was “horrible,” according to Ms. Clare and Ms. Joan’s 

words. The kids, the teachers, the parents, and even the administrators were hurt. After 
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this experience, the administrators decided to add a policy about the biting. Within the 

policy, it explained the reasons for biting, the ways of reducing the number of biting 

incidents, the process of taking care of a child if he/she gets bit, and the center’s position 

about the biting. It was clearly stated that: “Our program does not exclude children 

because of biting alone” (Parent handbook, Documents, 2010, p. 53). It also indicated 

that: “Parents should understand and take comfort in knowing that biting is a normal 

stage in the course of a child’s development and, like all stages, he/she will quickly 

outgrow it” (Parent handbook, Documents, 2010, p. 54). 

Based on the example above, we could see that the center has showed parents 

their beliefs and ways of handling things through the statement and the policies. The 

handbook had helped the center with negotiating parents and dealing with the diverse 

perspectives. Within the nine months I observed in the center, there was only one time I 

heard the center mention the policy to the parents specifically. It was a situation relating 

to that of the late pick-up. There were teachers who were arguing that some parents didn’t 

pick their children up on time, and it really bothered them. The administrators asked the 

teachers to remind parents about the pick-up policy by word, and hope they could be 

there on time.  

No matter how many policies were added or changed throughout time, two 

important concepts have remained. The first one was the idea of an open door policy. The 

open door policy was a way to let parents feel that they were a part of the center and were 

welcome in the center. Parents could walk in the center anytime during the school day. 

Although teachers, sometimes, may feel disturbed if a parent keeps showing outside of 

the door or window, they still smiled when they saw the parent, and thought that it was 

the parents’ right to be there (Ms. April, Interview, 2 December 2010). 

The second concept was the idea of open communication. In the parent handbook,  
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sentences, like “good communication is a vital element in a successful school experience” 

and “please feel free to ask us questions as you get to know our school” showed the 

attitude about communications. Ms. Clare also emphasized the important of 

communication during the interview. She said: 

We [the teachers and the administrators] need to have the relationships with the 
parents, and the parents need to feel that they have relationships with the teachers. 
It will not be successful if they don’t. If the parents don’t feel that they can come 
in and talk to the teacher or doesn’t feel comfortable with that teacher, you leave 
with bad feelings. You leave with worry, you leave wondering, and that’s not ok…. 
So the only way you can help with all of that is building relationships and you 
have to. It is the most important part. Like I said, relationships and 
communications are it. Cause with good communications you are able to build the 
relationships. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

Because of this concept, the center had provided numerous ways, like fact to face 

conversations, phone call, mail, or email for parents, to contact or have conversations 

with the staff. For example, the contact information of each administrator was showed on 

the front desk and on the websites. The emphasis of open communications also showed 

up in the center’s use of spaces and the behavior of the staff. During the 2010 fall 

semester, the offices of the director and one of the assistant directors were just behind the 

front desk, with the doors usually open, except this time they were in a meeting. Although 

the executive director’s office was upstairs, she liked to come down stairs and talk to the 

staff and parents. Her door was always open if she was not in a meeting. However, during 

winter break, Ms. Clare wanted to provide teachers a better and bigger lounge and install 

more computers for teachers to do their work, so she moved the director’s office to the 

second floor. She was happy about the new arrangement of the teacher’s lounge but also 

afraid that the communication between administrators and parents and the administrator 

and teachers would be decreased. She, therefore, set up a white board on her door which 

stated if she was available or not for anyone who wanted to talk to her and the director.  
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Parents, moreover, got a welcome package from the teachers once they were 

enrolled in one specific class. Teachers introduced themselves to the parents by writing 

down their educational background, their reasons for being a teacher, work experience, 

their viewpoints about early childhood education, and something about their family and 

themselves. For example, in the 2010 welcome package Ms. Aster, the lead teacher of a 

part-time 3-year-old classroom, wrote down these: 

This will be my second year working at Big Bend Child Development Center. I 
fell in love with the school, but most of all the children and families in my Part-
Time Two’s class! I am so thrilled to be moving up to the Three’s class with so 
many familiar and new faces.  

I moved to this city in central Texas [the name of the city] from one of the city in 
Florida last August to pursue a Master Degree in Elementary Education (Early 
Childhood-8) and to be close to my sister, Chloe (a pseudonym). After graduating 
from the University of Florida, I discovered my passion for working with young 
children. After long days of laughter and creativity teaching Kindergarten Art on 
Fridays, my mother said, “You seem the most joyful I have ever seen you after 
being with the kids!” After reflecting on how “full-of-life” my hours were spent 
teaching in comparison to my marketing design job, it all became clear to me.  

Knowing that a child’s early years are significantly formative, I am compelled to 
expand my teaching practices through further discovery of approaches that 
nurture and provide positive experiences in the classroom. I am eager to build an 
early childhood classroom rich in hand-on learning experiences, total physical 
response activities, and fantasy play experiences inspired by Vivian Paley’s 
storytelling curriculum. These activities support social-emotional growth, 
cognitive higher-level thinking, and the development of beginning literacy skills. 
My vision for our classroom is to create an environment where every student 
celebrates learning, feels the joys of success in every attempt, and the warmth, 
encouragement, and support of a caring community of learners working together 
in harmony.  

During my free time I love exploring this city, hanging out with friends, family, 
and my pseudo-child named Sunshine (a pseudonym), my pup! I enjoy trail, local 
parks, entertaining in my home, the Alamo draft house, collecting children’s 
artwork, textiles and rummaging for treasures. (The welcome package of Ms. 
Aster’s class, Documents, 2010) 
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Besides the introduction of the teacher, the welcome package included the daily 

schedule, newsletter, supply list, and nutrition information for parents. Teachers also 

asked parents to provide some information about their family and child. Ms. Aster asked 

questions about child and parents’ information, the child’s personality, child’s favorite 

activities, child’s strengths, needs, parents’ expectations of the program, past experiences 

(The welcome package of Ms. Aster’s class, Documents, 2010).  

Then, the center held one orientation for part-time programs, and one for full-time 

programs. The administrators, lead teachers, and Board Members were usually in 

attendance. In the orientation, the administrators talked about the center’s beliefs and 

philosophy, introduced the program to the parents, and discussed all policies and 

procedures and volunteer opportunities. Parents were welcome to join the meeting and 

ask questions. The goal of the orientation was not only to let the parents know the center 

better, but also to set up an image that the center and parents were a team and should 

work together for the children.  

At the beginning of the year, we were tried to set it up that we were team and we 
consider the parents very much part of this. You know, we are so lucky to be part 
of your child and your family. This is what we do. How can you help us? How can 
we help you? We kind of set it up that way. (The director, Interview, 4 November 
2010) 

The first day of school was an Open House day. All families were invited to bring 

their children in to become familiar with their new environment, meet the entire teaching 

team, and get some more information.  

During the semester, parents got a newsletter from the lead teacher once a month. 

Some of the teachers even sent out a newsletter every week. The newsletter stated some 

words from teachers to parents, how their kids were doing this month or week, the themes 

for next month, important dates of the next month, some reminders, and supply needs. 
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The newsletters would be put into children’s folder for pick up and also was posted on 

each class’s board. Besides the newsletter, there was usually more information on the 

board for parents to read depending upon the teacher. For example, on the 3A’s board, Ms. 

Kama put the pizza day snack sign-up sheet, daily schedule, newsletter, snack menu, 

notice, caterpillar news, wish list, and thank you board. On the 5B’s board, Ms. Dorothy 

put a welcome letter, calendar, special schedule, newsletter, daily schedule, lesson plan, 

giving tree, and sign sheet. Based on my observation, parents usually took a peek at the 

board while they were waiting for their children.  

Some teachers provided more information about what they planned to do today or 

what children did yesterday for parents. For example, Ms. Aster wrote down her daily 

agenda on paper and posted it on the front door before the children arrived for class. On 

January 13th, 2011, She wrote that: “Today’s agenda: Water color boat scenes, Spanish, 

Snip flubber, Work on our story books, Sorting + patterns with colored bear, Practice at a 

simple story” (Field notes, Observation, 13 January 2011). Ms. Ashley wrote down the 

activities they did yesterday on a wipe-off board near the sign-in sheet. On Oct. 8th, 2010, 

Ms. Ashley wrote these on the board: 

Today we… 
Had Spanish with Ms. Andreas the first time! 
Played with table toys and drew on clip boards at the yellow playground. 
We learned and play the game “who stole the cookie from the cookie jar?” 
Ate pizza with snack from Michel, yum! 
Read: Harry, the Dirty Dog before Nap. 

Every semester, the center held a parent teacher conference for each family. 

Conferences were usually held in the middle of the semester. The center would schedule a 

time period for each class, usually within the time period of two or three weeks, and have 

a sign-up sheet for parents to sign. Each conference usually took thirty minutes. Lead 

teachers were asked to prepare a report of each kid, including some pictures, art works, 
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observations, a development summary and a checklist. Before the meeting, administrators 

tried to help teachers do the report. In the lead teacher meeting of the in-service training 

on October 18th 2010, Ms. Joan gave lead teachers two samples of the development 

summary, which included physical growth/motor development, social/personal 

development, cognitive/language development, and emotional development/feelings, and 

explained how to prepare and how to dress for the conferences. She also asked teachers 

submit at least one development summary to her for reviewing and checking. Ms. Joan 

reminded teachers to dress nicer than normal. Ms. Clare and Ms. Joan, moreover, hoped 

teachers would use this chance to understand more about children’s parents and family, 

and let parents know the upcoming events.  

At the one-on-one parent teacher conference, teachers showed parents the 

development summary they wrote and asked for feedback. Here is an example of a parent 

teacher conference from my observation field notes.  

Time: 2010 11/05 at 12:30 p.m. 
Place: At the second floor meeting room of the BBCDC 
People: Ms. Ashley and Emmy’s mom 

Ms. Ashley prepared couples of pictures of the child’s school life. She showed and 
explained them to Emmy’s mother by computer. Then she showed the mom the 
interview they did with the children this year. The mom read through the 
interview and laughed at her daughter’s answers. After that, they discussed how 
Emmy loves sign language, Emmy’s eating habit at school, and then Ms. Ashley 
went through her different areas of development with the mother. Ms. Ashley just 
read the items which were quite easy to understand, but for some items, Ms. Aster 
gave a little example to help the mother understand the contents. For example, 
when talking about social development, Ms. Ashley said: “She is really has a 
sweet heart and she is really kind to friends. She loves to cheer for her friends. We 
do [things], like show and tell. Someone goes, and everybody gets their turn. The 
first day, everyone got their turn and then we clapped. She went: “YA!” She was 
so enthusiastic. I was like “Wow”, so let’s do it. Now everybody goes very loud. 
She loves it. I love it. She is excited about it. She is happy to cheer for everybody.” 
When talking about the cognitive development, Ms. Ashley said: “She is very 
curious. She likes funny things. She initiates imagination play for a long time. She 
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likes to try the new challenges. She asks a lot of “why and if” questions. That’s 
actually a big developmental step.”  

At the end of the meeting, Emmy’s mom expressed her appreciation to Ms. 
Ashley and let Ms. Ashley know that Emmy loves her class. They also discussed 
the goals for the rest of the semester. Ms. Ashley mentioned that: “My only goal I 
can figure out is to continue to encourage her be interested in the fine motor skills, 
because she is good at it, but can practice more. We don’t really… the academic 
thing, she is getting it. But we don’t want to push her too much. We will just try it 
and tease her a little bit more.” Emmy’s mom was totally in agreement with Ms. 
Ashley, and also provided her observations about Emmy’s fine motor skills. She 
indicated that she would work on the same goal with Ms. Ashley. (Parent teacher 
conference, Field notes, 6 January 2010) 

After the meeting, Ms. Ashley indicated that this was a happy conference since she and 

the mom had known each other very well. She did what the administrators asked and 

expected, like “focusing on the positive” (Lead teacher meeting, Field notes, 28 January 

2010) and expressing things positively even when she discussed some of Emmy’s 

behaviors, which need to be paid attention to. Ms. Ashley said a lot of good things about 

Emmy and kept letting Emmy’s mom know how she loves Emmy and how she 

appreciates her abilities. Even when the mom told Ms. Ashley how Emmy made trouble 

at home. Ms. Ashley said: “It’s not malicious. You can see how she is trying so hard not 

to do it, but it’s just: I have to this. I have to check that out. We are going to work on that 

and talk about it at school” (Parent teacher conference, Field notes, 6 January 2010). 

The BBCDC not only built relationships through these formal arenas, but also 

through daily communications. The director addressed the important roles of daily 

communications for building relationships with parents.  

Building relationships, I mean they talk every day. We talk about celebrating 
whatever happened each day or what happened before they come in each morning, 
so they can stay in consistent communication. And the standard forms help the 
licensing, like their feeding schedule for the younger kids, that kind of things, 
helps starting the conversations about what’s going on. We know a lot, like 
grandparents come in. They come in and visit the classroom. If the kids go on 
vacation with family, then they bring in souvenirs or stuff to share. It kinds of like 



 84

a continual thing. We consistently share back and forward. The teachers do that 
with parents. (The director, Interview, 16 February 2011) 

During pick-up and drop-off time, all of the parents needed to bring their child 

into the classroom and sign the child in or sign the child out. Teachers said hello to the 

child first and then to the parents. Washing hands was the first thing to do when walking 

in a class. Parents took their child to the bathroom, and helped them on do this. Then 

parents brought the child back to the class, and teachers tried to have some conversations 

with the child or help the child to settle down and get involved in a classroom activity. 

Some parents stayed longer in the classroom and had conversations with teachers, while 

others left after the children were handed over to teachers. The conversations between 

parents and teachers were usually focused around the children’s school and family life. 

Parents told teachers about what happened that morning at home, what the child did or 

said last night, or their weekend plans. Teachers not only responded to parents’ 

conversations about their child’s learning at school, but also shared information about 

events outside of the school, child-raising, supermarkets’ good deals, and their own plans 

or experiences. Here are some examples: 

At 7:30 a.m., in one of the full-time 3-year-old classrooms, Ms. Ashley drew 
some buildings on a big piece of paper at the front door. Emma and her mom 
walked in the classroom. Emma was very excited to show Ms. Ashley her new toy. 
Ms. Ashley said good morning to Emma and looked at her new toy with her. Then 
she asked Emma to put her toy into her backpack before she went to wash her 
hands. While Emma was busy, Ms. Ashley said hello to Emma’s mom and 
Emma’s mom told Ms. Ashley their family plan for the weekend. Emma’s aunt, 
uncle, and four cousins would come to visit. There would be six kids staying in 
one house for the weekend. Ms. Ashley asked if they planed on going anywhere. 
Emma’s mom said that they planned to take them to a state park and expected that 
it would be a crazy weekend. Ms. Ashley told Emma’s mom how excited Emma 
was about her cousins’ visit. Emma had already been telling her teachers and 
friends about this weekend for a week. Then Emma came back from the bathroom, 
and Ms. Ashley changed her attention back to Emma. She introduced the learning 
activities for the morning, and led Emma to choose one. Emma’s mom said 
goodbye to Emma and Ms. Ashley, and Ms. Ashley wished her a good weekend. 
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(Field notes, Observations, 29 October 2010) 

Around 1:30 p.m., parents walked into the part-time 2-year-old classroom to pick 
up their children. It was kinds of crowded in this small classroom. Ms. April, 
however, still got chances and approached each parents and talked to them. She 
told parents what their child did that day, who the child played with and their 
conversations during the play. Then she showed parents the art works their child 
made. Children also came and joined these conversations. Some of children tried 
to share what they did today with their parents. Ms. April helped to make the 
context more clear for the parents and lead the children to describe their 
experiences more specifically. (Field notes, Observations, 15 October 2010) 

In the infant classroom, parents usually spent more time talking to teachers than 

dropping off or picking up their child. In the morning, when dropping off the babies, 

parents need to fill out a piece of paper for letting the teachers know the baby’s schedule 

that morning, put the baby’s milk, snacks, and solid food into the freezer or the child’s 

cabinet, and check if their child have enough diapers or clothes. Teachers took over the 

baby, or put the baby on the bed if the baby was sleeping while parents set up the stuff. 

Teachers and parents usually had conversations around the baby, the family, or 

themselves.  

Vicky’s mom brought her into the infant classroom. Vicky was still sleeping. Ms. 
Joyce took Vicky and put her into her bed. Vicky’s mom labeled Vicky’s bottles 
and put them into the refrigerator. Then she went to check Vicky’s cabinet, and 
put the baby food jars and some snacks, also labeled, into the cabinet. While 
doing this, she asked Ms. Joyce about Vicky eating solid food. After putting 
everything into the right place, she started to fill out the daily sheet and talk to Ms. 
Joyce about Vicky’s schedule this morning. She was up at four o’clock and didn’t 
go back to sleep until six and then was woken up again by the big brother who 
needed to go to school at 8:15. Then she felt asleep on the way to school. Ms. 
Joyce said she felt sorry for the Vicky’s mom who could not get enough sleep last 
night and indicated that she would pay more attention to Vicky’s schedule and 
emotion today and hoped she then go back to normal tomorrow. The mom said 
how sleepy she was right then and that she wanted to take a day off but she 
couldn’t. She said good-bye to Ms. Joyce and left. (Field notes, Observations, 17 
November 2010) 

There are couple reasons that teachers thought they should spend time to 
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communicate with parents daily. The main reason was to understand more about children 

and their family. Ms. June said: “A lot of time in the morning, I just kind of ask: ‘How is 

your morning going? Anything I need to know?’ Sometimes, they had a bad morning at 

home or something. It’s good to know that before I handle the kid” (Ms. June, Interview, 

26 January 2011). The understanding could also include the interests of the children or 

the children’s specific ways of learning. Ms. April expressed that: 

Kids are learning a lot more these days than I did. So, I want to make sure that I 
am teaching them what they are really interested in. If there is something out there 
that the kids of this age are interested in or ways they are learning that I am not 
aware of, I want to be aware of it. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

The other reason for doing the conversations was to help parents know about the kids’ 

day. Ms. Caroline indicated that:  

Just on the normal day, basically, what we did all day. And if the kid did 
something really cute, we say they did a good thing so they leave happy. I said: 
“Oh, he had a great day today. He was very sweet. Pick up the rocks. He brought 
us all the bugs. He loves the acorns.” I think that it makes the parents happy to 
hear it. (Ms. Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Through showing parents their kids’ day, teachers were trying to let parents know that 

their child were learning. This was the teachers’ means of building trust among children, 

parents, and teachers, and I will discuss this further in page 123. I, furthermore, found 

that this daily communication was an important way for teachers, administrators, and 

parents to communicate with each other, and it even played more important roles for 

parents in expressing their needs than the roles of the parent representational organization, 

like parent teacher association or the Board of the Directors in this case. This was very 

unique finding, and might result from frequent parent-school interactions in early 

childhood educational settings. I will discuss this in chapter five.  

However, there were some teachers who expressed difficulty when connecting to 
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the parents. Ms. Fanny said:  

Building relationships with parents is a lot harder than with children, because 
there is no conception of what should be or should not be. It’s so difficult. I think I 
am not as interested in parents as I am in children. So, I attempt to focus on that 
now. I am here for the kids not for the parents. (Ms. Fanny, Interview, 30 
November 2010) 

These teachers also pointed out their problems in the staff meeting. They asked the 

administrators how to ask parents not stay too long or how to communicate with the 

“very needy” parents (Staff meeting, Field notes, 21 January 2011).  

Some parents expressed how they appreciated teachers having conversations with 

their child and with them during the pick-up and drop-off time and how good the teachers 

were on doing this. They felt that the teachers were trying to connect with the child and 

their family and it was nice and amazing to do it within the short period. Nico’s mom 

indicated that:  

It is amazing to me how they still manage to… When we walk in, Ms. April 
recognizes Nico first. She addresses Nico: “Welcome!” There is always 
something happy or wonderful to say to Nico, and then I am the second person. 
Once Nico kind of, she will talk to me, which is great. I don’t want her to focus on 
me first. Because it is Nico’s classroom, and I should be secondary, Nico needs to 
feel the attention from her, it’s her classroom, and the teacher is excited to see her. 
It’s amazing to me how they can, and all of the teachers are able to do that, how 
they can show Nico that amount of attention when she walks in, and then yet still 
answer my questions if I have them. (Parent Grace, Interview, 18 January 2011) 

However, not all the parents felt the same way. David’s mom said that:  

My son’s teacher does not tell me the things that happen during the day. If I don’t 
ask her, she will not say anything. Then I can just believe that: “Ok, that means 
everything is ok.” I want to know how he was today. Did he eat his lunch? Did he 
play with his friends? But nothing. She never talks to me when I pick my son up. 
She is always busy to talk to other parents or be with other kids. I don’t want to 
stay too long in the classroom because I feel that I will disturb their schedule or 
plans. (Parent Abbi, Interview, 3 November 2010) 

Based on my observations, in some classrooms, the teachers did have less daily 
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conversation with the parents than other classrooms. The parents of these classrooms did 

express their concerns about the lack of communication, when the teachers indicated that 

they had already tried hard to inform parents of everything by the newsletters and the 

boards and they thought it was the parents’ responsibility to go through all the 

information.  

Besides having different ways of communications, the center also provided 

various activities for the parents to be involved in, for example, the fall festival, the 

classroom parties, the Halloween parade, and the field trips. The Director explained why 

they provide different means for parents to get involved. She said: 

So many parents want to help, and they just don’t know how. We give them ways. 
Come in, take pictures. Come and help with the potluck with your kids. We work 
with, sometimes, we have lunch potluck, but a lot of time, working parents can’t 
come for lunch. So we have the end-of-day potluck or morning when you drop off. 
So we try to work on these. Make sure that everybody has an opportunity to be 
here. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

A very good example of parent involvement was the fall festival. The fall festival 

was the biggest center-based event and the only fundraiser of the center, and the money 

that it raised from the festival was used to improve the quality of the center. The fall 

festival was open to the community. Anyone could a buy ticket for ten dollars, for their 

children and join this “fundraiser and community celebration” (The flyer of the fall 

festival, Documents, 2010). The part which parents could directly help with was that each 

classroom provided a gift basket for biding. The room mom of each class was usually in 

charge of this duty. Every class decided a theme for the basket and started to collect items 

from families. For example, in the 2010 fall festival, the theme of infant classroom was 

“the baby”, so they collected baby shoes, baby socks, snacks, and other things related to 

babies, and the total amount of the stuff was around 250 dollars. The theme of the other 

classroom was “relax”, so they put a vacation package in the basket, which valued at 
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2000 dollars. Everyone could bid for any basket. In the 2009 fall festival, the center 

raised 17,382 dollars, and the center used the money to purchase new big toys and 

playhouses for the playgrounds. In 2010, the center raised twice as much money as in 

2009; the administrators decided to buy new toys and books for each class. They formed 

a committee, including administrators and teachers from each age group, to check out the 

storage room and made a shopping list for each age group. The assistant director, Ms. 

Pam, said:  

We always like to spend the money [which is raised from the fall festival] on 
something tangible that they can see…. Probably the last two or three years, the 
fundraising money we bought all kind of new things for the playground. [We built] 
the permanent structure instead of the movable plastic things that don’t last very 
long. We built some very good quality things out there [the playground]. We like 
to do something like that so they can see what we do. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 
October 20101021) 

Besides the fall festival, the Halloween parade was also a center-based event. Unlike the 

fall festival, which parents needed to donate their time, the money, and items, for the 

Halloween parade, the parents just needed to prepare a costume for their kid and show up 

at 10:30 to wave at their kid and take pictures. There were more than 120 parents that 

came and joined the 2010 Halloween parade. Some came earlier, like at 10:15, and stayed 

in the classroom and helped children to get dressed. At 10:30, the children were taken 

outside and paraded in the playground. The playground was full of people, including staff, 

children, and parents.  

Other than the school-wide events, each classroom had different activities for 

parents to get involved in. For example, most classrooms of the part-time side arranged a 

field trip on Halloween and held a Thanksgiving party. Here was my observation about 

the field trip of Ms. Kama’s class: 

Ms. Kama’s class went to Alan’s pumpkin patch (a pseudonym) for the field trip. 
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Most of the parents came to help and drove the kids to Alan’s pumpkin patch, and 
only two kids’ parents did not come that day. Based on the policy of the center, 
the teachers are not allowed to give the kids a ride, so the Ms. Kama and M.s 
Caroline prepared a sign-up sheet to make sure every kid did have a ride before 
the date of the field trip. The room mom made field trip clothes for kids and the 
kids put the “uniform” on before leaving the center. Parents helped to group the 
children together and if they got a chance, they talk with each other. Some of them 
are not familiar with each other. Since the teachers need to handle the whole 
situation, like counting the kids all the time, communicating with the farm, and 
making sure the whole class are together, there were not many parent-teacher 
interactions happened during the field trip. (Field note, Observation, 20 October 
2010) 

Most class parties happened in the part-time side, however, the full-time teachers still 

tried hard to find different ways for parents to get involved. For example, teachers knew 

parents probably did not have time to come to school during the day, so they arranged 

activities, which parents could join during the drop-off time. For example, after doing 

couples of art projects, Ms. Ashley’s class had an art tour for parents during the drop-off 

time on December 2010. Using a small amount of time, Ms. Ashley and the children 

arranged an art tour within the classroom before that day and decorated their classroom. 

On that day, the children had to be the guides and introduced their own artwork and their 

projects they did for the parents. It only took parents five to ten minutes to finish the tour. 

I found that “every parent left with smile” (Field notes, Observation, 19 January 2011), 

and stayed longer than usual.  

The administrators and the teachers have tried to connect with children and their 

families and have wanted parents to get involved, but they did realize parents might have 

different perspectives about how much they should be involved or different personalities. 

Ms. Pam, the assistant director, expressed that: “Some families want to be involved, and 

some families want us to do our things here and they don’t want to be here. That’s ok too. 

I mean different families need different things” (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010). 

Teachers also noticed the difference and most of them feel “ok” with that. Like Ms. April 
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indicated that: “Personally, I will want to be there as much as possible, but it just depends 

on everyone’s situation is different. I will not blame anybody or say that they are not 

supportive or anything. I will encourage them” (Ms. April, Interview, 13 January 2011). 

Ms. June also said that: “I do have parents who are quieter. But I think it’s more just their 

personality. They are a little bit more reserved. It’s not that I feel like anyone doesn’t 

want to participate or is unfriendly” (Ms. June, Interview, 26 January 2011).  

Furthermore, since the BBCDC was a non-profit center, they provided an annual 

report for parents to pick up. It stated that “we hope this report will provide you [the 

parents] with important information about our various programs, our financial health, and 

our involvement within the community” (The BBCDC Annual Report, 2009, p.1). On 

first page of the report, it explained the NAEYC accreditation and how the center met the 

standard of low ratios, qualified teachers, and age-appropriate curriculums/environments 

for the children. Then, the report presented the CDC 2008-2009 financial results, 

including the total income sources and total expenses. It also explained that the reason for 

spending 83% of the expenses were on teacher and staff wages and benefits was to hire 

the best and qualified teachers for “providing the highest quality of care and education to 

all children” (p.2). The center’s accomplishments in 2009 were given on page 3, 

including changing the security/intercom system, rearranging the upstairs space, sending 

11 teachers to NAEYC conference, building a new websites, changing the server and 

networks, and adding new toys for the playground and new message board and signs. The 

goal for 2010 was to add new equipment outside, to improve lighting outside the center, 

and to remodel the bathrooms.  

Within the semester, the center did a family involvement survey, a survey of 

holiday customs, and a family survey. Parents were asked what kinds of programs they 

are willing to do, for example, come and have lunch with children at school, help out in 
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the classroom, attend a parent education event, make or mend something for the 

classroom, or sit on a committee/board to give input into how the school is run. Teachers 

also tried to understand the children’s family and cultural background though the survey 

of holiday customs. In the in-training service, Ms. Clare indicated that: “My rule is 

always not any single person in your room celebrates only Christmas, you should be 

talking about all. If you are going to do one, you should do all. Just so we don’t take 

anybody off” (The in-service training, Type records, 18 October 2010), so she asked 

teachers to get to know the parents as well as they could.  

I observed not only the effort from the center to build relationships with the 

parents, but also parents trying to connect with the center through different ways. For 

example, some parents volunteered to be the room parents of their kid’s classroom to 

show their support. They celebrated the teachers’ birthday or holiday. They sent flowers, 

cakes, or some special arrangements to surprise the teachers. Moreover, in most of the 

classrooms, parents did teacher appreciation every month. They bought teachers a meal 

for lunch or dinner based on the teachers’ needs.  

Some of the parents I interviewed pointed out that the BBCDC was a warm and 

friendly environment and that was one of the reasons they sent their kids there. Parent 

Cindy, a parent of three children who enrolled in the center, said: “Compare to the other 

child care centers, it’s smaller, but they seem to be more hands-on. A little bit more 

sensitive. Not as cool as some of the other places” (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 

November 2010).  

Some parents expressed that they were pretty satisfied about the communication 

between parents and the center. However, there were still parents who feel that the center 

could do more on building relationships with parents. One dad said: 

There should be an orientation at the beginning. We need to have this orientation 
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and you discuss the outline of the school. You do that every year. You refresh 
every year, because things change. That way, the parents understand the outline of 
the classes. They understand they can watch to see the themes development. They 
know when they walk in. And then they know because, basically, when do the 
parents see? When they drop them off and when they pick them up. They don’t 
see any of that in between. OK? So it’s just a big question mark. What’s going on? 
The kid can’t articulate. They can articulate when they are in high school, so you 
expect 2-, 3-, 4-, or 5-year-old to tell you what they did all day? No. So, that’s 
what to me what’s missing in day care, one of the challenge in day care which I 
think they do fairly well but there is always room for improvement. (Parent Buck, 
Interview, 11 November 2010) 

Section summary  

Generally speaking, the BBCDC valued the importance of parents and parent 

involvement. Being open was their main belief and expectation of working with the 

parents. The administrators had shown parents the warmth of their welcome, and had 

helped teachers to interact with the parents in very positive and active ways. Most of the 

teachers did reach the center’s expectations and enjoyed the relationships with the parents, 

while other teachers were struggling with connecting with the parents. Moreover, most of 

the parents received the open climate which the center tried to build and were satisfied 

with the services that the center provided and their relationships with the teachers or the 

administrators. Studies showed that the school environment and school climate influences 

parents’ ideas about involvement, and school principals play a critical role in creating and 

maintaining a positive, welcoming climate (Griffith, 2001; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 

1997; Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005). This study did find the influences of school climate 

and administrators of the center.  

In addition, the BBCDC did most of Epstein’s six types of involvement (2003, 

2006). The center provided information about parenting, childrearing, and child 

development. Administrators assisted teachers in understanding families. Two-way 

communications and keeping families up-to-date on school programs and student 
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progress were the main foci in the center. The center also provided different ways for 

parents to do volunteering, including room parents, parental assistance to teachers and 

administrators, supporting the school program, and helping with children’s school 

activities. The center also offered suggestions and techniques to involve families in 

learning activities with their children at home. Moreover, because the center was 

community-based, the center provided services to the community, and the executive 

director also joined the community activities voluntarily. The Board of the Directors was 

formed by the community member and parents, but most of the members were not 

parents. Beside the Board of the Directors, the center did not have other forms of parental 

organizations for parents to participate in the center’s decision-making process. Studies 

showed the importance of involving parents’ voices in the school decisions, governance, 

and advocacy (Bruckman & Blanton, 2003; Feuerstein, 2000; Shatkin & Gershberg, 

2007); however, this study showed a contrary result. Parents of the BBCDC did not feel 

the needs of parental organiation for voicing their perspectives and felt satisfied about the 

relationships between them and the cetner, and I discuss this topic in later section and 

chapter five.  

THREE PERSPECTIVES ABOUT EDUCATION, ROLES, AND WORKING WITH EACH OTHER 

Epstein (2006) pointed out that the strongest partnerships were team based, with 

teachers, parents, and administrators working together to plan and implement goal-

oriented programs, policies, and whole-school activities to create a sense of community 

between families and school. Moreover, Pfeffer (1992) said that from the perspective of 

power and influence, it was important to examine the goals of everyone in the 

organization. Therefore, these three groups of people’s perspectives regarding the goals 

of early childhood education, about parent involvement, and about working with each 
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other should be understood.  

Moreover, one of the main foci of micropolitical study is to understand where 

power comes from and how people use it effectively to get things done (Pfeffer, 1992). 

Therefore, how these groups of people use strategies to get what they want are discussed 

here. Some of the strategies helped participants increase their influences immediately 

while dealing with parents’ concerns, and some could be called “preparatory strategies” 

(Malen & Cochran, 2008), that participants employed to accumulate resources that might 

be used at a later time. In this section, I separately display three groups of participants’ 

perspectives and their strategies of working together within the BBCDC.  

The administrators’ perspectives and strategies toward working with parents 

The administrators’ perspectives of working with parents influenced their 

expectations of teachers’ roles on building relationships with the parents. These 

perspectives also affected how they treated the parents and how they handled the parents’ 

concerns. The strategies they used resulted from their beliefs. Their perspectives and 

strategies for working with the parents are described below.  

Perspectives and interests 

From the administrators’ perspectives, “the best interests of children” (The 

director, Interview, 4 November 2010) was their major concern. Since parents were 

important in their child’s life and learning and understanding their child the most, it was 

the center’s job to work with parents to provide the best care and education for the 

children and their families. They also realized that each family was different and had their 

own individual needs, and the school should understand and respect the differences. The 

executive director indicated that:  

I mean the parents in general. I really believe in no judging people but looking at 
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what their needs are and knowing every body’s needs are different. Some people 
need you to be very with them and telling them everything and explaining 
everything, and other people need you just, you know, let you just take their kids 
and just as long as they are happy they don’t need to know anything else. So that’s 
a big difference. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

For understanding different needs, the executive director believed that good 

communication is the best way of doing it. The executive director said that: 

To do that, we try to be available, we try to talk, and we try to send newsletters 
out. Just to keep the constant communications. I am a big believer: “you can never 
have enough communications.” Your communications can always be better. We 
do a lot of it, but it can always be better. So, communication is huge. (The 
executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

Therefore, she encouraged the staff to reach different families through different ways, and 

understand their needs.  

You try. You try different avenues. Some people you can get through along with 
email. Some people you can get through paper copies. Some people need to be 
face to face. I try to really encourage my staff, persons in classroom, and as a 
school, as administrators, to use all of these different avenues. To try to use as 
many as we can, so we are reaching as many people as we can. It is not always 
possible. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

The executive director knew it was hard to hear different perspectives, but she 

believed that it was important to hear others’ opinions and use it to reflect on what you 

were doing right now. She said: 

But it’s hard to hear you are not doing the right thing sometimes. But, I know I try 
really hard when I have a conversation with somebody, and even if I don’t like 
what they said. To reflect on that. I think that the biggest piece of the puzzle. You 
have to be able to reflect” (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010).  

Not only to understand and to respect, the executive director also thought the 

center should make changes and try to be better based on these suggestions. In different 

meetings and situations, this idea about changing and improving kept showing up. In our 

interview, she said:  

I always say to my staff when you think you know everything, you probably 
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should not do this anymore, because education in general is a field that ever 
growing and ever changing. And you have to be willing to hear and understand all 
sides of it. You can just be “this is what I think” and stick with that forever, 
because time changes, the environment changes, and everything changes. How 
people raise their kids now is very different than the way people raise their kids, 
you know, back to when we were little. So, you know just being aware of all of 
these things and trying to appreciate and be respected for of all of that. (The 
executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

In their in-service training, she also told the teachers that: “Forever growing, forever 

changing” and “We should learn as kids” (The in-service training, Field notes, 18 October 

2010). “Tell us and let’s discuss it”, “try it”, or “think outside of the box” were the 

sentences she said often while having conversations with the staff or trying to solve 

problems (Field notes, Observation, 18 October 2010; 3 November 2010; 20 January 

2011; 21 February 2011).  

The executive director’s perspectives and beliefs did influence other 

administrators’ perspective of working with the parents. Other administrators stated 

similar ideas about the philosophy of early childhood education, working with parents, 

and dealing with parents’ concerns. Like the assistant director, Ms. Pam, pointed out that: 

Different families want different things, but the important thing to remember is 
that they all want the best for the child, and they want to know that’s what you are 
going to give them. So they want to feel valued and heard. They want to be 
involved, usually. Some families want to be involved, and some families want us 
to do our things here and they don’t want to be here. That’s ok too. I mean 
different families need different things. Some families are very needy. Some 
families are very, maybe that’s their first child, and they are very scared. And they 
want to know: It’s ok. We are doing a good job. When some of the parents are 
scared of us, they are scared of being away. It’s going to be so different. We have 
to very assure them and let them be a part of and understand what we do here. 
(Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

Another assistant director, Ms. Sunny, also said:  

I feel like it’s important to be open with them. Good communications. Make sure 
every day that you take time to talk during the drop-off time. Take time to answer 
the questions that they might have. At the same time, I know the school have the 
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parent teacher conferences, but it’s important to have good relationships before 
then. (Ms. Sunny, Interview, 26 October 2010) 

Moreover, while the director talked about how she handled parents’ concerns, “open 

communication” was one of the main ways of dealing with conflicts (The director, 

Interview, 20101104; 20110216).  

The administrators’ perspectives and ways of working with families were strongly 

influenced by the licensing rules and the DAP guidelines. Since the BBCDC is licensed 

by the State of Texas and receives periodic reviews by the Texas Department of Family 

and Protective services and is also NAEYC accredited, I found that the licensing rules 

and the NAEYC guidelines resulted in the administrators’ ways and attitudes toward 

working with parents, and the administrators realized that, too. “The DAP guideline” and 

“the licensing rules” were mentioned all the time in the meetings, during the 

conversations between the administrators and the teachers, or the administrators and the 

parents. For example, in the meetings, the director and the assistant director said: “Don’t 

forget it; we have to follow the NAEYC guidelines” (The in-service training, Field notes, 

18 October 2010). Or “This is about licensing thing” (The in-service training, Field notes, 

18 October 2010). Toward parents, they did it too. They told parents that: “For the Texas 

licensing for child care, we have to go outside. It requires going outside every day unless 

it’s totally extreme” (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010).  

Although the administrators realized the importance of parents’ roles in their 

children’s education, they did not really ask the parents to meet their expectations about 

parent involvement. The director said:  

Because we want to have very high expectations as far as loving your child, 
providing a balance meal, and coming to parent-teacher conferences, we want to 
expect that, but we also, our most important philosophy for the children is that we 
individualize. What each child needs, we give them that. So we kind do the same 
with the parents that we don’t know their situations. Maybe they are too busy to 
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come in and volunteer. We try to be straight with when they bring lunches, they 
can’t bring candies or soda, whatever. But if they are busy, they buy just a random 
package meal we don’t want to judge that, because we don’t know what their 
situation is. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

So, administrators expected themselves to meet parents’ needs, but didn’t expect parents 

to meet the high expectations of parent involvement from the professional viewpoints.  

Moreover, from administrators’ perspectives, what parents want is simple. They 

want their child be taking care of, and they want to know what happen when they are 

away from their child. They want their voice be heard and valued.  

That’s something I always learn from years. Different families want different 
things, but the important thing to remember is that they all want the best for the 
child, and they want to know that’s what you are going to give them. So they want 
to feel valued and heard. They want to be involved, usually. Some families want 
to be involved, and some families want us to do our things here and they don’t 
want to be here. That’s ok too. I mean different families need different things. (Ms. 
Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010)  

They also recognized parents’ guilty of leaving their child.  

We have a lot of discussions with our staff about: remember, that mom that is 
coming in, she has tears running down her face and her baby is crying. She 
doesn’t want to go to work. She wants to be able to stay at home with her baby. 
Some people can’t do that……. I mean the part time side is a little more: they 
want their kids have some fun, all the things. The full-time side, we get a lot of 
sad mommies, and daddies. They want to know they are being heard. They fell 
guilty, and then their babies get sick. It’s horrible. (The executive director, 
Interview, 27 October 2010) 

Administrators’ understandings of parents’ needs came from their experiences of working 

with parents and being a parent.  

Strategies 

Based on their perspectives of working with parents, the administrators used 

different strategies for teachers and parents in general communication or when dealing 

with parents’ concerns. These strategies kept showing up during the period of data 
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collection. Based on the time of using, I separated them into two groups. The first type 

was day-to-day strategies, which could also be called preparatory strategies. The second 

type was facing-conflict strategies, which were used to make influence during dealing 

with conflicts. In addition, all the day-to-day strategies were used in the process of 

negotiations. I describe the strategies I found below. 

 Toward teachers 

Eight strategies, totally, were found based on the interviews and the observations.  

The day-to-day strategies included being supportive of the teachers in general, having 

open-mind communications and understanding teachers’ individual needs, reminding 

teachers to see their jobs as professional, getting informed, reminding teachers to see 

parents as customers, and modeling. The facing-conflict strategies were working as a 

team while dealing with parents’ concerns and delaying.  

Day-to-day strategies 

1. Being supportive of the teachers in general 

Based on the information I got from interviewing administrators and observing 

their interactions with teachers, I found that administrators tried to show their support to 

teachers through different means. The center actually provided standards and steps of 

building relationships with parents. In the part one of this chapter, I display all the things 

the center and the staff did in general to build relationships with children and families, 

including the orientations, the open house, the home visits, the callings, newsletters, the 

boards, the email, the daily sheets in the infant room, the daily communications, and 

different kinds of activities and parties. These standards provided new teachers the 

opportunities and ways to let parents know them and the programs, to know the parents, 

to share information, or even to exchange information.  

Moreover, from the space arrangement to the words the administrators said in the 
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meetings, the administrators really wanted the teachers to feel that the administrators 

were there for them anytime and for anything. For example, the doors of the executive 

director’s office, the director’s office, and the assistant director’s office were always open, 

unless they were in a meeting. They also emphasized this toward the teachers in different 

kinds of meeting. In the lead teacher meeting at the beginning of the year, the executive 

director told the lead teachers that: “I love come up with stuff. That’s the part I am 

missing most about what I am doing, I got stock upstairs with all the boring paper works. 

Come and ask me. I can usually pull very crazy stuff out there. Use us. We know how 

hard it is” (The lead teacher meeting, Type record, 18 October 2010). The director also 

encouraged the teachers to use the administrators for anything. She also provides 

different resources for the teachers to do better, like the books about curriculum and 

activities and the articles she gets from the websites or magazines (Field notes, 

Observations, 20101018; 20101207; 20110120; 20100125).  

The director and the assistant director also showed up in the classroom as regular 

as they can. The main purpose of being there was to show the support from 

administrators’ side. 

  Most of the time I don’t look for what they are doing wrong or if they have done 
everything I ask them to. Most of time, I don’t do that. I do that once a month or 
something is going on, now I am going to pay attention to it, to the Newsletters, to 
the classroom setup. But for the most part, when the teachers start, we know that 
they are… We pair them up with the teachers who have been there before, and 
they share everything about how we do things. We feel pretty good that they know 
what to do. So, for the most part, we just what show our support. We are here for 
you. You are doing a great job. Just like with the children, you share! We point out 
the positive things. Look at the circle time activity, that’s amazing. We tell other 
teachers about it. If there is any issue, like they are trying to do something, but the 
kids are sad or hitting, I will jump in and help them, so they can continue focusing 
on the majority. I will grab them and join the circle time with them. I am kind like 
an extra teacher. Just kind of play and support. (The director, Interview, 4 
November 2010) 
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Administrators did not want teachers to feel that they were under administrators’ 

surveillance. They walked in classroom, observed and provided helps.  

The administrators also provided different topics of training of which were related 

to parent school communications. For example, one of the topics in the fall semester 2010 

was about how to communicate with parents. In the 2011 January training, the director 

discussed the NAEYC guidelines with the teachers and asked them to re-examine how 

they were doing based on the guidelines given (The staff meeting, Field notes, 20 January 

2011). During the in-service training in the spring semester 2011, the center also invited a 

speaker to talk about stress relief and how to work with families. One of the teachers, 

who had worked in the BBCDC for 13 years, told me that: “The center always provides 

us very good training. It is very useful and I like all of the training” (Field notes, 

Observations, 3 November 2010). Moreover, the assistant director, Ms. Sunny, also 

assisted in providing the teachers with information of college courses from the 

community college nearby. She posted this information next to the time clock and in the 

restroom. At the end of the school year, she notified the teachers of how many credits 

they had received and how many were still needed along with to help them reach it.  

Furthermore, school administrators worked hard to demonstrate their support by 

providing the teachers with a higher salary and better benefits. For example, the executive 

director secretly proposed a plan for the Board of the Directors about getting the teachers 

a new teacher lounge coupled with better computers by the end of the 2010. The 

executive director then won approval from the board. Then she surprised the teachers 

with the new lounge and computers after Christmas break. She mentioned how she 

worked hard to do this for the teachers and hoped the teachers felt the continued support 

from the center. Another example was that the executive director and the director 

budgeted to allow the teachers to bonus. The director indicated the amount of bonus was 
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not much but it was their way of showing their appreciation for the staff. She handed each 

teacher the envelope in person and told each teacher how she loved their work and gave 

them each a hug.  

This strategy helped the administrators build relationships with the teachers, and 

the relationships were the base of further interactions and fewer turnovers in teachers. 

This finding is similar with Greenfield’s finding. Greenfield (1991) discovered that a 

principal’s influence over teachers results from how much support is from the principal 

and their relationships with the staff.  

2. Open-minded communication and understanding teachers’ individual needs 

The second strategy reflected the BBCDC’s philosophy regarding understanding 

individual’s needs and the need for open communication. In order to successfully do this, 

the administrators had tried to be readily available, done a lot of talking, provided 

opportunities for discussing, and shared information. Ms. Clare said that:  

If we are talking about staff wide with all the teachers, we try to meet as regular as 
possible. We try to be around and be available. We try to do lots of trainings and 
lots of open discussions. Just try to hear what they have to say and what they think. 
(The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

The director also believed that: “The teachers usually come to us, because we are 

very open” (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010). During this period of observation, 

I found that the teachers did come to the office when they have concerns and asked for 

advising or simply wanted to share information. Even though the director and the 

executive director were busy, they would put their work aside and give the teacher their 

undivided attention. Here is an example: 

This morning, Ms. Joan was reading the applications from the people who 
responded to the center’s wanted ad and trying to schedule some interviews. She 
had to hire a lead as soon as possible since one of the lead was going to leave next 
month. Ms. Jan’s class was outside and she walked through Ms. Joan’s office and 
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went to the storage room to get some outdoor toys for her class. Then she just 
stopped by and said: “Just let you know I have talked to one of the mom in my 
class about her daughter’s behavior.” Then she explained what happened 
yesterday and how she talked to the girl’s mom. Ms. Joan stopped her work, stood 
up, and stood next to Ms. Jan. Ms. Joan listened to Ms. Jan, nod to what she was 
saying, and ask questions like: “What are you going to do?” At the end, she said: 
“Ok, I understand the situation. If the same thing happens again, just let me know. 
We can discuss it further.” After Ms. Jan left, Ms. Joan went back to her work for 
like five minutes. Then Ms. Vivian knocked at her door and asked if Ms. Joan has 
time to talk. Ms. Joan put down her work again, and talked to Ms. Vivian. It’s 
about the lead teacher meeting which was going to hold today. Then Ms. Joan 
went back to her work again. (Field notes, Observation, 14 February 2011) 

This example demonstrates that the teachers did come to the director’s office 

often. The purposes of their visits were for diverse reasons. The director was willing to 

spend time with them. The teachers also pointed out that if they had concerns, they could 

talk with the director easily (Field notes, Observation, 15 December, 2010); although 

administrators might not have given the teachers the correct answer or it was not the 

answer the teachers expected. This situation usually happened when teachers had 

concerns regarding the student’s with needs in their classes.  

Moreover, administrators knew that every teacher was different in personality and 

had different needs, so they used different ways to work with each of them. 

Things like that are simple. We just walk by. You just remind them. We like to try 
to be informal like that, just mention things really quickly. You might want to try 
this. Please don’t say that. If they are not catching on or adopting, Ms. Clare may 
call them for a meeting or something like that. It’s really individualized with the 
staff too. For some people, you need to be very direct with, and that’ good with 
them. Some people you need to be a lot of soft with. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 
October 2010) 

Greenfield (1991) indicated that principals’ knowledge about teachers and children 

increased the principals’ capacity for influence at an interpersonal level. This knowledge 

also helped principals cultivate support among teachers for the vision of a community 

school with teachers and parents working as a team to meet the educational as well as the 
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developmental needs of the children served by the school. This study was an evidence of 

Greenfield’s argument.  

3. Reminding teachers to see their jobs as professional 

All administrators believed in the professional of early childhood education. They 

also shared their view points with teachers in different occasions. For example, 

administrators told teachers to show parents’ their professionalism. They also told 

teachers that if they were only waiting for their paycheck, then they should not be there. 

It was not only a job. The executive director said:  

[Teachers] They are just doing it because it’s a job. This is not a job that you can 
just do because it is a job. You affect too many people in this job. That’s one thing, 
when you are working somewhere, and sitting behind a desk by yourself, but here 
you are not. You are touching a lot of kids’ life. It’s important. (The executive 
director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

The director also indicated that: 

It goes back to we want early childhood to be considered profession, not a day 
care, not babysitting. We want to be professional. We want to be teachers and 
early childhood specialists. Then we have to present us that way. We have to 
communicate with parents and show that we are reading research. (The director, 
Interview, 4 November 2010) 

Because of the professional concepts, administrators expected teachers to reach 

individual child’s and their parents’ needs. Teachers had to show their professionalism 

toward parents. Before each meeting or training, administrators complimented teachers’ 

professional development in front of all staff. They shared teachers’ specific 

performances with others, and shared outstanding curriculum and activities with teachers. 

All these behaviors and attitudes passed the information of being professional. This 

strategy was close to Greenfield’s “moral sources of influence” (Greenfield, 1991, p. 180). 

He indicated that it is a type of power that is most effectively cultivated and sustained 

through symbolic and expressive means. In this case, teachers did be influenced by 
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administrators’ perspectives. They recognized their jobs as a professional job and were 

proud of it.  

4. Being informed 

The administrators also asked the teachers to talk with them before they 

communicated with any parents regarding if they had any concerns about their child, 

especially if they felt that the child had special needs. They also reminded the teachers to 

relay information with the administrators about any parents’ concerns. The director said: 

We try to tell the teachers to inform us as much as possible. That way we always 
know. Because it’s hard when we get a phone call from the parents, and we have 
no idea about what’s going on. Like I haven’t heard that your child has been bitted 
five times. The teachers usually come to us, because we are very open. A lot of 
time, the teachers just want to handle it. But most of the time, the teachers come 
and tell us, just as you know, these parents came to me and they are upset, because 
their child was bit again. What did you tell them? Ok, what do you do with this 
child? We are kinds of walk through that. (Ms. Joan, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

They also reviewed all documents that teachers prepared for the parents, including 

newsletters, articles, and lesson plans. If the teachers sent an email to the parents, they 

needed to send an additional copy to the executive director and the director as well.  

This strategy has helped administrators to control the flow of information while 

building their professional image. These have been two main strategies that 

administrators have used toward parents and will be discussed later. Therefore, when the 

director needed to move her office upstairs, she was worried about losing her connections 

with teachers, which could have resulted in a loss of power involving decision-making. 

This might be a unique strategy in early childhood education, because of the closer 

relationships between administrators and teachers.  

5. Reminding teachers to see parents as customers  

This was the main strategy that the administrators had used to ask the teachers to 
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accomplish more things, to make changes, or to act more professional. In a staff meeting, 

for example, when administrators asked teachers to improve their lesson plans, after they 

were finished explaining their expectations of the lesson plans and the curriculum, the 

executive director told the teachers that:  

Because so many of you are doing so many fabulous things, the parents are not 
going to see all. They are not. It’s your job to make sure they know as much as 
they can. We do have some parents who are judging us of, “I go in that class, and 
I don’t see much.” You don’t want that. You want to know you got your things set 
up that if they say that, we can say that: “we post it every day.” “It’s up there.”  

Parents are our customers. It’s our job to make sure they do get it. It is not ok for 
us to say, oh, they want this and they want that. No, we need to make sure we are 
giving them everything we can to show them about what we are doing. (The lead 
teacher meeting, Tape records, 18 October 2010) 

The executive director also told the teachers do not feel defensive about parents’ 

opinions and suggested the teachers to use this opportunity to reflect and gain insight and 

make improvements.  

Because when we get defensive about it, then, the first thing I am going to say, if I 
am involved in the process, if you are being defensive about what parents are 
saying, then I am going to challenge you and say: “Were you really doing it?” 
Because usually get defensive if you feel you are probably not step up as far as 
you can. We know we are all doing these. But it sometimes takes this little step in, 
us saying something, or parents saying something. (The in-service training, Tape 
records, 18 October 2010) 

This had also been the strategy that the administrators, especially the executive 

director and the director, used to remind teachers that when they said they were 

professionals, they still needed to listen to the parents and respect their opinions.  

I think sometimes, teachers forget, they want the parents to bow to them; maybe, 
they think the parents should look at them like they hunt the moon. Sometimes, I 
think we have to realize that, NO, these parents expect this. A lot of parents expect 
that their child will be taking care of it, because they are paying money. I think 
sometimes we forget. It’s easy to quickly forget, or to judge what the parents say, 
or judge something that is going on. Every once a while we need that smack, oh, 
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these are our customers and we have to be respectful and we have to be 
professional. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

Although administrators told teachers to regard parents as customers, it did not 

mean that they must always comply with the parents’ needs or opinions. The main 

concern of the administration remained with the children. 

Because they are customers, because they are not child development experts, they 
are not going to understand exactly what we do. No matter how much we try, they 
are not going to understand completely why you can’t do this, or why they have to 
get dirty, or why we don’t do worksheets. As much as we want to teach them, and 
educate the parents, like this is how the children learn. When we are doing these 
activities, they are learning meth skills. All these things you don’t realize. We 
want to educate them, but at the same time we need to respect that they are still 
the parents, and they are still paying us. If they want to see certain things, how 
could we meet them in the middle to do both? We can meet them in the middle as 
long as this is appropriate for this age, not totally inappropriate, like we don’t do 
time out. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

For the administrators, this kind of strategy had been a tool to push teachers to 

demonstrate their abilities for parents while at the same time to develop their own 

professional abilities. It also had been a tool used to avoid conflicts when they surfaced.  

This was because teachers and parents had diverse perspectives, sometimes, and this 

strategy had helped administrators and teachers make a concession and find a solution for 

solving the problem. This was a unique strategy which has never been found in previous 

studies which were done in the public schools. I argued that it resulted from the BBCDC 

being a private child care center.  

6. Modeling 

When talking about how to build relationships with parents, administrators 

indicated that they would work hard to communicate with parents too, and they wanted 

teachers to know this and make the teachers feel that they were not alone. The executive 

director, the director, and the assistant director walked around on the first floor during 

drop-off or pick-up times. This happened even when the executive director and one of the 
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assistant directors’, Ms. Pam, were not working on the first floor. They said hello to the 

children and chatted with their parents. They knew most of the parents well, especially 

the older parents. They were role models showing correct ways of building relationships 

with parents and handling issues. 

Moreover, all of the administrators have had more experiences than the teachers. 

Ms. Joan, Ms. Pam, and Ms. Sunny, they were all teachers for a couple years in different 

child care centers and taught different age groups. So they had all met different kinds of 

parents and dealt with different issues. When some issues came up, they held meetings to 

discuss and then made decisions. After solving the problem, they would explain to the 

staff how to handle parents’ concerns. The director called it modeling. The director said 

that:  

We model it. We have so many meetings ourselves. The administrators meet with 
part time parents, full time parents, and inclusion parents. We are in the classroom 
a lot of time while drop-off or visiting. So it’s kind of we are all connected. The 
teachers are their main sources on the daily bases, but then we are… Few time, we 
are kind weekly bases, we are kind of continuing that. A lot of them are getting 
information from us. We happen to know something. Oh, make sure you ask 
someone about something they did or I saw the mom in the hallway and she said 
she is pregnant. Has she told you? It’s kind of like extent family. We definitely 
support it. We definitely model it. I think it is easier when you feel comfortable, 
and then you just naturally do that. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

In this case, modeling was an important strategy, which helped administrators 

build their professional image and gain trust from teachers. Less separation between 

administrators and teachers, which was also found by Marshall (1991), was observed here. 

Marshall indicated that it helped to create the environment of cooperation and shared 

values between administrators and teachers.  

Facing-conflict strategies 

1. Working as a team while dealing with parents’ concerns 
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One of the facing-conflict strategies I found was that when facing parental 

concerns, the administrators were always supported their teachers and by showing parents 

their beliefs of the teachers’ professional decisions. The director indicated that: “We were 

supporting each other and working together to solve any problem. Because we start at the 

beginning with those clear kinds of expectations, and then go from there” (The director, 

Interview, 16 February 2011). She also said that:  

We just, Ms. Claire in particular, feel strongly, I mean we all do, but she can’t 
accept the example of supporting our teachers [not] 100%. Even if they are in the 
wrong, still, our training is to help them with that, parents have to treat them 
respectfully. They have to treat us respectfully if we are going to do the service. 
They are customers, but at the same time, we are working very hard to meet their 
needs. There are ways to go above it. (The director, Interview, 16 February 2011) 

Therefore, when a parent came to the administrators with a concern, the 

administrators just listened, sympathized with their situation, and said: “Ok, I know your 

concern. I will go into the classroom and understand the situation.” They did not criticize 

the teachers in front of the parents. Even though the teachers might have done something 

wrong, the administrators would tell parents that “we believe in our teachers’ abilities of 

getting better, and we will work together to fix the problem” (Field notes, Observation, 

28 January 2011). This finding was similar to what Blase & Anderson (1995) found. They 

found that the willingness and ability of principals to support teachers in confrontations 

with parents increased the probability of having rational and productive interactions. I 

will discuss the support from the administrators further in chapter 5.  

In addition, the administrators knew it was a sensitive issue for the teachers to 

receive criticism from parents. So, if parents come to the administrators with concerns, 

which are relevant and related to one specific teacher, the administrator would keep the 

complaint confidential. They would first gather information from different perspectives 

and then work together with the teacher to make changes or try a new approach.  
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Usually that’s how the change happens, but sometimes a parent sees first. We steal 
with that, and we fix it. It’s hard. It’s sensitive for the teachers because a teacher’s 
classroom is very personal to them. So you don’t just want to go and criticize 
everything. You got to go in, if it’s possible go in as a partner. For the most part, 
people we have been able to do that with, they happen to stay here. The teachers 
who are willing to grow, adjust, and change. (The director, Interview, 4 November 
2010) 

In my study, some parents did go to the administrators with questions about 

teachers’ abilities. The administrators did have meetings with those teachers and asked 

the teachers to make changes. However, the teachers did not know this began from 

parental complaints. It reduced the conflicts between parents and teachers and helped 

teacher’s confidence level regarding themselves and their position, therefore, resulted in a 

stronger teacher who was willing to make changes. 

2. Delaying 

When the conflict could not be solved quickly, and both teachers and parents 

insisted on their perspective with no right answer, the administrators would use a “delay” 

as a strategy to tackle the issue. This strategy was usually used towards teachers. Based 

on my observation, this strategy did work efficiently to eliminate the teachers’ voices.  

Pfeffer (1992) states that one of the best ways to stop something is to delay it, and 

a very successful way of delaying something is to call for further study or consideration. I 

found that if the administrators did not want to deal with the conflict directly, they would 

tell teachers to go back and think about it and understand the situation, while providing 

few resources to help the teachers. Usually, the teachers would understand the passive 

attitude from administrators’ behaviors and as time passed, they would withdraw their 

proposals and follow the administrators’ decisions. For example, in one part time two-

year-old classroom, Ms. Rose was struggling with handling a child who she thought had 

special needs. However, the child’s parents were not on the same boat as Ms. Rose. The 

parents brought another professional into play, and told Ms. Rose and administrators that 
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their child was developmentally fine, but the child’s behaviors, screaming, hitting, and 

not following directs, still bothered Ms. Rose. Ms. Rose looked for support from 

administrators and asked for further evaluations. However, Ms. Joan and Ms. Clare 

realized that it was a sensitive issue and they also consulted with other specialists. They 

wanted to undertake more efforts to help the child without enraging parents; however, Ms. 

Rose was frustrated and wanted an evaluation immediately. They delayed Ms. Rose’s 

suggestion about evaluating, and asked Ms. Rose to try new ways of handling the child in 

classroom. Ms. Rose ended up leave the center because of this issue. Administrators hired 

a new teacher who was professional in both special education and early childhood 

education. The new teacher worked with the child’s parents well and the problem was 

solved from administrators’ perspective.  

However, in this case, administrators used delay as a strategy not because they 

were tired due to their effort, the backers of the project may not around, or waiting for 

deadlines. These were the three reasons for using delay which Pfeffer (1992) stated in his 

article. Administrators used this strategy because they were waiting for better solutions 

and wanted to put in more efforts without raising tension between parents and the center. 

Ms. Rose’s leaving became the chance for a new solution, and the solution did work 

better than the methods they had tried before.  

 Toward parents 

Five day-to-day strategies were found, including open communication and good 

relationships, listening, understanding and respecting different needs of individual parent, 

showing professional early childhood education, always being positive and controlling 

the flow of information, and regulating. Four facing-conflict strategies were taking and 

handling every issue seriously, encouraging parents to communicate with teachers first, 

waiting, and suggesting leaving for a better place.  
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Day-to-day strategies 

1. Having open communication and good relationships 

From the administrators’ perspective, open communication was the most 

important strategy. They were open to all parents and they hoped parents would be open 

with them too. The director indicated that:  

I think the main expectation we have is to be open. If they have any concern or if 
they are happy about something, so please, tell us so we can either keep doing it 
or work with them to change it. So we expect them to be open and direct. We ask 
them if they have any concern talk to the teacher first and then they can talk to us. 
(The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

Open communication was also emphasized with the executive director when she said: “I 

am a big believer: ‘You can never have enough communications.’ Your communications 

can always be better. We do a lot of it, but it can always be better. So, communication is 

huge” (The executive director, Interview, 27 October, 2010). She also stated that: 

We get people raise something that we haven’t thought up. I haven’t thought up. 
Different ideas and suggestions. All these go back to the communication piece. 
We try to keep an open line on communication. We do things like survey. We send 
out to all of our families. We leave lots of rooms for open us on our survey and 
lots of open-ended questions where give them the opportunities to put out the 
suggestions and ideas. We take a lot of that seriously. Thinking all through. It’s 
important to always keep you use it. Like what I said, you can’t think that you are 
perfect. Cause you never perfect. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October, 
2010) 

They have encouraged parents to come to them and share information, including 

compliments and concerns. Good and strong relationships were what they expected.  

A lot of time parents say: “I don’t want to be a complainer.” They all apologize. 
We say: “Please don’t apologize. If you don’t feel right, you have to say 
something.” Because that’s how you get complaining, otherwise, people don’t 
come up and let you know something is wrong. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 
2010) 

I want to be someone who feels like they can come and talk to you when they are 
upset, they are scared of something, or when they are worried about their children, 
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or when something is going on personally. Maybe it’s financial, that they have to 
full their child. They can come and cry things that they need to cry. Those things 
are important. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

Pfeffer (1992) said that “one of the most important resources that any member of 

an organization can have is allies or supporters” (p. 101). Good relationships have helped 

them to have loyal and trusted supporters, in this case, parents. These supporters have 

played important roles in the power game within the center.  

2. Listening, understanding and respecting different needs of individual parent 

From the description in the first part, I have already showed what administrators 

thought about the diversity of each family. Pfeffer (1992) pointed out that “for managing 

with power, the first thing we need to do is to realize that there are varying interests, and 

one the first things we need to do is to diagnose the political land-scape and figure out 

what the relevant interests are and what important political subdivisions characterize the 

organization” (p. 340). The administrators of the BBCDC had really followed what 

Pfeffer suggested. This strategy had made administrators better understand the children 

and their families, so they could provide their individual needs and influence them by 

different means.  

We try. We try different avenues. Some people you can get through along with 
email. Some people you can get through paper copies. Some people need to be 
face to face. I try to really encourage my staff, persons in classroom, and as a 
school, as administrators, to use all of these different avenues. To try to use as 
many as we can, so we are reaching as many people as we can. It is not always 
possible,… But we do try to make sure we cover all bases and we can always be 
better. (The director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

When they faced parents who needed more information, they provided them with 

more information. If parents were quiet, they still gave them a smile and gave them a 

chance to talk to them in the hallway if they wanted. They talked to parents via phone, 

email, and in person, depending on parents’ needs and schedules and how serious the 
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problem was. They wanted their parents to feel that the center understood and valued 

their opinions, and they were welcome to express their needs anytime. 

3. Showing professional early childhood education 

One of the strategies the administrators used to exercise their power was by being 

a professional early childhood education center. All of the administrators were familiar 

with the NAEYC guidelines and corresponding licensing rules.  

We talk about the NAEYC; we talk about research on child development shows 
that children don’t always learn that just sitting and doing flash cards and writing. 
They have to do, engaging the whole body, they have to run, they have to jump, 
not just write, but they have to play with Play-Doh. I mean that’s all research-
based. We look at what child development experts have learned, and we do what 
they recommend. You know, writing only does this, but if they do shaving cream, 
they do Play-Doh, and they talk something, they learn all these different muscles 
and different skills. They have to learn jump. They also have to be able to sit in 
the circle time. They have to be able to take turn. They have be able empathize 
with the child, like they are sad, what can I do? I don’t know. So, say I am sorry. 
Sorry. I don’t know. What can you do? You have to think about it. So we kind of 
explain that it’s a whole child, all the different areas that we have to work on it. 
(The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

They were experienced in early childhood education, so when they talked with 

parents, they gave a lot of examples and evidence regarding what was best for the 

children.  

Then we may talk about in general the methods we use with all children, but we 
don’t give anything specific. Usually we kind of talk people through it, and we 
will give examples. We don’t break the confidentiality but we may say: “You 
know the kid who is in junior high now; he was biting when he was here. They 
are ok now.” Sometimes just reassuring them and bringing back to the perspective. 
Ms. Clare has all her three kids here, and she shares her stories with people. (Ms. 
Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

If the parents had concerns, they showed parents how they used different methods 

to solve problems, and how they supported their teachers in the classroom. They also sent 

the articles addressing issues that parents might have. They provided statistics and 
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included them in the process of making decisions, while allowing parents to know how 

serious they were on dealing with problems and resolving them. 

Explaining it, and showing it, and not just saying that this is a policy change or 
this is what we are doing. I believe in saying that this is what we look at. This is 
what we have done and the number. Anytime we made changes like that, and that 
seems to work. It seems to help, because the parents, you got to give them the 
whole picture, they can’t just be: no, this is what we decide. We try to let them see 
all the anguish and the toughness we are going through to make this decision. It 
wasn’t an easy decision, and it’s not an easy decision. We try to look at every 
aspect of the decision. Usually, when you write things out that way and you 
communicate that way, it goes pretty well. (The executive director, Interview, 27 
October, 2010) 

When the parents believed in the abilities of the administrators, it resulted in 

fewer questions and more confidence. It also helped calm parents and speed up conflict 

resolution time. Pfeffer (1992) indicated that one important formal source of power is 

position and there is power associated with formal positions; however, this formal 

authority is a source of power if and only if the members of the organization accede to it. 

Administrators in this case showed us how they used different means of showing 

professional to gain power within the context.  

4. Regulating 

The contents of the parental handbook, the newsletters, and all other documents 

that the center provided, to the arrangement of the school-wide activities and class 

activities, all told parents how to be a “good” parent and the roles that parents should play 

in their child’s early childhood education. Also, the NAEYC guidelines also had played 

an important role in telling parents what should be the goals of early childhood education 

and the roles of parents. A parent who did not follow the rules was easily isolated from 

the decision making process or had less influence. For example, a few years ago, a parent 

asked for more academics for her child. The center used the DAP guideline to 
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communicate with her and ignored her opinions. That parent ended up leaving the center 

and lost her influence.  

[The parent] ended up leaving. She ended up going to a really academic program, 
that’s what she was really wanting. We are not. We know what we are doing. We 
know the research on early childhood education. If we communicate that 
knowledge with people and that still is not what they want, then we don’t want 
them to stay here and be unhappy and want us to change, because we know we are 
doing the best thing for the kids. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

All these rules and policies listed the parents’ right to be involved in the center’s 

decision-making process, but at the same time, limited the parents’ voices. Malen and 

Cochran found (2008) that the schools use different ways to socialize parents into 

submissive roles as trustees of the status quo to suppressing conflict in formal arenas. 

This study showed that similar situations happened in informal arenas too.  

5. Always being positive and controlling the flow of information 

Providing positive information and controlling the flow of information had been 

found in this study as strategies that the administrators used toward parents. This strategy 

had helped the center show their professional attitude and build positive relationships 

with the parents, causing the parents to feel satisfied about the center, resulting in a 

decrease in conflicts between parents and the center along with parents and their child.  

We talked about owning the problems we have here at school and not delivering 
all of them, you know, negative things that happen with the children during the 
day, because we want them to have a positive relationship. (The director, 
Interview, 16 February 2011) 

Controlling the information had helped the center gain more time to solve the 

problems they had and to get better before the parents called to question or to stop parents 

from identifying problems. They had asked teachers to pass on only positive stories to 

parents most of the time. Here is an example of how and why the director asked teachers 

to keep some information private.  
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Like one child, the mom thinks the child is really sad at school, and the teacher 
will tell the parents every time he got sad. He got sad at this time, or outside at the 
playground. Michelle and I decided don’t tell the parents that, and tell the parents 
he is happy. The teachers asked: do you want us to lie to the parents? No, but if he 
is sad for one minute, and says I miss my mom. That’s not sad. The mom is 
thinking he cries all day long. So, just say, he asked for you. One time he asked: I 
miss you. You are telling them but you are not saying: he did get sad this morning. 
We told them don’t do that, and just focus on how happy he was. He was happy 
for four hours and twenty minutes a day except for ten. That’s not a big deal. We 
don’t want to talk about that that much. (The director, Interview, 4 November 
2010) 

The center had been really careful about the information flow. The director was 

open with me when I interviewed her, but she reminded me to keep it private. Based on 

her experiences, the more people that get involved, the more complex the situation 

becomes.  

Everything else is confidential plus when you share it, seems like you are opening 
door for their feedback and their opinions about it. And we feel strongly about 
how we handle things. If the teachers have concerns, then they address us. But the 
more people you get involved and tried to handle that the worse. This is our 
school so we get to be controlled that. (The director, Interview, 16 February 2011) 

In other words, administrators had controlled the flow of information to limit the 

parental power in the decision-making process. It had been a strategy to help decide how 

much administrators want to take the parents’ opinions into consideration. This strategy 

was one of the factors which were found that school principals used to suppress conflict 

and exclude parents’ interests in formal arenas (Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008). 

This study showed that it also could be a useful strategy of preventing conflict in informal 

arenas.  

Facing-conflict strategies  

1. Taking and handling every issue seriously 

During my observations, I saw a lot of meetings happen. The administrators 

grouped together and discussed something very seriously. Sometimes, it was acceptable 
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for me to be present, but most of the time, because of the issue of confidentiality; I could 

not attend the meetings. However, I could see how administrators handled parental 

concerns, therefore, resulting in being satisfied with administrators’ attitudes of handling 

issues. In a mother’s words:  

We talked to the teacher first, and just let them know we were concerned because 
she is crying everyday again. We think: is something going on at school? So we 
talk to the teacher first, then to the assistant director, Ms. Joan, just about that we 
were unhappy with everything was rowed out. We don’t like the transition and we 
hope that everything forward can be stable. They did their best to make sure that 
just an odd game that happen. They can’t predict the all three leave. I think they 
handle it very well once we brought it up. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 
2010) 

Moreover, Pfeffer (1992) stated that how issues are framed influences how things 

are viewed and can affect the exercise of power and influence. Administrators would lead 

parents to re-identify the problem and then find methods to solve it. For example, one of 

the mothers, whose child was in the toddler room, thought that her child’s class did not 

provide enough stimulation for the children. Through the discussions, the administrators 

showed parents the lesson plans and they all agreed that this classroom lacked art projects. 

So the problem changed from the lack of an appropriate curriculum to only the needs of 

more art projects (Field notes, Observations, 19 January 2011). Then a week later, the 

toddler classroom started to display different kinds of children’s artworks and then 

parents were happy.  

I also found that the administrators usually tried to be the first to know the issues 

and solved them as soon as possible. They usually made changes very quickly to avoid 

the spread of parents’ concerns. Even if they felt the change was unnecessary, they would 

still do something to satisfy the parents.  

Sometimes, you just say: ‘Give us more time and trust us.’ ‘We notice some of the 
things that you said, and we saw some of the same concerns.’ Changing in some 
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areas. So they know that they were heard in the words. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 
October 2010) 

This finding is similar to what Corbett (1991) found, the administrators usually 

tried to secure parental influence in the building through endorsement. In Corbett’s case, 

the principal made the concessions to resolve a minor issue before it became a heated one 

(p.86). However, I would say that what administrators in this case did was not to made 

concessions to resolve a minor issue. What they did was tried to show parents that their 

perspectives were valued, and the center was willing to make changes for getting better. 

All decisions were made regarding to the best interests of children.  

If the parents who had come to the administrators to complain about something 

which did not involve the person, they would tell the parents tactfully that it was not their 

responsibility to pass on the information and encouraged the person who was involved to 

talk to them directly.  

We have room parents came to us and say, this and this. I had five people come up 
to me and talked about certain child in that classroom. That is not your business. 
That is exactly what we have to say with them. We will deal with those concerns 
if those parents have concerns, they can come and speak to us individually. 
Otherwise, we cannot take that as an issue from you, because you are not the 
parents with the concern, and you are not the teacher. (Ms. Emily, Interview, 2 
February 2011) 

By using this strategy, the administrators tried to satisfy the parents from the beginning to 

avoid the parents grouping together so as not to lose control of the situation.  

2. Encouraging parents to communicate with teachers first 

Within the parent handbook, there is a section called “The Policy for Handling 

Parent Concerns”. It states that: 

If a parent has a concern, he/she should first discuss it with the lead teacher of the 
child’s class. If the lead teacher and parent cannot resolve the concern together 
and to the satisfaction of both, the matter should be brought to the attention of the 
Director. A three-way conference may be arranged at this time. If a resolution is 
not reached, the matter will then be brought to the attention of the Executive 
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Director and/or the Board of Directors for their consideration. (The BBCDC 
parent handbook, 2010, p. 19) 

If a parent came to the administrator and expressed his/her concern, usually, the 

administrator asked the parent: “Have you shared your concern with your teacher?” This 

strategy sent a message to parents that: “We believe our teachers and you should too. Our 

teachers are professional” (Field notes, Observation, 16 February, 2011). It empowered 

teachers to solve problems with the parents. However, this strategy needed to be 

undertaken carefully, or parents felt that administrators were avoiding their 

responsibilities and could shut the door for further communications. 

Administrators also helped teachers to show their professionalism. For example, 

when they had a meeting with parents to talk about children’s behaviors or parents’ 

concerns about a class, administrators usually asked teachers to hold the meeting. Ms. 

Ashley talked about her experience of discussing a child’s special needs with his parents 

in a private meeting.  

It’s like a group. When we did it, we had two teachers from our room that work 
with the kid every day, and then we had the director, and the executive director, 
and the two parents. The director kind of introduced, we all care about the child, 
and that’s why we are here. And they said I was responsible for talking about the 
concerns, because the directors don’t see the kid every day. They just trust what I 
had said or what I have done of the developmental sheet. Then I just talked about 
what was going on in the class, and we just kind of talked about it. (Ms. Ashley, 
Interview, 18 November 2010) 

Another example was that no matter whose idea it was, administrators gave credit 

to the teachers. For example, there was a girl in Ms. Joyce’s class who was older than the 

other children. Administrators and Ms. Joyce had a meeting and created a special plan for 

the girl. They planned to take the girl to the toddler room for a couple hours every day but 

still fed her and changed her in the infant classroom. Ms. Joyce was responsible for 

holding the meeting and presenting the plan. The girl’s mother was so happy about this 
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plan and gave Ms. Joyce the credit for this special arrangement.  

In this case, administrators used a couple of control strategies toward teachers and 

parents; however, the strategy of asking parents to talk to teachers first was close to Blase 

& Anderson’s (1995) descriptions of facilitative strategies, which enhanced teacher 

empowerment. By using this strategy, administrators demonstrate their trust in teachers, 

encourage individual teacher autonomy, and give rewards to teachers. When talking about 

teacher autonomy, Blase & Anderson indicated that the level of classroom autonomy 

teachers possessed was sufficient for them to feel in control of classroom affairs. Based 

on my observations, this strategy provided teachers the feeling of control of their 

classroom while administrators still remain control of classroom and parent-school 

interactions. Moreover, in Blase & Anderson’s article, giving rewards was conducted by 

principals’ pressing praise. However, this study found another way of doing it. Through 

administrators’ use of this strategy, teachers gain reputation and praise from parents. This 

was one of the significant findings of this study.  

3. Waiting 

Administrators knew that sometimes, parents needed time to manage extra 

information from teachers and administrators, and their emotions. Moreover, sometimes, 

things changed. For example, if parents’ concerns were related to other child’s behavior, 

like biting, the center worked on preventing the child from being bitted, and helped the 

biting child learn and develop. However, it was a process, and parents were not always 

happy about the center not guaranteeing that their child would not be bit again. At this 

time, besides explaining and trying to calm parents down, administrators just waited and 

did not push parents to recognize or totally agree with the center’s ways of doing things. 

The director described a case of handling a biting issue by using the strategy of waiting.  

We will just explain that children bit for different reasons, and we are so sorry 
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your child is bitten. The parents for biting want to know that their child will never 
get bitten again. I can just explain that: that child goes through that, and we are 
doing the best of we can. It’s hard. A lot of time, they are, when we explain that 
why we don’t kick them out and why we don’t do time out, and we talk about, for 
the biting, all of the different reasons that a child bits, and we have to figure out 
why they are doing that and then we can help them…. But sometimes, they leave 
upset, because we can’t guarantee it. Nobody usually ends up leaving the center. 
Because they just stay mad for a little while, and then they are fine. And then the 
child stop biting and they are fine. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

Administrators waited for parents to change their minds or to calm down, for child to stop 

the biting, and for their methods to show the effects. Unlike Pfeffer’s waiting game 

(Pfeffer, 1992), administrators did not use this strategy to show their power toward 

parents. Their purposes were mainly to make time to allow changes to happen.  

4. Suggesting leaving for a better place  

This was administrators’ last step when they felt parents’ concerns strongly 

violated the center’s philosophy, and it was hard to reach a common goal. During my 

observation, I did not meet any parent who had strong opinions and end up leaving the 

center. However, based on administrators’ words, this kind of situation happened once in 

a while. The main issue was usually related to child’s academic learning. Ms. Pam 

recalled her experience of handling one parent’s concerns, she said: 

That was a situation where the classroom was doing the exactly the right thing, 
and she wanted things that won’t appropriate for the age level of the kids. We 
tried to explain the whole child, social development, and all the different areas. 
But they want what they want. And that’s ok….She ended up leaving. She ended 
up going to a really academic program, that’s what she was really wanting. We are 
not. We know what we are doing. We know the research on early childhood 
education. If we communicate that knowledge with people and that still is not 
what they want, then we don’t want them to stay here and be unhappy and want us 
to change, because we know we are doing the best thing for the kids. (Ms. Pam, 
Interview, 21 October 2010) 

The center tried to explain their philosophies and showed parents the importance 

of reaching every developmental area. However, this parent still insisted on her 
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perspective, so administrators ended up suggesting that this parent find other centers that 

could meet her needs.  

From administrators’ perspectives, the center was still a place of education and its 

philosophy should not be violated. The center would not do anything to hurt a child 

because of their parents’ needs, and sometimes, parents should be educated.  

But again, it’s education. We have to help teach them, give them the skills to 
understand this is developmental issue. But sometimes, you can give parents all of 
these things, and they still don’t get it. We have parents leave, very few, but we 
have parents leave before, because they don’t agree with our philosophy. That’s 
fine, because these parents don’t want to hear. Difficult can be on that they don’t 
agree with our policies. Like the August step out. They want to off the whole 
summer. They don’t understand why they can’t, and why they have to lose their 
spot. Just there can be lots of different reasons for parents to be difficult or tough. 
But the hardest one is the one related to the child specifically. (The executive 
director, Interview, 27 October, 2010) 

Since I did not have a chance to observe administrators to use this strategy, it was hard to 

evaluate the effectiveness and understand parents’ perspectives. This was a unique 

strategy which was never found by previous studies. It might result from the research 

setting was privately owned.  

Teachers’ perspectives and strategies toward working with the parents and the 
parent involvement policy of the center 

Teachers faced children and their parents directly every day. Their beliefs about 

parents’ roles in their child’s learning, parents’ involvement, and parents’ interests in early 

childhood education influenced their attitudes and behaviors while interacting with 

parents. I explored the teachers’ perspectives and their strategies of working with parents 

in the BBCDC.  

Perspectives and interests 

Teachers of the BBCDC recognized the important role which parents play in their 
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children’s education and also understood parents’ needs in general. Most teachers 

expressed that parents were important in their children’s learning, and parents were 

welcome to come to the classroom and understand their children’s school life.  

I think it [the role of the parents in their child’s learning] is important. I think if 
parents are on board, working with their kids, instating a lot of learning, and 
helping them with learning how to be around with their friends and stuff. Only so 
much we can do, especially in the part time, some of them are only here two days 
a week, four and half hours. Obviously if the parents aren’t on board with these, 
we are not, just not to get as much done. (Ms. June, Interview, 26 January 2011) 

The teachers thought that if parents were involved in their children’s school life more, 

teachers would have more chances to understand the children and their families, and to 

build better relationships with them. The good relationships and “family like feeling” (Ms. 

April, Interview, 3 December 2010) would make everything easier, especially when 

teachers had concerns about the children. Ms. April said:  

I like knowing them, makes me more comfortable talking to them if I have a 
concern. I am more likely to and work well with a parent that I have seen more 
often than a parent, like the father who did not know if I was credible to tell him 
his child is not ready for preschool. His mom understood where this was coming 
from, but the dad did not. His dad doesn’t know me. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 
December 2010) 

Therefore, we can see how the teachers valued their relationships with parents and the 

importance of parental involvement.  

Although all teachers said they realized the importance of the parents and their 

desire in connecting with them, few teachers pointed out that children should be their 

main focus, and it should not be a teacher’s job to pay too much attention to parents.  

Building relationships with parents is a lot harder than with children, because 
there is no conception of what should be or should not be. It’s so difficult. I think I 
am not as interested in parents as I am in children. So, I attempt to focus on that 
now. I am here for the kids not for the parents. I also know that parents want me. I 
can get the kids pretty easy, but I can’t with the parents. (Ms. Fanny, Interview, 30 
November 2010) 
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However, because of the center’s policy, these teachers had to do certain things to 

communicate with parents. They did try and be progressive, but it was a little hard for 

them to do that, especially for daily communication, based on my observations. For 

example, Ms. Fanny did post all the information on her board, like newsletters, lesson 

plans, and daily schedules. However, during the drop-off time, she was usually very busy 

with handling children. Some parents in her class stayed longer and wanted to get 

involved, but Ms. Fanny just let them stay in her class and instead interacted with the 

children without having too much conversation with parents. Even when some parents 

started the conversations, Ms. Fanny responded in a short way and her attention was then 

shifted back to the children very quickly. During the interview, Ms. Fanny reflected on 

one of her experiences, and pointed out her own weaknesses on daily communications.  

A couple weeks ago, one of the parents kind of said: “how are you doing these 
things?” I think I didn’t communicate things well. This is our message board, this 
is this and this is that. I also think that’s their responsibility to read the newsletters 
that I can be informed as well. I don’t think I should be saying every day on the 
newsletters. I think those parents think differently. They are in a hurry to get 
interacting with the classroom. But I believe that I am working on that, too. It is a 
working progress. (Ms. Fanny, Interview, 30 November 2010) 

From teachers’ perspectives, parents’ reasons of sending their child to the BBCDC 

varied depending on which program their children were enrolled in. The teachers pointed 

out the difference between parents in the part-time programs and the full-time programs.  

Based on their experiences and observations, socialization was their main purpose 

of sending their children to school for parents in the part-time programs. For parents in 

the full-time programs, they wanted their child to be well educated.  All of them, 

however, wanted their children to be loved and to have good experiences. 

I think they want, obviously, their kids to enjoy being here, and learn new 
educational stuff. But, I think more than anything, they just want their kid to learn 
how to socialize at this age. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 
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Mostly, I find in part-time, the parents always say: “We just want them to learn to 
play with other kids.” You do get some of them say: “I want them to learn…” 
Because we will ask them in the conferences, we share goals for your child for the 
rest of year, and some will say I want them to learn ABC, how to write their 
names. We have to tell them: “we only do as much as your child wants to do.” If 
they aren’t interested in writing their names, we are not going to force them to do, 
because that’s going to mean anything to them. But, in the full time, I found more 
like: we want them to learn, learn, learn…and part time is more like: let them play, 
let them be around kids, learn how to interact, and learn how to problems solve. 
That’s the big difference. You do get some, but the majority is like that. (Ms. 
Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Just basically the kids are taking care of, and then the kids are in the new 
environment that is full of love, and educational is done. You don’t want your kids 
are just sitting on blocks all day and every day. I think parents will know that if 
we love them, because the kids go home every day crying or something, because 
we are not meeting the kids’ needs they are going to act out in somewhere. (Ms. 
Fanny, Interview, 30 November 2010) 

All of the teachers believed that they and the center did a great job on meeting 

different parents’ needs. Also, teachers believed that teachers were not substitutes for 

parents but they were there to provide support for parents on raising their children.  

Just be supportive. It’s their job, first. They are the most important people on their 
kids’ life and we are just here to help out. I think support is a big part of it. 
Sometimes, kids can be frustrating. You can have very smart kids who don’t want 
to listen to you. They can be very grumpy. Sometimes, you just need someone to 
be like: “it will be ok.” Or “They will grow up. They will stop doing it.” I guess 
just support, and ideas. If the ideas don’t work, there are other people to contact. 
(Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

I think that that is one of the reasons that teachers in the BBCDC work harder to connect 

children’s school life with their families.  

Unlike the previous studies which showed teachers’ lack of knowledge to work 

with parents (Baker, et al., 1999; Celebuski & Farris, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2002; 

Lawson, 2003; McBride & Lin, 1996; Shumow & Harris, 2000) and seeing parents as 

others (Hughes & Naughton, 2000; Tveit, 2009), teachers in the BBCDC seems to 

recognize parents’ diverse needs and valued their knowledge about their child and their 
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roles in their child’s learning.  

Strategies 

Teachers’ strategies toward parents reflected their expectations and perspectives 

about what kind of roles parents should play in their children’s learning. Similarly, the 

strategies used toward administrators resulted from how teachers identified their 

responsibility and roles on the center’s policies of working with parents. 

 Toward parents 

Five day-to-day strategies were found for teachers to use toward parents, 

including keeping open and healthy relationships, seeing parents as resources, sharing 

positive information, showing their professional, and getting parents involved. Two 

facing-conflict strategies were bringing administrators into play, and not taking it 

personal. I describe each of them below.  

Day-to-day strategies 

1. Keeping open and good relationships 

All of the teachers I interviewed indicated that they were open with parents, and 

they wanted parents to be open with them, too. Through this open communication, they 

wanted to have a good relationship with the parents.  

I just let them know the open door policy if they have any concern or issue, I want 
them to feel comfortable talking to me about it. I think that’s work pretty well. 
Most of them are pretty open and they will email me if they have concerns. I 
respond to them as soon as possible. I want them to make sure they feel their child 
is safe and happy……. Just the communication, I want them to feel like they can 
be open with me and I think that has been successful because there have been 
people emailed me their concerns. So that makes me happy, because I want them 
to feel that way, and I want to know when something happens, because it’s my job. 
(Ms. Aster, Interview, 3 November 2010) 

In addition to the methods the center asked them to do, some of the teachers did extra 

work to share information with parents. Some teachers use daily sheets, some use email, 
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and some use the website to post the curriculum and pictures of the children. 

Since they asked parents to express their needs and concerns, parents did tell 

teachers about their feelings and the things that they cared about. When teachers got 

concerns or suggestions from parents, they usually tried to understand, showed the 

parents that they did care, and explained or made changes.  

Usually, I try to be very open, and just listen, and say: “Ok, I hear what you are 
saying.” Make sure they understand that I am taking it seriously, and I know they 
have a concern. I will try to think, if I were a parent, how would I feel or what 
would I want teachers to say? Not I tell them because I just because that what they 
want to hear. I try to be sympathetic and realized that can be frustrating when their 
kids is doing things at school. “Their kids are the best they got. They are giving 
you the best they got. Even though might be frustrating. You might see things 
differently, but still their kids and they love them more than anything.” Think 
about that. (Ms. June, Interview, 26 January 2011) 

Just explaining, I guess. Everybody wants to be explained. You want to be 
responded like they care about what you are worry about, and explain how it is. 
This is the same for kids, the same for the parents. I want that too. I want someone 
to explain to me. We just treat everybody like that. It works. This is these all 
trainings about. It works. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

The ways of parents chose to express their concerns were influenced by parents’ 

perceptions of if the teacher is open enough and their relationships with the teachers. For 

example, Ms. Aster and the parents in her classroom had very good relationships. She 

was open with parents and asked for their opinions. Parents felt like they could tell her 

about anything. When one of the moms saw Ms. Aster leave a knife on the counter. She 

told her directly and decided not to tell administrators, because she believed that Ms. 

Aster would be more careful with this kind of thing and she wanted to save her face for 

her. On the contrary, Ms. Fanny had trouble to build relationships with parents, and the 

parents in her class also felt that Ms. Fanny was defensive about different perspectives. 

So when they had concerns, they went to the director, no matter how serious the issue 

was.  
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Therefore, the relationships between parents and teacher influenced how easily 

teachers gained information from parents, especially when parents had concerns. More 

information they get, more quickly they can respond or deal with it. Information and 

timing were important elements of political strategy and tactics (Pfeffer, 1992). Moreover, 

teachers’ strategy of maintaining open, intensive, and constant communication with 

parents was also found by Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv (2008). However, unlike their 

case, teachers of the BBCDC did not use this strategy only to inform parents about their 

abilities and school’s decisions, but also to ask for more information from parents. What 

the BBCDC teachers expected and created was a two-way communication, which helped 

to position teachers in a more active role in the power game.  

2. Seeing parents as resources  

Ms. Kae said that: “The whole philosophy for the school is to have a partnership 

with the parents” (Ms. Kae, Interview, 9 December 2010). Therefore, when facing 

suggestions and critiques from parents, some teachers used all the information to reflect 

on their practices, to challenge themselves and to make changes.  

So, I usually explain to them the reason and then if it’s something that could be 
preventable in the future or done differently, I will do that and tell them. Like the 
knife thing. We are having no knife. Even we did the pumpkin, I checked with 
them. I feel better too. So I am having no knife in the room. If we need to cut 
something out, we do it before hand or going to the kitchen. (Ms. Aster, Interview, 
13 January 2011) 

From teachers’ perspectives, parents are the person who understands their child 

the most. It was a good resource for teachers to gain more information and to use this 

information to design their curriculum. Teachers also could learn from parents about the 

world and the children. 

Sometimes it’s a little challenging, like this week is Hanukkah week. I am not 
Jewish, and have never celebrated the Hanukkah. I really don’t know anything 
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about it. But I have parents expressed that they want their child to bring in the 
book. So, I decide to make the whole week about that. Took a part of myself to 
learn about the Hanukkah, and what it means. I kind of figure out what the 
activities to do with the two-year-old appropriated. So, maybe, before I talked to 
the parents, maybe Hanukkah isn’t on the top of my list of things to do, but ended 
up being very awesome. I try to be open-minded and kind of just go with the flow. 
I always talk to the parents. If your child has an interest at home, tell me about it. 
Because if they are interested, maybe their little friends will be, too, and I am 
always open to parents give me ideas as far as what topic to learn about. They 
know their kids better than anybody. Kids are learning a lot of more these days 
than I did. So, I want to make sure that I am teaching them that they are really 
interested in. If there is something out there that is the kids of this age are 
interested in or the ways that they are learning that I am not aware, I want to be 
aware of it. I think that is nice… They know their kids better than anyone. (Ms. 
April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

Teachers used this strategy to make parent feel like they were part of their child’s 

school life. In this case, the Jewish parents felt that their family and culture was respected, 

and teachers tried to connect the child’s family with their school life. The chance that 

teachers provided for parents to endow their knowledge about children and the world 

made parents feel good. Moreover, teachers created an image of continuing development, 

which strengthened their professional image. Unlike Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv’s 

(2008) finding, which pointed out that teachers intended to decrease the impact of parents’ 

intervention in their work by pleasing parents, like by treating their children more kindly 

and as favorites, teachers in this case showed a more positive way of coping with parents’ 

influences.  

3. Sharing positive information (not telling everything) 

Sharing positive information was a strategy that teachers used almost daily. 

Teachers shared positive stories about the children’s school life with the parents during 

drop-off and pick-up time. They did that for a couple reasons. The first reason was to 

show parents their child’s day. They believed that these positive things could make 

parents happy and feel connected with their child’s school life. 
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Just like to share good stories. I want to share as much as I can about all the good 
fun stuff we do at school too. Because that makes them feel more connected. They 
miss their kids. They work all day. They don’t get to see all the fun stuff we do. 
Because also, as parents, if you just drop off, you only see what we are doing for 
five minutes, and when you pick up, you only see what we are doing for five 
minutes. But during the day, we do circle time, we have music, we have Spanish, 
we do tones of stuff and you will never see it, if we don’t take pictures. If we 
don’t talk to them, they will never really know about it, because they are not there 
during the day. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

Just to make them happy. Make them happy and let them know what their kid did 
all day. It’s hard to drop a kid off and leave them with someone, to come in and 
hear like he had a good day. It makes them happy. It makes me happy to make 
them happy. Because I know as a mom, I love hearing what Eli did, what she 
made, or come in and see her little project. It makes me happy. I know it makes 
them happy and makes them feel good, and I like that. I like they know. (Ms. 
Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Teachers understood that parents felt guilty about leaving their child in the center, 

and wanted to know everything about their child. However, the other reason they focused 

only on telling positive stories was that they do not want parents to worry about their 

child and their life at school. Most of the teachers preferred to handle a child’s bad 

behavior at school by themselves unless it was a big issue which needed parents’ help and 

attention.  

I am always positive. I usually don’t bring anything up to them [the parents] 
unless it’s major and someone got hurt, because stuff happen. They are all 
learning them. I am open with that, but not too little picky thing that are 
unnecessarily to worry about. (Ms. Aster, Interview, 13 January 2011) 

From a teacher’s perspective, a worried parent could lead to a lot of unnecessary troubles. 

For example, a child’s certain behaviors only happen within the group life, like not 

sharing or hitting. For teachers, all these behaviors could be counted as normal and they 

believed that through discussing and practicing, children could learn and progress. 

However, parents might not have understood that. If teachers told parents everything, 

including good things and bad things, parents could feel guilty about their child’s bad 
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behavior, blame their child for their behavior at school, or even question the teacher’s 

ways of handling the children’s behaviors. These responses could influence parent-child 

relationships, parent-teacher relationships, or teacher-child relationships. These were not 

what teachers wanted to happen.  

Some of the teachers used this strategy because administrators asked them to do 

that. In the section of administrators’ strategies, I have discussed administrators’ reasons 

for providing positive information, for building their professional image and limiting 

parents’ influences in the center. Teachers expressed that they understood administrators’ 

reasons about “sugar-coat” issues. However, sometimes, they felt this “rule” restricted 

their ability to solve problems.  

I got it, I know parents paying a lot to send their kid here. Sometimes I find that 
annoying because it feels like we can’t be totally honest with the parents. When 
we have some problems with the children, like Tommy cannot be here without 
screaming. I told you he screamed three days out of the week. Tommy’s mom, I 
know his mom, but it’s funny, if the parents are on the board, or their friends or 
people are on the board, they will really want you to tell the parents that 
everything is great. To down play the problem. To make the status not so urgent. 
They want the parents to feel like we have completely control of it, so that’s the 
frustrating part. If you really want to be honest with them, sometimes she has to 
play up, like it’s not as big as the problem. It’s not a lie. It’s like a secret. Just kind 
of sugar-coat. They want you kind of sugar-coat situation with the parents, 
because they pay money to send their kids here. Like they want us to present to 
them that their child is happy, which that’s fine, I don’t really want parents bring 
down my neck. So I understand why they do it. It’s probably the school thing. I 
have no problem of being professional. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

Another reason was because teachers did not want parents to feel they were 

incapable of doing their jobs well or they did not love their child.  

I don’t want parents to think I am like extremely frustrated, because I am not. 
Some days are harder than others, but I still love them. I don’t want them to think 
I am being negative. A lot of time parents don’t want to acknowledge what their 
children do, because they can’t see it, like maybe how their behavior is a lot of 
different than the other kids. It’s hard for them to acknowledge their child be bad. 
Not listen. If I can do it here, if it’s improving, I don’t feel the needs to going to 
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parents. (Ms. Aster, Interview, 13 January 2011) 

Therefore, when they needed to say something to parents, teachers were usually very 

careful about the words they used and the attitude they showed. Teachers did not want 

parents to feel that they left the problem unresolved, blamed or questioned parents’ 

abilities, or blamed the child who did these things. Both reasons resulted in teachers using 

this strategy frequently.  

4. Showing their professional 

Casually, administrators reminded teachers to show their professionalism toward 

parents, and teachers did try to act professional while interacting with parents consciously 

or unconsciously. Consciously, teachers displayed lesson plans, articles, agendas of the 

day, and other information, which showed parents that they had control of the classroom. 

Teachers also showed parents their abilities of handling any problem in her classroom. 

For example, when parents mentioned some issues, which had been noticed by teachers, 

teachers would usually say: “I am aware of the problem, and we are working on it. We 

tried several ways and some of the methods seem worked well” (Field notes, Observation, 

17 November 2010). If it was an issue that teachers did not realize, teachers would say 

that: “Thank you for letting me know. I will pay attention to it, and let you know how I 

will handle it” (Field notes, Observation, 14 January 2011). Teachers did not easily show 

parents that they were surprised about what parents found or let parents feel that they did 

not know how to deal with the issue. 

You need to show them you know what you are talking about. I try. I am a really 
shy person. Unless I am very comfortable, I don’t really talk much. It takes me a 
lot to talk to the parents. I think I do talk to parents. I think what they said is to put 
yourself out there and let them know what you are doing in the classroom. Talk to 
them. Show them your lesson plan. Don’t be sloppy about it. Make everything 
look good. Show yourself to them. When you are coming with your son to the 
school, we are presenting our classroom to you, so be professional about it. “How 
are you doing?” instead “What’s up?” Nice to meet you. Don’t ignore parents 
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when they come to your room. Some teachers won’t always greet the kids and the 
parents. We always greet the kids. We will say hi to you, but, always be the kids. 
We try to do that a lot. (Ms. Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Some teachers designed very special curriculum or activities for their class once a 

while. Ms. April made a film for each child and then gave it to each child’s family as a 

present at the end of the year. She said: “And the end of year last year, actually I went a 

little bit above and beyond for my parent gift. We did an end of year project… That was 

kind of my way of really making giving to the parents. I gave them, and they were like, 

OH!” (Interview Ms. April, 20101202). For this project, Ms. April listed twenty questions, 

and interviewed each child, then video-taped the interview and edited it to make a DVD 

for each child. One year later, when I interviewed the parents in Ms. April’s class last year, 

they all mentioned how they loved this DVD and how professional Ms. April was.  

Unconsciously, teachers’ actions also wanted parents to feel that they were 

professionals. For example, they smiled toward parents even if some children made them 

feel frustrated. Ms. Aster was upset about a situation in her classroom and had just dealt 

with some of the children’s behaviors before pick-up time. However, when parents started 

to show up, she still smiled toward parents and talked to them as usual. Some parents 

heard some children screaming, and asked Ms. Aster about it. Ms. Aster still smiled and 

reassured the parents that everything was okay and under control. Displaying their 

mastery in teaching was also one of teachers’ strategies while coping with parents’ 

empowerment in Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv’s study (2008). By using this strategy, 

teachers wanted to persuade parents that they can be trusted to deliver the appropriate 

educational services. Parents’ trust in teachers’ professional decrease the chances of 

challenging, questioning, and ignoring teachers’ authority (Pfeffer, 1992) and helped 

teachers to gain more power while facing parents’ concerns.  

5. Getting parents involved 
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Since teachers believed in their professional abilities, they wanted parents to get 

involved. They believed that if parents could see things through their own eyes, they 

would be more supportive and trust teachers more.  

For them to know what their kids are doing, for them to feel confident. It’s not 
like a baby sitter. I kind of get insulted when people say we are like child care, 
because I don’t think we are just like, everybody in a room and we just watch 
them. That’s not what the school is. We are here, at school. We do lesson. We 
check based on development. You work on things one on one. We just want to 
share all the stuff we do for their kids so they know. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 
November 2010) 

Especially for the parents of younger children, teachers wanted parents to get 

involved the most, because of the younger children’s limited language ability.  

I think they should be very active in there, especially when their children are 
unable to verbalize to the teachers or everything. I mean sometimes, a child I can’t 
understand the words that they might be saying, but their parents can tell you 
exactly what they are saying. In that case, it’s like if a child needs or wants 
something, maybe the parent is able to know that. So they need to able to be the 
one to communicate to myself. I think the kids are still in the age where they 
really need their mom and dad around a lot. I always invite the parents if they 
want to come for lunch one day, or if just come and play for a while. Kids love 
when their mom and dad show up. I used to love it when I was in elementary 
school; my parents came for the field trip. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 
2010) 

Moreover, teachers believed that the more parents got involved, the more they 

understood the center and them as teachers. A parent’s understanding helped teachers 

communicate with parents or handling their concerns.  

It’s definitely nice for me being a teacher to have active parents. I like knowing 
them. It makes me more comfortable coming and talking to them if I have a 
concern and same if they have a concern. I am more like to, work well to with a 
parent that I see more often than a parent, like the father who with not knowing if 
I was capable to tell him that his child isn’t ready for preschool. His mom 
understood where I am coming from, and his dad didn’t. His dad didn’t know me. 
It’s important. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

Based on Ms. April’s experience, this father was not involved in classroom 
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activities enough to understand the situation between her and his child. So he distrusted 

Ms. April’s evaluations and suggestions, and made Ms. April frustrated. On the contrary, 

this mother got involved more and understood the teachers and her own child’s difficulty, 

so it was easier for Ms. April to discuss with her and find a better way for the child to 

grow.  

Although teachers did not point out that they wanted to tie parents to the center 

and their child’s class by asking them to get involved, I found that teachers used this 

strategy to “build alliances by doing favor for others as well as getting others to do favors 

for us” (Pfeffer, 1992, p. 198). It was a process of commitment. For example, Ms. Aster 

asked some parents to come and help on different events, and that made parents work as a 

team with teachers while having an influence on their child’s learning. When Ms. Aster 

made a mistake, parents saw themselves as partners of Ms. Aster. They worked with Ms. 

Aster to make changes. Parents, moreover, did not want to see Ms. Aster being punished 

by administrators so they kept Ms. Aster’s fault a secret.  

Facing-conflict strategies 

1. Bringing administrators into play 

Administrators were important resources for teachers during the process of 

handling parental concerns. This strategy was used in a couple of different situations. The 

first kind was that when teachers felt that parents needed to be reassured by a person of 

authority, they would tell parents that they had already talked to administrators and 

administrators agreed with what they did or their decision.  

A lot of times, they just tell the parents: I spoke to Ms. Joan or I spoke to Ms. 
Clare, and this is what we are doing. And then this makes them feel better. The 
parents like to hear that they are not alone. They don’t just let it go. They like to 
know: “Good! You are talking to someone else.” (The director, Interview, 4 
November 2010) 
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I have spoken to the office and they are on the same idea as I am as perhaps he is 
not ready for preschool yet, which is right they gave me the ok to kind talk to the 
parents and say suggest that. But it automatically upsets the parents. We can’t kick 
them out of the school. But I feel when the parents have a meeting set up with 
Kristy. I feel like once she reassured that I am not just telling them this because I 
am incompetent or something. They just want to hear and reassure that that’s 
actually happening. (Interview Ms. April, 20101203) 

The second kind of situation was that teachers would say to parents: “You are 

welcome to talk to administrators” (Field notes, Observation, 10 November 2010). 

Teachers said that when they felt this particular parent was hard to communicate with and 

he or she was asking for something unreasonable. They used this strategy to stop parents 

from complaining.  

Every once a while, the teachers will say you are welcome to talk to the director. 
Feel free. At that time, we need to all sit down and talk, so you will feel better. We 
are pretty open to it. (The director, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

It was in a party that she told me. I said: ok, we discuss it here. I told her: ‘Ms. 
Kae and I are really stern with negative actions of the kids.’ If we see kids pushing, 
hitting, or fighting, we will very consistently tell them: ‘It’s not ok. We don’t do 
that at school.’ We address the kid who is been hit to use your words and tell them: 
‘I don’t like it when you hit me. You have to stop.’ That’s how they learn. She 
wasn’t happy with that. We told her. She talked to me about it and she talk to Ms. 
Kae about it. She told her to talk to Ms. Joan, the director, because she wasn’t 
happy with what we told her. Ms. Joan told her the same thing. And she is fine, 
now. She is calm down now. (Ms. Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Teachers wanted to show parents that they should believe in teachers’ abilities. 

Teachers also wanted parents to know that teachers were professionals, and worked as a 

team with administrators. Pfeffer (1992) indicated that reputation and performance are 

important sources of power. By using this strategy, teachers tried to show parents their 

abilities of doing their jobs well and acquired reputation. In this case, both did help 

teachers on decreasing parents’ mistrust of teachers’ abilities and on handling parents’ 

concerns.  

2. Do not get personal 
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This was a strategy that teachers used so as to not feel defensive while facing 

parental concerns or critiques.  

There are some parents who are not a good communicator in general, and so when 
they talk to me, it’s hard. If they are using language or words that are kind of 
aggressive, sometimes I have to stop and think. It’s hard for me not to get kind of, 
why are you talking to me like that? It’s not my fault. That can happen. It happens 
all the time. Again, it’s just me thinking like, ok, it’s ok. It’s not about me. Tell me 
about it. It’s hard in general for stuff like that to get to me. Try to see from their 
perspectives again. I hear that. I take all that seriously and then just be able to 
keep my eyes for it. Usually works. (Ms. June, Interview, 26 January 2011) 

By not taking it personal, teachers could calm themselves and listen to parents’ 

opinions, try to understand where the issue came from, and find a better way to solve the 

problem. Parents also could sense teachers’ attitudes. Based on my observations, the more 

open-mind teachers were, the easier to decrease parents’ negative response and solve the 

problem. This was a unique strategy which had never been discussed by previous studies.  

 Toward administrators 

While dealing with issues related to parents, two day-to-day strategies were found 

for teachers to use toward administrators, including following the center’s policies, and 

reporting anything which could become an issue. One facing-conflict strategy was asking 

administrators’ opinions and support.  

Day-to-day strategies 

1. Following the center’s policies 

Teachers used this strategy in two ways. The first way was to follow policies 

actively to get support and approval from administrators, especially when facing concerns 

from parents. No matter what the teachers’ believed, they usually followed the center’s 

policies when they interacted with parents. In general, teachers used this strategy to 

protect themselves. Particularly, if something happened, it made teachers gain 



 140

administrators’ support easier. For example, the BBCDC used a certain kind of discipline 

method, and all teachers followed the rules. Ms. April indicated that: 

We basically have to follow school’s discipline method, what the school teaches 
us. We all at school follow. None of us at school do time out. That’s a kind of a 
broad, school-wide thing. So we can tell parents, we don’t do this at school. It’s 
not me saying it. I might do time out at home if I have a child, but at school I 
can’t do that. (Ms. April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

If a parent has a concern for a teacher’s discipline method, the teacher could gain 

supports from the administrators on explaining the center’s policy about discipline. This 

strategy is similar to Malen’s (1995) findings about protective strategies. She found that: 

Teachers accede to directives and requests initiated or supported by the principal 
even though the actions sought and secured may violate their views of ethical 
practice. They conform to rules and norms in part because they concur with them 
and in part because they calculate the costs of questioning them (e.g., alienating 
the principal, evoking sanctions from the principal). They circumvent (e.g., 
quietly disregard directives), sabotage (surreptitiously undermine the principal’s 
credibility through gossip, innuendo), and adopt other forms of ‘passive resistance’ 
(Blase, 1988). (p. 157) 

However, what Malen said, circumventing, sabotaging, and passive resistance, did not be 

found in this study.  

The second way was to passively follow the center’s policies. Teachers might not 

agree 100 percent with the center’s policy about building relationships with parents and 

parent involvement, but because they were the administrators’ directives, they still 

followed the policies. For example, administrators asked teachers to see parents as 

customers, but not all of the teachers agreed with these comments. Ms. April said: “I got 

it, I know parents paying a lot to send their kid here. Sometimes I find that annoying 

because it feels like we can’t be totally honest with the parents” (Ms. April, Interview, 3 

December 2010). However, they still followed administrators’ directives to post their 

lesson plans, adjust parents’ needs, and provide only positive information.  
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I found that whether doing it actively or passively, teachers used this strategy to 

create the like-minded image and to show administrators that they are a part of the team. 

For example, the teachers who did great job on following the DAP guidelines, which is 

an important philosophy of the center, are more trusted by administrators. If parents 

complain about these like-minded teachers, which was unusual, administrators were 

quicker to stand up for teachers and provide more resources on solving problems. If 

teachers came to administrators to express their needs, administrators usually tended to 

think that the like-minded teachers were in urgent need of help and these teachers gained 

the scarce resources easier than the teachers who questioned the center’s policies or did 

not follow policies. The scarce resources could be money, extra helper, or the attention 

from administrators. Pfeffer (1992) pointed out that “Social consensus which emerges 

from the process of informational social influence, tends to reinforce interpersonal 

attraction and good feelings among those who share the consensus” (p. 208) and “We 

most prefer to say yes to the requests of people we know and like” (p. 213). His statement 

helped with explaining how this strategy worked for teachers in this case.  

2. Reporting everything which could become an issue 

Teachers informed administrators about parents’ concerns and anything which 

could become an issue. Keeping administrators informed helped administrators deal with 

parents’ concerns early, and avoided issues from becoming serious. Moreover, it also 

helped administrators show their management abilities and their ability to control what 

happened in the center. Teachers realized the importance of informing administrators 

about certain things, so they were very good at it. Ms. Caroline indicated that: “If a parent 

start to complain we would let them know, ok, we have this parent that’s upset. Just let 

them to be aware. In case that does go or spread to something serious” (Ms. Caroline, 

Interview, 23 November 2010). Ms. June also said: 
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Because it’s good for them to know if there is something going on, if a parent has 
a strong concern. Want to get their opinions. Make sure I am handling it properly. 
And also, if there is a more serious problem that involves the children, I need 
them to be prepared, in case another parent will come to talk to them. So they 
know what’s going on. They don’t just say: “What?” (Ms. June, Interview, 26 
January 2011) 

Besides, teachers also needed to get administrators’ approval before they talked to 

parents about any concerns, and teachers usually followed this rule.  

We never say anything like we are concerned about their kid before we talk to the 
director. We need to get them approved. You are responsible to. If I have concerns 
about somebody in my class, I will be responsible for telling the director before 
the parents. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

When I shadowed the director, a couple of teachers did come to talk to Ms. Joan 

about parents’ concerns or things that happened in their class. For example, Ms. June 

came to talk about the kissing issue that happened in her class. She told Ms. Joan how she 

handled it, including how she talked to these two girls, talked to their moms, and how she 

discussed this issue in the circle time. She also told Ms. Joan about the moms’ responses 

and said: “I don’t know if they will come to you, but they seem worry about it, too. So I 

just let you know and in case they come to talk to you” (Field notes, Observation, 25 

January 2011).  

I found that teachers did that for different purposes. The first purpose was to 

inform Ms. Joan about things that happened. This was a strategy for protecting 

themselves. The second purpose was to gain support from Ms. Joan. Ms. Joan’s support 

helped teachers have more credibility in dealing with parents. The third purpose was to 

control the flow of information about their activities to those with the authority to alter 

the situation (Corbett, 1991). The person, who starts first, has the advantage of framing 

the issues and influence superiors’ actions. Teachers’ strategy of informing administrators 

about things before parents expressed their concerns toward administrators helped 
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teachers gain an advantage over parents. They could provide the selective information 

toward administrators and lead administrators’ thinking for protecting themselves.  

This strategy was close to the political strategy that Blase & Anderson (Blase & 

Anderson, 1995) called “diplomacy” (p. 84). They indicated teachers used this strategy to 

gain support from principals, seek recognition and backing, and reduce conflicts. My 

finding added one more reason of using this strategy: help to frame the issue and control 

the definition of problems.  

Facing-conflict strategies 

1. Asking the administrators’ opinions and support 

Teachers went to administrators and asked their opinions often, especially when 

parents challenged teachers’ abilities and they had tried several ways to deal with the 

issue but the problem remained. Teachers expected suggestions or help from 

administrators on redefining the problem and finding new solutions.  

Maybe the director will come, and watch the kid. We will try. Like if it’s 
behavioral, before we say: Oh, we have a problem, we will try different ways to 
fix it. If you are having hard time on that, we will try different solutions, like 
getting books. All the ways to solve it. If we have done all the possible solutions, 
and they don’t work, and then we probably need to talk about it. (Ms. Ashley, 
Interview, 18 November 2010) 

Think about ideas, find out what’s going on, and get recommendations. 
Everybody is a director here, had taught before, so. I mean some biting, or some 
throwing that’s developmentally appropriate. They are little and they get angry, 
and that happens. But if it’s like so much that, it seems not developmentally 
appropriate, so much that you are worry, and then we talk to them. A little bite 
every once a while or a hitting every once a while, I would not think it’s a big deal, 
because we just talk about it, and fix it. But if that’s not working, maybe 
something is going on. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

They will talk to me and say this is what I think will work. It’s not like they say 
you have to do that this way. It’s pretty open conversation. (Ms. June, Interview, 
26 January 2011) 



 144

Most teachers believed that administrators were big helpers. They trusted 

administrators’ abilities and their experiences of resolving problems. However, teachers 

did not ask for help from administrators every time they got concerns from parents. 

Teachers usually tried to handle the problem by themselves first. Teachers used this 

strategy in certain situations. The first situation was that they really did not know what to 

do next and pressure from parents pushed them to solve the problem as soon as possible 

or they needed to solve the problem before the parents found out. However, when they 

asked for help, they reported everything they did and showed administrators their efforts 

on this issue. How Ms. April dealt with a 2-year-old boy’s separation problem was a good 

example. Hunter cried every day after he started school for a couple weeks. His mom was 

anxious and felt uncomfortable with her son’s crying. Ms. April tried several ways to help 

Hunter, but the results were not good. Ms. April was so frustrated and went to Ms. Joan 

ask for her help and her opinion. Ms. Joan helped calm the mom and take the boy out of 

the class when he was upset. She also helped communicate with the mom and tried to 

find new ways to make the transition smoothly. From the interview, Ms. April expressed 

that she went to talk to Ms. Joan when she felt helpless and the mother was exhausted 

during that time.  

The second situation was when teachers felt powerless while dealing with parents’ 

concerns. For example, Ms. Cora went to Ms. Joan to complain about the difficulty of 

handling Parker’s problem. Ms. Cora believed that Parker had special needs and she tried 

to make Parker’s mom realize this fact. However, Parker’s mom brought a special 

education expert into the process of negotiation, and this action made Ms. Cora felt 

powerless so she came to Ms. Joan and asked for her help and support. She believed that 

by bringing in administrators it could help her gain more power in this situation. In this 

situation, teachers expected this strategy to work immediately as a tool to fight against 
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parental resources.  

The third situation was when the concerns are policy-related. Teachers had no 

way of making changes. For example, one parent came to Ms. Macy and asked her if they 

could stop the outside activities that day because of the cold weather. This was a school 

policy issue and Ms. Macy could not make the decision. So Ms. Macy came to Ms. Joan, 

and asked for her opinion. Ms. Joan told her: “No, because the licensing rules said we 

have to take children outside twice a day unless the weather is extremely cold. So tell the 

parents we have to, but make sure children wear their coast, gloves, and hat when going 

outside.” A few days later, Ms. Macy posted a note on the board and reminded parents to 

prepare enough clothes to keep their child warm. 

Unlike the strategy of ingratiation (Blase & Anderson, 1995) which also asked for 

help and advices from principals, teachers in this case used this strategy mainly to gain 

more power while interacting with parents. The purposes were different from the 

purposes of ingratiation, including exchanging for special treatment, enhancing their job 

security, and avoiding conflicts.  

Parents’ needs and strategies toward working with the center 

Parents’ needs were diverse; however, there were still some common needs which 

were presented by parents. Their strategies reflected their expectations of the 

professionals in early childhood education and their own roles in their child’s learning. 

Parents’ interests in early childhood education and their strategies of working with the 

center are described below.  

Needs and interests 

Most parents in full-time programs I interviewed were working parents, what they 

wanted from the school was a little bit different from the expectations of the parents in 
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part-time programs. For the parents of full-time programs, they needed someone to take 

care of their child while they were working. Since their children had to stay in a day care 

center for a long time, this group of parents in the BBCDC expected the center to provide 

care and education. Here are parents’ words.  

They actually have the curriculum at BBCDC. That was important. They have 
educational component to it. When we put out first child in, who was 18-month-
old, we were a little more concerns at that point, not just the environment. We 
thought that will be happy and then safe, definitely have what seems to be better 
structure as far as curriculum than the other places that we looked at. (Parent 
Cindy, Interview, 12 November 2010) 

I have an older daughter that’s ten, that also went through day care. I wasn’t as 
pleased the teacher ratio. I wasn’t as pleased the academic what she was learning 
the progress. So when I have Tiffany, I chose the school where I felt there were 
more learning experiences. There was more hand-on of the child. Even as a small 
child, Tiffany has been at BBCDC since she was two. I immediately could see her 
motor skill improving. I could see her vocabulary changing. Her interaction, her 
social skill, and all of it changed immediately. Coming from a background of 
education, I was more critical at those all things, especially when you are paying a 
lot of money, you will be a little bit critical about what they are doing to your 
child. It’s more for the community. It’s not a chain. They have higher educated 
teachers. They worry about their physical and they worry about their mental. They 
are not just all the kids play, which was my older daughter went through. So these 
were my key things when I chose the BBCDC. The exclusive, the teacher ratio, 
and the curriculum were a lot more with more about school not just play time and 
activities. It’s more about curriculum. My child was actually going to learn 
something and they actually grow for motor skill and everything else. These are 
my main reasons that I chose the BBCDC. (Parent Hope, Interview, 28 January 
2011) 

Differently, for the parents of part-time programs, because either the mother or the 

father was a stay at home parent, the reason for sending their kid to the program was 

usually socialization. They were looking for some place for their kids to have different 

experiences than their home. They wanted their kid to learn how to get along with other 

kids and to have experiences of group life. “I don’t want so much pressure so they don’t 

like schools. If you get them don’t be interested in schools now, they are not going to do 
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well in middle school or high school” (Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 November 2010). 

Parent Donna also indicated that: “I think the socialization is very important for him. I 

think again, he is around me all the time. He needs stimulations from someone else” 

(Parent Donna, Interview, 18 November 2010). The differences between the parents in 

full-time programs and in part-time program were recognized by administrators and 

teachers of the BBCDC.  

Although the reasons of sending their kids to early child care and education might 

vary, the main points of deciding where to send their kids were still similar. For example, 

parents cared about if the center was clean and safe. What kind of care and education did 

the center provide? The ratio of students to teachers, the turn-over of the teachers, the 

quality of teachers, and the climate of the center were all points that parents paid attention 

to when they visited. Parents indicated that: 

When you walk in the BBCDC immediately, all the teachers know Tiffany’s name. 
She is not just another child. She is actually somebody to each person at that 
school that they all know her and care about her. You learn that way. Your child 
come to the center every day, they learn that love and that connection. You don’t 
want them to be in the environment where they are learning bad behavior and 
hearing inappropriate things. You want them to be in the environment where 
become almost the second home. I really felt that at BBCDC. They really truly 
care about each child well-being. That’s important. That’s your child. You want 
them to feel that when they are at somewhere else. You don’t them to feel like just 
on the playground or they are just like an animal in the cage. (Parent Hope, 
Interview, 28 January 2011) 

I like the philosophy. They are non-profit. They just seem to understand what 
parents want. Good teachers. (Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 November 2010) 

Moreover, location and price also played roles in parents’ considerations. Most families 

lived close to the BBCDC main campus. Some parents mentioned that they could not 

afford to enroll their child into the full-time programs, so they put their child into the 

part-time programs. However, location and price were part of their considerations, but not 
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the entire consideration. When they searched for schools, they still paid attentions to 

other criteria of quality centers.  

Some of the parents emphasized the important of getting involved in their child’s 

education. They believed that parent involvement helped on their children’s learning 

through showing their child their parents care about them and their education.  

I have done a lot of reading, and talk to a lot of people in education. They said it’s 
as simple as that when you ask your child how their day was, or you come to their 
party, or you go to their field trips, you are dispersing your child that you are 
paying attention to their school and they might be a little bit more proud of what 
they do. It’s just that simple. How was your day? Hay, can I come in this morning? 
I make some brownie for Kelly’s party. I think that makes Kelly feel that I care 
about her and I care about her school. I think that makes them feel good. (Parent 
Hope, Interview, 28 January 2011) 

Because they were away from their children, parents also wanted to know about 

their child’s day so they could feel connected with their children. Was she happy? Did she 

eat well? All the information helped parents understand their child’s school life and make 

parent feel better. Parents said:  

For her, I never see her during the day. I have no idea what she is doing all day. So 
it likes a parent who is away from their kid. So when I come in, they show me: 
she did this art. She likes this toy. They play music. That’s good. I could see what 
it likes to be away from your kid. I don’t see her. They are really good at mark 
how much she ate for the lunch. They will save her lunch and I can see. That’s 
very important, because it helps me know when I get home. Is she tired or hungry? 
They are really good at let me know about her nap. They are really good. They 
wrote down everything. They let me know how she ate, how she napped, how she 
played, and if she was her normal self. Which is great, help me at home. (Ms. 
Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

Because especially if you are a very busy parent, when you get home from work, 
or maybe the dad didn’t get to speak with the teachers, he can read that and he can 
talk to his child about what you did today. So there is the connection between the 
parents and the school. So that is not so stressful separation. (Ms. Emily, Interview, 
2 February 2011) 

Based on parents’ words, we can see parents’ reasons of wanting to know more about 
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their children’s school life. Unlike the previous studies (Lareau, 2000), most of time, 

parents’ reason of wanting to understand their child’s learning and school life was to feel 

connected with their child, but not to monitor teachers’ teachings.  

Strategies 

Most of parents recognized their own important roles in their children’s learning, 

so they did try different strategies to work with administrators and teachers. They 

believed their efforts could help the center provide better care and education for their 

child. Six strategies were found, including two day-to-day strategies: trying to get 

involved and to show their support, and keeping themselves informed, and four facing-

conflict strategies: mobilizing their resources while needed, asking for help from 

administrators, bringing other professionals into the process of negotiation, and 

exercising the exit option.  

Day-to-day strategies 

1. Trying to get involved and to show their support 

Since the center did a great job on open communication, sharing positive 

information with parents, and getting parents involved, parents did feel welcome in the 

their child’s class and the center. They tried to get involved in the ways they were 

interested. Most of parents tried to get involved through joining special events, like field 

trips and classroom parties. 

Some parents volunteered to be a room parent, and some joined the Board of the 

Directors. Parent Cindy decided to donate her time to join the Board. She said:  

I am on the board, and it is curriculum responsibility, but my kids go there so I 
always feel the responsibility to try to make it and help in any way I can. I think it 
is fun, too. I like doing the stuff. Just getting involved or whatever. It is just fun, 
too. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 2010) 
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Parent Fiona chose to be a room parent and she said: “Anything that teachers want and 

need” and “I don’t mind of taking more responsibilities” (Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 

November 2010). Parent Donna also described a room parent’s job was to support 

teachers and to connect parents and teachers.  

Kind of just making sure that the parents know what’s going on. Things like, they 
have pizza days every other week, so it’s just making sure that parents are 
bringing in snacks to go along with the pizza. Collecting donations, so we can 
have parties and presents for the teachers. Doing things for the parties. Anything 
that teachers really need helps with in order to communicate with other parents. It 
seems to help the parents and the teachers.  (Parent Donna, Interview, 18 
November 2010) 

Although Goldring & Shapira (1993) indicated that parental involvement is without 

power. Parents are involved in school affairs but this involvement does not carry any 

influence. However, I argued that the action of getting involved did bring parents 

resources of power and influence, like interpersonal relationships and information.  

Parents also expressed that by providing support and getting involved, it made 

them feel more comfortable to talk to teachers and share their concerns.  

It will allow me also an opportunity to be more involved the teachers themselves. 
So if I had a problem, I will feel very comfortable going to them and talking to 
them. (Parent Donna, Interview, 18 November 2010) 

Parents also showed teachers their supports by telling them how great they were 

and what a good job they did for their child and how them as parents appreciate it. For 

example, in the parent teacher conference, Parent Jan showed Ms. Ashley her 

appreciation. Here is what she said and Ms. Ashley’s response.  

Ms. Ashley: Do you have any thing that you want us to work on? 
Parent Jan: I just want to thank you. She has a great experiences her entire time 

here. This is the best school year. There is no transition. She is always 
very happy to go to school. The fact you have so many fun things 
going on in the morning. It really makes it easier. Even in the last class, 
I was kinds need to hang on for a few minutes. Now, it’s really a very 
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easy drop-off. You know that’s what I appreciate. I think you are 
fantastic. I love to be a part of the classroom. Sydney really likes to go 
to school. She wants to be there. It’s a great feeling when you are 
parents.  

Ms. Ashley: Thank you! I am glad to hear this.  

When teachers heard this kind of sharing, they usually felt pleased. Here is 

another example. Ms. April stated how surprised she was when she heard parents told her 

their child did learn something from the school, and she said: 

Even the ones we have trouble with here. They cry all day long. Tess and I get 
frustrated. We thought they are not learning anything. Like, I just have 
conferences today, and the parents were saying they talked about this at home, this 
at home, and they know these kids’ names. They talked about you all the time. So, 
that’s crazy to me that they are actually absorbing it, even though they are boiling 
their heads and sitting there cry. I don’t know how they are listening. (Ms. April, 
Interview, 2 December 2010) 

This finding made me think about Arfwedson’s (1979) research, he found that:  

The emergence of a steering group of active and influential high-status parents in 
middle- and upper-class schools who are able to effect the teachers’ definition of 
their work either by the use of pressure or the establishment of mutual 
understanding. This steering group is able to ‘cultivate and ferment’ the teachers’ 
perceptions of their work in order to maintain the established, and approved of, 
teaching methods and curriculum of the school (Ball, 1987, p. 256) 

In this case, the parents of the BBCDC were sure the middle-class or upper-middle-class 

parents, and by showing support and getting involved, they passed on information about 

their interests and expectations of teachers’ responsibilities. Parents did not ask teachers 

to do something directly, but through sharing their appreciations parents tried to exercise 

their influence on teachers’ perception of their job. Another example was that after a 

parent teacher conference, Parent Emily told Ms. June how she appreciated the 

developmental summary Ms. June did for the conference. Ms. June was also happy about 

Parent Emily’s comment, and based on my observation, she was prepared to do it again 

for the next conference.  
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2. Keeping themselves informed 

I found that one of the strategies the parents in BBCDC used in keeping 

themselves informed was they tried different ways to gain more knowledge and 

information about the center, the teachers, the curriculum, their child, or even other kids. 

Most of the time the information came from the daily parent-teacher conversations during 

drop-off and pick-up time. Most of them felt satisfied about the amount of the 

information.  

You never feel like you don’t know what’s going on. All my teachers talk to me 
every day at drop-off. They tell me what’s happened, especially with the babies. 
They tell you what she ate and how she slept, and even if they got older, they 
always make sure they tell us what kind of day they had, things that might 
happened, they were upset today. So they always do a good job to communicate at 
information. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 2010) 

Ms. Aster started to post the day’s agenda on the front door daily, and parents did 

feel it was helpful. Parent Fiona said:  

They are acceptable all the time. This year, Ms. Annie started to post what they 
are doing in the day time on the door. That helps a lot. I don’t think they need to 
do that last year, because they are two. They really are here to learn how to play 
with friends. But this year, the kids started to having, they want to do more. They 
are interested in more. I think it’s nice she is listing this is what we plan today, 
what we try to do. So you know what the kids are doing. (Parent Fiona, Interview, 
19 November 2010) 

Parents did not gain information from the center only, and they also talked to and 

exchanged information with other parents during drop-off and pick-up time. This kind of 

information exchange happened often in the part-time programs, because all of the 

families dropped off and picked up their children within a certain period. For examples, 

during 1:15 a.m. to 1:30 a.m., parents chatted with each other in the hallway or in the 

front door of the classroom, while they were waiting for their child to finish their work 

that day. Parent Emily told Parent Bella about how to get information on the children’s 
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activities and events. She also told her about the parent teacher conference she had with 

Ms. June. Parent Emily told Ms. Bella how surprised she was about what Ms. June did 

for the conference and how she appreciated it. However, parents didn’t exchange the 

information about some sensitive issues, like the question about one certain teacher’s 

behavior, unless they knew that person very well. Parent Abbi said: “If you criticize your 

teachers to other parents, then the information could be passed to that teacher. That is not 

good. If someone asks me about the teacher, I will usually say she is ok. (Parent Abbi, 

Interview, 3 November 2010). This was very unlike Lareau’s (2000) cases. In her book, 

Lareau showed how information about schooling, teachers’ reputation, curriculum, and 

their child’s performances was passed between parents. However, in this case, if parents 

were not sure about the things that happened in the classroom, they either went to 

teachers directly, or asked opinions from friends or colleague. Parents did not prefer to 

criticize or question teachers’ performances with other parents in the same class, because 

they did not want their critique be spread around. Based on the limited amount of data, it 

was hard to know the exactly reasons. It might result from the climate of the center. The 

second possible reason was that parents did not want to raise tension between themselves 

and teachers. 

Some parents felt that it was not enough for them, so they would get themselves 

involved deeper than other parents, like being a room parent or joining the Board of the 

Directors. One of the mothers who decided to be a room parent for her son’s class stated 

that: “It will allow me also an opportunity to be more involved the teachers themselves. 

So if I have a problem, I will feel very comfortable going to them and talking to them” 

(Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 November 2010). A board member and also a mother of 

three children enrolled in the BBCDC I interview said that:  

It’s a good opportunity to just kind of giving back to the community and just to 
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have a better understanding to how a non-profit operates. How it works? Just feel 
like you have a big hand and hope make it more successful. (Parent Cindy, 
Interview, 12 November 2010) 

Parents did extra jobs, including being room parents or members of the board, for 

exchanging more information and better interpersonal influences.  

Their own child’s was also one of the resources parents used to understand the 

school. A couple of parents expressed that they asked their child questions about their 

school and gained information about their days. Parent Hope said:  

I did ask a lot of questions of my girls, when they come home. I watch their 
behaviors when I drop them off to see if they are excited to going to the class. It’s 
one of the first things, one of my friends, who is a teacher, said: If your child is 
excited to go into the class, that means she likes the environment. If they are 
really heisted to get in or emotional when I pick them up, some points you have to 
watch to. (Parent Hope, 28 January 2011) 

She also indicated that her child’s words and behaviors provided her more concrete 

information about their school life than the documents teachers prepared for parents, like 

newsletters or lesson plans.  

I want to see the follow through. This is part A, and I want to see Part B. I want to 
see the full circle. I have to see that. I like to know the teachers, hear what they 
say, where they come from, their teaching, and their curriculum, and then I want 
to see from the actions. I don’t want just a bunch of papers and talking and 
promises, I want to see the actions. I want to see what act on my child. Because 
that tells me when we first met in our small conversation, that’s what you actually 
do. That means a lot for me. (Parent Hope, Interview, 28 January 2011) 

Parent Cindy expressed the same ideas, she said: 

I am hand-on, visual communicator by actual speak person than a piece of paper. 
They do the monthly plan. They told you the concept of each week. Last week, 
they talked about recycle. When I pick up Tiffany, she told me: ‘Mommy this is a 
triangle which means this is been recycle.’ I am like: ‘Ok!’ For me, that speaks 
much more value than in here this is our plan. That’s great. But I would like to see 
it. If I don’t see it, that doesn’t mean anything. I will read the concepts, what the 
week is about, and I will watch the girl. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 
2010) 



 155

Parents expressed that how uncomfortable they felt if they could not know what 

was going on in their child’s school.  

I don’t like not knowing what’s going on. I like to know what’s going on in the 
class……. It’s not as easy as in the preschool. You can drop off and you can just 
come in and show up and watch. So it’s hard to know what’s going on in the 
classroom once they get in the elementary school. I think the easiest way to stay 
involved is to be a room parent and get involved that way. To make sure you 
actually know the teacher, communicate with. (Parent Fiona, Interview, 19 
November 2010) 

So, I think there are more efforts made into educating the parents what their 
philosophy are and then opening the communication line for feedback, you know, 
very directly way when you join the school. I think that’s the formula for the best, 
success for parent-child-teacher-school relationships and communications. Cause 
parents want to know what the plan is. If they know what the plan is then they are 
prepared. And they can either support that, or they can recommend, you know, 
offering an idea, and then. (Parent Buck, Interview, 11 November 2010) 

 “Knowledge is power, and its absence places an actor in a vulnerable position” 

(Corbett, 1991). Pfeffer (1992) also said: “People who are well placed in the 

communication network also tend to be the central players in terms of power and 

influence. Those who have valuable social connections within the organization are also 

fortunate” (p. 111). This strategy did help parents to know what was going on in their 

child’s school, so they could quickly respond if they did not feel comfortable about the 

decisions. It also helped parents build more interpersonal relationships, so they could get 

information easier, knowing who they should go to and to make their influence more 

effective.  

However, I found that how to exercise this strategy was important. For example, 

there was one mother who emailed Ms. Kelly and asked for more information every other 

day. She did get the information she wanted, but her behavior also broke the trust 

between her and the teacher. The teacher complained that:  
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His mom is really odd. She sends me email every other day want an update on his 
behavior. Like the second week of the school, I am like that it’s the second week 
of the school year, I don’t know yet. I am still sitting down one on one talking to 
these kids and getting to know about them. (Ms. Kelly, Interview, 21 November 
2010).  

Because of this miscommunication, Ms. Kelly kind of lost her patience on the 

mother and felt defensive about any issue that came from this particular family. She also 

pointed out that she felt this couple was incapable of providing a normal and good life for 

their child. So their conversations remained in the level of judging and questioning each 

other (Field notes, Observation, 22 November 2010). The battle between parents and 

teachers was observed by Lasky (2000), too. She also pointed out that mutual 

surveillance resulted bad results in parent-teacher interactions.  

Facing-conflict strategies 

1. Mobilizing their resources while needed 

Iannaccone (1975) indicated that: “Generally speaking resources are used to gain 

visibility for a demand” (p. 85). When would a person use his resources and how to use it 

resulted from a process of evaluating by that person. How long did parents want to spend 

in the classroom to be with the child? How much money did they want to spend to show 

their appreciation toward teachers? After spending time and money, what could be 

changed? Parent Buck pointed out the reason that he could stay longer because he had the 

time and money to support his action of trying to make changes for his son’s class.  

The number one, because I can. Number two, because I love to see what’s going 
on with them, and I want to expend a few moments I can during the day, to 
observe what the environment is and try to be thinking what I can do to help. 
That’s why. (Parent Buck, Interview, 11 November 2010) 

Actually, time was a scarce resource for most of the full-time parents, who 

worked full-time. Usually what triggered them to spend time or take action was their 

child’s happiness. For example, Parent Cindy decided to set up a meeting with Ms. Joan 
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because her daughter started to cry again. She recalled the situation:  

The transition from the one room to the next is hard, and then she had a lot of 
turnover with the teachers. So we were not really happy. She went from not fine, 
to three months later cry every day when we dropped her off. So we were just 
concerned that one, developmentally, she is taking a step back here, because she 
was not happy. We were stepping back to when she was first in the class, and then 
just the total transition of the totally different teaching team than when we first 
started the year. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 2010) 

Once parents mobilized their resources, they usually asked to see results. Like 

Parent Buck, he stayed in his son’s classroom almost every morning and tried to find a 

way to help. He also had meeting with Ms. Joan. He kept following up the teachers’ 

progress and the change of the classroom’s climate. After a couple of weeks, he said: “I 

don’t know if Ms. Joan told Ms. Fanny or not. But she finally lowers her voice. This is a 

good sign” (Field notes, Informal conversation, 14 January 2011). Until I stopped my 

data collection, Parent Buck still talked to Ms. Joan regularly to make sure the 

administrators did help Ms. Fanny to improve on her teaching (Field notes, Observations, 

18 February 2011).  

2. Asking for help from administrators 

When parents felt uncomfortable voicing their concerns with their child’s teachers, 

they usually asked for help from administrators. They went to administrators and 

expressed the problems they saw, and asked for administrators’ opinions and asked 

administrators to make changes. They, furthermore, asked administrators to keep it a 

secret. Some parents believed that it would be better to do that this way, because of their 

own bad experiences or just their feelings. Parent Buck said that:  

One of the dangerous, me as a parent, a thoughtful parent, has encountered, and 
go on encounter again, is if you have a problem, you are not sure whether take to 
the teacher, to the administration, you like to take to the teacher, cause you want 
to take to the person who takes care your kids, but you don’t know what their 
instruction is. You don’t know what their limitations are, what their issues are. If 
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you take to the administration, then it may come back as a negative form to the 
teacher. Maybe not intentionally, maybe any conversation with regard to how to 
running the class is perceived as negative instead of educational. (Parent Buck, 11 
November 2010) 

When I asked Parent Abbi her reason of not sharing her concerns of Ms. Kelly’s abilities, 

Parent Abbi indicated that: “I don’t know. I just feel I should not let teachers know I went 

to administrators, because my child is still in her class. I don’t want the teachers to treat 

my child differently because of my concerns” (Parent Abbi, Interview, 3 November 2010). 

Of course, there were still parents who had beliefs on teachers’ professional abilities. 

Parent Fiona, Parent Cindy, and Parent Hope all stated that teachers handled their 

concerns very well and it never influenced teacher-children relationships or teacher-

parent relationships.  

Another situation was parents who had problems communicating with teachers. 

After a while of negotiating but still no change, some parents would tell teachers that: “I 

am going to talk to the administrators.” Parent Cindy had used this strategy to try to get 

teachers’ attentions.  

I tried to talk to the teacher first. Just be there, I like to give the teacher the 
opportunities to fix it or at least talk to me, and then if I need to talk to the director, 
I always tell the teachers, too. I am going to talk to Ms. Clare, I am going to talk 
to Ms. Joan, and just let you know. So, at least give them the opportunities to 
know about it. They [the teacher] said: ‘That’s fine.’ That’s how they said: ‘That’s 
fine.’ (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 2010) 

In Parent Cindy’s case, this strategy did not work as what Parent Cindy expected. She 

hoped her problem could be addressed more by teachers after she told the teacher she was 

going to bring the administrators into play. Furthermore, she hoped teachers’ behavior 

could be changed by pressure from the administrators, but the problem remained. 

However, in Ms. Kelly’s case, this strategy worked toward parents’ expectation. Jimmy’s 

mother did not like Ms. Kelly forcing Jimmy to try new foods. She told Ms. Kelly, and 
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Ms. Kelly insisted what she did was right and good for Jimmy. So the mother told Ms. 

Kelly she was going to talk to the administrators and Ms. Kelly was okay with that. Ms. 

Kelly thought the administrators would be on her side. However, after having a 

conversation with Jimmy’s mom, Ms. Joan asked Kelly to stop what she was doing. 

When Ms. Kelly told about this experience, she felt like the parents were using the 

pressure from administrators to force her to surrender her decision (Ms. Kelly, Interview, 

21 November 2010).  

3. Bringing other professionals into the process of negotiation 

Parents did realize that they were not professionals like administrators and 

teachers in the field of early childhood education. So, when they had concerns, they 

usually would bring other resources into the process of negotiation. However, they would 

not use it at the beginning of the negotiation. They also did not mention this strategy 

when I asked them how they negotiated with the center, however, this strategy could be 

found based on the observations.  

When parents felt their opinions were repelled by the center, they would start to 

look for support from other professionals. During the conversations with teachers or 

administrators, they would mention something like: “I have talked to my friend, who is a 

specialist of special education, and he said my kid is normal” or “All of my families are 

from educational fields, and they told me about the studies about parent involvement.” 

Usually, when parents used this strategy, administrators and teachers would back down 

from their opinions and follow parents’ needs and perspectives. However, a prior 

condition was the request could not violate the center’s philosophy and the DAP 

guidelines.  

Teachers did mention that if parents tried to criticize the curriculum, it would be 

hard for teachers to do their job. Ms. April said:  
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They mostly just put their trust into me that I am going to be doing a good job. 
They don’t sit and tell me how to teach necessarily. A lot of them will give me tips 
as far as disciplining their child, what works best at home. I will try them if it is 
following the school policy. I will try to use their discipline here too. I mean, I 
feel like overall, they just let us do our job which is the nice part. It can be hard 
parents are bringing down your neck. Try to tell you how you do your jobs. (Ms. 
April, Interview, 3 December 2010) 

Therefore, this was also a strategy which must be used very carefully. Based on my 

observations, unless parents felt powerless, they did not use this easily.  

4. Exercising the exit option 

Few parents used this strategy to show that they were unsatisfied with the center’s 

services. During the period of data collection, I did not observe any situation which 

parents felt unhappy about the center and exercised the exit option. However, in the 

interview, parents did mention that they could choose to leave if they were not happy.  

Because you are choosing to bring your child here, it’s not public education. If 
you don’t like it, you can’t sort it out and just move him to somewhere else. You 
can’t take your kids out necessary say: I don’t go to school anymore. I think that 
is why. Here, if I don’t like it, I can’t work it out; I can take him to somewhere 
else. I think if I don’t think it is not going well, I will just pick him up and go to 
somewhere else. (Parent Ivey, Interview, 18 February 2011) 

There were barriers that stopped parents from using the exit option. One was 

parents’ scarce time and money.  

I don’t have a choice as a working parent. I cannot just stand up and take her to 
somewhere else, because I don’t have a choice….At that time I was more limited 
on my income. I had to find some place that was closed to home and work and 
that was affordable to me. (Parent Hope, Interview, 28 January 2011) 

Another reason was related to the child’s transition. Most parents did not want their child 

to leave familiar friends and teachers and adjust a new environment again unless the 

situation was unacceptable.  

At least he is happy. He has best friends here, and it will be hard for him to leave 
his friends and go to a new place. He needs to get to know the environment and 
people there. (Parent Abbi, Interview, 3 November 2010) 
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Therefore, parents did not use this strategy often. Malen & Cochran (2008) indicated that 

the threat of exit may help parents gain leverage in the school they presently attend. 

Leverage may be contingent on the number of students waiting to enter and on the 

characteristics of parents threatening to exit the school. However, their discussion did not 

include the influence from children’s side. My finding added a new element into their 

concepts.  

Section summary  

Administrators’, teachers’, and parents’ perspectives about early childhood 

education, about parents’ roles in early childhood education, and parents involvement are 

described in this sections. Three groups of participants worked together toward the main 

goals: the best of the child. Unlike previous findings (Crozier, 1999; Harris & Goodall, 

2008; Lawson, 2003), administrators, teachers, and parents shared similar perspectives of 

early childhood education and parent involvement, and all recognized the important roles 

of parents in the child’s learning.  

What made this study special was the unique type of the research setting. The 

BBCDC was private non-profit child development center. Under the philosophy of 

providing services for both children and families and seeing parents as customers, the 

center located itself in both fields of education and business. Borrowing from the 

executive director’s words: “It’s a fine line of running the business part and running the 

education part” (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010). It separated this 

case from other previous studies (G. Anderson, 1991; Ball, 1987; Blase, 1991a, 1991b; 

Blase & Anderson, 1995; Corbett, 1991; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Greenfield, 1991; Lasky, 

2000; Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008; Spaulding, 1994). Based on their 

perspectives and the unique context, each group of participant developed specific 
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strategies to work with each other. Some strategies were similar to other researcher’s 

findings, but some strategies resulted from the differences between early childhood 

education and other education level.  

Regarding to the significances of this study, it was found that administrators’ 

strategies which were never found by other studies. The strategies of suggesting parents 

to leave and find a better place for themselves and asking teachers to see parents as 

customers were unique. I argued that these unique strategies resulted from that the 

BBCDC is a private early childhood program. Its business component made this case 

special, and helped administrators develop these strategies.  

Teachers’ strategies also represented their perspectives about parent involvement 

and professionalism. By using strategies, teachers tried to find a balance between parents’ 

needs, their own needs, and what the center wanted. Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv 

(2008) found teachers employed two political means: open communication and 

transparency to boost parents’ confidence and trust in their teaching skills or diplomacy to 

avoid conflicts. Same strategies were found in this study. However, this study found more 

strategies which teachers used when interacting with parents. For example, sharing 

positive information and seeing parents as resources were observed in this case. Although 

the strategies were different, but the purposes were also to build relationships with 

parents, gain their trust, and prevent conflicts.  

Moreover, Addi-Raccah & Arviv-Elyashiv also indicated teachers hardly turn to 

the school principal for support and backup, because the principal had to back up the 

parents or she would be in trouble. This finding was different from my finding. In the 

BBCDC, asking for support from administrators and bringing administrators into play in 

the process of negotiation were two important strategies which teachers used while 

managing conflicts between themselves and parents. This might result from a couple of 
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reasons. First, unlike the public school system, the center was not under the authority of 

other upper hierarchies, like school districts. Administrators of the BBCDC had the 

authority to make decisions without the pressures from other authorities. Administrators 

would not get into trouble if they did not follow parents’ suggestions. Therefore, they 

could back teachers up according to their beliefs and willingness. The second reason 

could be the open climate of the center, and the close relationships between 

administrators and teachers in the BBCDC. Administrators and teachers in the BBCDC 

interacted and communicated frequently. They understood each other and build strong 

relationships which eliminated the barriers of asking for helps from teachers, and became 

the foundation of their team work.  

Most parents recognized their own important roles in their child’s learning and 

schooling, so they developed the strategies to get involved and approaching their goals in 

early childhood education. Unlike other levels of educational settings, the freedom of 

choosing schools and leaving schools provided parents power to voice. Their roles as 

parents and customers provided them more power in the process of negotiation. However, 

children’s voices did not be put into consideration when parents decided to exercise the 

exit options in the previous article (Malen & Cochran, 2008). This study pointed out that 

child’s well-being influenced how parents used their strategies while interacting with 

teachers and administrators.  

THE MICROPOLITICS OF PARENT-SCHOOL RELATIONSHIPS 

In the Big Bend Child Development Center, most of the interactions between 

parents and the center happen in informal arenas. Therefore, the conflicts were dealt with 

in the informal arenas since the only formal arena is the Board of the Directors, which 

only two of its seven members were parents and others came from the community. In this 
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section, I will display the sources of tension between parents and the center, and then 

describe the patterns of politics in the BBCDC informal arenas.  

Sources of tension 

Malen & Cochran (2008) pointed out that professional-parent and administrator-

teacher tensions center on who has the legitimate right to decide policy and whether the 

school has provided appropriate and equitable educational services to various groups of 

students within the school. Pfeffer (1992) also indicated that:  

Managing with power means recognizing that in almost every organization, there 
are varying interests. This suggests that one of the first things we need to do is to 
diagnose the political landscape and figure out what the relevant interests are, and 
what important political subdivisions characterize the organization. (p. 340)   

Therefore, it is important to understand diverse interests within an organization.  

In this case study, three groups of participants all indicated that what was best for 

children was their main goal of early childhood education, however, the definition of 

what is “the best for children” and how to approach the goals varied.  

Pfeffer (1992) reminded us that: 

If everyone has the same goals and share the same assumptions about how to 
achieve those goals, there will be a minimum of conflict. With consensus about 
what to do and how to do it, there is no need to exercise influence or develop the 
power to affect others, since they will do what you want in any event. But 
agreement about how to do it is the key. Goals alone are not a reliable index of 
political activity in a given situation. (p. 42)  

Administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives about early childhood education resulted from 

the center’s philosophy, the DAP guidelines and their experiences in early childhood 

education. They believed that early childhood education programs should provide 

curriculum which “meet the developmental needs of individual child”, and “experiences 

that enrich and enhance each child’s cognitive, language, emotional, physical, and 

creative development” (The Parent Handbook, 2010, p.8).  
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For parents, their child’s happiness, safety, health, socialization, and part of the 

curriculum were their foci. Their perspectives came from their experiences and 

information they gathered. Some parents thought socialization was a big part of early 

childhood education, when some parents believed in preparing for kindergarten. However, 

there was not too many conflicts happened in the BBCDD. Safety and health issues were 

seen often. Other issues were around a child’s behaviors or other child’s behaviors, for 

example, biting or hitting. Some issues were related to a child’s special needs. Parents 

sometimes questioned teachers’ teaching or personal attitudes, and the approach of 

reaching academic goals.  

There were two possible reasons which resulted in the little amount of conflicts in 

the BBCDC. One of them was parents’ school choice. Parents indicated that they have 

done some research before they made decision to enroll their child into the center. They 

searched and visited different centers. They consulted other people’s opinions and asked 

their experiences. In the process of searching, parents reflected their own philosophy of 

early childhood education and rethought their needs of child care consciously and 

unconsciously. This process did help parents find a place, which provided the services 

they needed, and reduced tensions between parents and the school.  

The second reason was that both administrators and teachers recognized parents’ 

diverse needs and were open-minded toward them. This attitude also helped the center to 

adjust parents’ perspectives and “meet parents in the middle” (The director, Interview, 4 

November 2010), and decrease the happening of conflicts.  

Patterns of politics in the BBCDC 

Researchers in other fields of education saw parents as outsiders, and studied the 

school’s micropolitical actions of dealing with these outside voices. However, in this 
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study, parents were seen as a part of the organization. Based on the philosophy of the 

BBCDC, “parents and teachers are partners in children’s care and education” (p.3). 

Therefore, administrators and teachers believed that they served children and their family 

at the same time. That brought parents into the structure of the organization, and provided 

parents the right and power to influence the center, no matter the level of influence.  

Administrators, teachers, and parents used different strategies to gain power 

within the existing school system. For example, administrators maintained their power 

through controlling the flow of information and showing their professionalism. Parents, 

moreover, used different resources and ways to keep themselves informed and for the 

chance to be heard. Four political patterns, including operating cooperation, facing 

conflict, preventing conflict, and suppressing conflict, were found. I describe them below.  

Operating cooperation – integrating established interests 

Operating cooperation is the first pattern I found in this study. The pattern is very 

important in integrating established interests. Blase (1991c) pointed out that “both 

cooperative and conflictive actions and processes are part of the realm of micropolitics” 

(p, 11). However, most studies tried to understand the micropolitics of school by 

analyzing how schools dealt with conflict. Few studies discussed the micropolitics of a 

school by exploring the cooperation between parents and the school. In this study, I found 

that by building good relationships, open communication, sharing positive information, 

and providing different chances for parent involvement, the BBCDC operated the 

mechanism of cooperation.  

Through the process of cooperation, administrators, teachers, and parents shared 

their perspectives with each other. They got to know each other better, and then three 

groups of people tried to find ways to “meet in the middle” (The director, Interview, 4 
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November 2010). The details of how to approach their goals were understood and 

adjusted through interactions. The mutual understanding and respect reduced the tensions 

between parents and professionals. Parents felt their voices had been heard and were 

respected in certain ways. Teachers and administrators worked as a team to integrate 

parents’ individual needs.  

An important thing the center did within this pattern was to create a climate of 

partnerships for parents. Administrators saw parents as insiders and encouraged parents to 

be part of the center. The open door policy and open communication showed parents that 

they were welcome to come by their child’s school. The door was always open for them. 

Administrators and teachers started to build relationships with parents before the school 

year started with the parent handbook, orientation, home visit, open house, and the 

welcome package. They told parents to call and come by anytime. Teachers created 

chances for parents to get involved, including class parties, school events, and daily 

communication. 

The level of cooperation was influenced by administrators’ and teachers’ attitudes 

and beliefs about parents’ roles in their child’s school (Lawson, 2003). Fortunately, Ms. 

Clare encouraged the staff to recognize parents’ individual needs, using different means 

to build relationships with parent, and provided diverse methods for parents to get 

involved. Through the process of cooperation, parents also absorbed the image of what a 

“good” parent is, like joining school activities, open communication, and being polite. 

This was one of the administrators’ strategies toward parents I found in this study. The 

center regulated and socialized parents, and this group of parents did gain advantages by 

following the center’s rules. They had better interactions with administrators and teachers, 

they gained more meaningful information, and most importantly, they had a better 

understanding of how to use resources and strategies to exercise their power. Studies 
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pointed out that the barriers for parents to create influence in their child’s school included 

lack of knowledge and the understanding of the school system (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; 

Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008; Shatkin & Gershberg, 2007). So, this cooperation 

did help parents in this power game.  

Administrators and teachers, also, gained power through the process of 

cooperation. By getting parents involved, administrators and teachers showed parents 

their professional abilities. This was an important resource of power for administrators 

and teachers, especially while they needed to make influences or changes, like to change 

parents’ perspectives of early childhood education.  

Parents were not only getting involved passively, they actively worked with the 

center. By getting involved and influencing the performance of their child’s school, 

parents felt that their resources and support were valued by teachers and administrators. 

This started what Pfeffer called “the process of commitment” (Pfeffer, 1992). Pfeffer 

pointed out that: 

An earlier discussion showed how we can build alliances by doing favors for 
others, invoking the principle of reciprocity. Commitment also suggests that we 
can build alliances by getting others to do favors for us. If a person complies with 
my request for a favor, self-perception will tend to cause that person to think he or 
she like me—why do a favor for someone you don’t like? A cycle may begin, in 
which I do you a small favor, and you feel obliged to repay me. But the very act 
of your doing something for me helps to commit you to me, and thus further 
cements the alliance and the relationship. (p. 198) 

By providing support and recommendations, parents felt that they got closer with teachers. 

When they had concerns, this closeness made them feel comfortable enough to talk to the 

teachers. Parent Donna indicated that: “It will allow me also an opportunity to be more 

involved the teachers themselves. So if I had a problem, I will feel very comfortable to go 

to them and to talk to them” (Parent Donna, Interview, 18 November 2010). This process 
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of commitment also affected teachers. When parents helped teachers, these actions made 

teachers further commit themselves to parents. They worked hard to repay parents’ favors, 

and that was what parents wanted: a better child care and education. Once administrators, 

teachers, and parents committed to each other, it built relationships and alliances. It also 

bounded parents to the center, and three groups of participants worked together to reach 

their goals.  

In addition, I found that daily communication played an important role in 

cooperation. Because parents and teachers shared information about their own lives and 

children’s lives, they created a family-like feeling. Ms. Aster was choked up when I asked 

her about her relationships with families, she said:  

They are like my family here, because my family is far away. So I really love it, it 
is part of the reason I love the job, because they are so supportive and so kind to 
me. I am getting tearing, because that is so sweet. They are really loving. I am so 
lucky. (Ms. Aster, Interview, 3 November 2010) 

Because Ms. Aster and the parents in her class were like family, parents in Ms. Aster’s 

class were willing to donate their resources to support teachers and shielded Ms. Aster 

from blaming from administrators. 

This pattern enhanced parents’ loyalty towards the center, and resulted in parents 

who “may be locked into their organizations a little longer and thus use the voice option 

with greater determination and resourcefulness than would otherwise be the case” 

(Hirschman, 1970, p. 82). Since most early childhood education programs were privately 

owned, customers’ loyalty was important for their providers. With customers’ loyalty and 

voices, the center could adjust customers’ perspectives and make changes, and, most 

importantly, at the same, still had stable incomes for operating the programs. This loyalty 

also was important foundation for next pattern, facing conflict.  
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Facing conflict – acknowledging diverse interests 

Since there was no formal arena, like program-specific advisory committees, 

school-wide improvement teams, and school-based governing boards in the BBCDC, 

parents and the center interacted in informal arenas. The second pattern of micropolitics I 

found in the BBCDC appeared to be more open, deliberative and representative than most 

of findings of the previous literatures (Corbett, 1991; Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 

2008), while facing conflicts between parents and the center in informal arenas. I named 

this pattern as facing conflict—acknowledging diverse interests.  

This dynamic was based on the atmosphere of the BBCDC. The BBCDC’s 

climate was open to parents and tried to get better. So a lot of things that administrators 

and teachers did were to understand the diverse needs and balance those different 

interests. Administrators, especially Ms. Clare and Ms. Joan, played key roles in creating 

this open atmosphere for staff and parents. Ms. Clare was very open to any possibility. 

She encouraged people to “think outside of the box” and look for new ways of doing 

things. She was not afraid of change and conflict, and even welcomed them. One of her 

personal philosophies was “Forever growing, forever changing.” This atmosphere made 

the BBCDC deal with conflict directly, which was different from the pattern of containing 

conflict which Malen & Cochran described in their article. They said, in informal arenas, 

principals and teachers tried to confine agendas to safe issues (Lipman, 1997 as cited by 

Malen and Cochran, 2008), and they also indicated that: 

Principals surfaced as key actors whose primary political function was to prevent 
or to contain conflict through public reassurances that the school is in good hands, 
through the selective application and enforcement of school policies, and through 
other private compacts with middle-class and upper-middle class parents who 
might expand the scope of conflict or exercise the exit option if their preferences 
were not accommodated. (p. 157) 

In this study, I did find that administrators, especially the executive director and the 
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director, were the key actors on framing of the problem and making decision. However, 

their roles here were not to stop conflicts but to accept conflict and try to solve it. More 

about the administrators’ roles will be discuss in chapter 5.  

The center welcomed conflict as long as the conflict came from positive ways. 

Administrators and teachers encouraged parents to express their needs and concerns. 

Once the concerns came in, administrators usually acted as a leader to frame the problem. 

Pfeffer (1992) said: “The manipulation and presentation of facts and analysis are often 

critical elements of a strategy to exercise power effectively” (p. 248) and “Those in 

control of the facts and the analysis can exercise substantial influence” (p. 247). The 

administrators did try very hard to frame the issue before teachers and parents by 

gathering information from different perspectives, controlling the flow of information, 

and leading staff and parents to redefine the problem. They usually were the people who 

held the largest amount of information and control who can know what. 

Administrators took every parent’s concern very seriously saw not but all these 

concerns as unusual. They had closed-door meetings quite often. However, when I asked 

them what happened, they usually told me: “It’s not a big deal. We are just handling some 

concerns and making some changes” (Field notes, Observation, 11 February 2011). 

Administrators and teachers even used conflict as a tool to improve themselves, to make 

changes and to get better. They also used the chance of facing conflict as a way of 

showing parents their professional ability. For example, when Parent Donna came to Ms. 

April for his son’s translation issue, Ms. April showed the mother her efforts with helping 

his son during the day. She also included her suggestions into her curriculum the next day. 

All of these behaviors and attitudes deepened Parent Donna’s trust in reference to Ms. 

April’s professional abilities and recommendations.  

Since parents were part of the center, their opinions were quickly responded to, 
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especially on safety and health issues. Based on the findings of parents’ interests and 

needs, we knew that safety and health issues were part of parents’ main foci when they 

chose where to put their children. Parents were usually the people who raise safety- and 

health-related concerns. Administrators and teachers usually made changes quickly based 

on parents’ suggestions. For examples, one parent was concerned about the blinds in the 

classrooms, and she told Ms. Aster about her concern. Ms. Aster passed this concern onto 

administrators. Administrators quickly took all of the blinds out of the school. Another 

example was that parents complained about the safety in the parking lots. The center 

quickly evaluated the prices of adding signs and drawing lines, got the approval from the 

Board of the Directors, and then made changes. In these cases, parents did not even need 

to mobilize too many resources to make things different. They just need to express their 

concerns as parents and customers. 

However, if parents’ perspectives violated the center’s philosophy of early 

childhood education, the center would deal with this conflict by handling problems 

seriously and providing more professional information. The situations were usually 

related to academic learning and biting issues in the classroom. For example, when 

parent’s requests were developmentally inappropriate for children, administrators and 

teachers would negotiate with parents. These are examples of how teachers and 

administrators responded to parents’ concerns.  

If someone says I want you to do more math, I will say like: “Oh, you are worried 
that we are behind in math. This is what we are doing in math. This is what their 
brain sorting on right now. This is how they are growing. This is why they are not 
ready to write all these letters right now.” We have staff meeting, and we learn 
how people learn handwriting. It’s a pretty big deal to be able to cross like the 
midpoint. Some people’s brain can’t do it yet. They are not even supposed to do. 
It is not a big deal. Who knows that? We didn’t know that before we got trained. 
Maybe they don’t have the opportunity to know that, and they won’t know why 
we work on the stuff that we are working on. (Ms. Ashley, Interview, 18 
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November 2010) 

We really talk about what the kindergarten teachers want from us. That’s children 
who follow direction, solve problems, and sit still. That are what they want. They 
don’t care about the alphabet. They are like we can teach that if they will sit still. 
So we explain that, and they will like, ok. There are a lot of differences, like the 
twelve months old and twenty months old, developmentally. Sometimes, we need 
to discuss with parents. They want them to do the academic already. I will like, 
slow down. Explain all of that. That’s our philosophy. Get each child what they 
need. Some of them maybe ready for more academic, and other kids won’t be. 
That’s ok. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

We will just explain that children bite for different reasons, and we are so sorry 
your child is bitten. The parents for biting want to know that their child will never 
get bitten again. It’s hard to say that. We can’t say that. They could get mad 
because we say that: we are sorry and I know it’s hard to hear. But we can’t keep 
them safe. I can just explain that: that child goes through that, and we are doing 
the best of we can. It’s hard. A lot of time, they are, when we explain that why we 
don’t kick them out and why we don’t do time out, and we talk about, for the 
biting, all of the different reasons that a child bites, and we have to figure out why 
they are doing that and then we can help them. But sometimes, they leave upset, 
because we can’t guarantee it. But nobody usually ends up leaving the center. 
Because they just stay mad for a little while, and then the child stop biting, and 
they are fine. (Ms. Joan, Interview, 4 November 2010) 

Of course, parents did not just accept administrators’ and teachers’ explanations 

passively and easily. Based on the information they got, the relationships between them 

and the center, they would decide if they should donate more time or resources to 

influence the center, or if it was time to bring in other experts into play to make the 

change. Ultimately, parents might exercise their option of exit; however, this situation did 

not happen very often.  

Administrators, of course, had their strategy to face what they called “difficult 

parents”. Administrators’ pis aller, the last step, was to recommend parents to leave. They 

would tell parents that since the BBCDC could not meet their needs, it would be better 

for them to find other places for their own goodness.  

We know what we are doing. We know the research on early childhood education. 
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If we communicate that knowledge with people and that still is not what they 
want, then we don’t want them to stay here and be unhappy and want us to change, 
because we know we are doing the best thing for the kids. Those are rare, but they 
do happen. (Ms. Pam, Interview, 21 October 2010) 

During the period of data collection, there was no child left the center because of parents’ 

strong disagreement with the center’s philosophy. Based on administrators’ words, after 

they used this strategy, suggesting leaving, some parents did leave, but most of them 

decided to stay and adjusted the center’s beliefs of early childhood education.  

Based on my observation, it was easier for administrators to suggest parents to 

leave than for parents to really exercise the exit option. The center had a long waiting list 

and it was not a problem to get a new student if one child left. However, for parents, time, 

money, and child’s well-being were all on the list when they made their decision. 

Therefore, it might be one of the possible reasons that parents rarely used the strategy of 

exercising the exit option. 

Although the center welcomed parents to express their concerns, from the 

perspectives of administrators, they liked to keep conflict within and between parents 

who expressed that specific concern and the staff who it was directly related. They used 

the concept of “confidentiality” and provided selective information to control the flow of 

information and avoided conflict from becoming a big issue or spreading, especially 

when they were still working towards dealing with the conflict. When talking about the 

adult social system of the school, Iannaccone (1975) stated that: “within the school once 

the informal organization is in existence it has the capacity to move toward political 

action” (p.53). He also reminded readers that as administrators, it was not smart to fear 

the existence of such groups, and attempt to suppress them. So in this case, administrators 

did realize the power of a sub-group, therefore, they blocked the formation of the sub-

group by solving problems as soon as possible and setting policies.  
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The dislike of parents’ forming sub-group came from the center’s prior experience. 

Administrators and teachers who were involved in that experience expressed the 

difficulty of dealing with a group of parents. Ms. Caroline, one of the teachers at that time, 

said:  

It was one other parent came with her. It was a little boy and a little girl moved 
from the one-year-old class to the two-year-old class together, and they have been 
together since they were both in the infant room. They knew each other. So when 
the little boy got bit, she went to the little girl’s mom: “Has she been bit yet? If 
she gets bit, let me know. I am going to do something about it.” But the other 
parent didn’t take it as far as she did. I don’t know if the little gets bit. I think they 
are just mad… It was just a concern, but she tried to get the mom mad. It was 
good it ended, but it was still always a tension between us and her, because she 
started her negative toward us. We were still very nice to him and her. She kinds 
of knew she was a little bit silly. (Ms. Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) 

She recalled that with other parents’ support, this particular parent went way 

beyond the limitation. The parent even wanted to sue the center. For Ms. Caroline, this 

was a painful experience. Another teacher, whose child was in that class, said:  

That experience happened exactly here. Hitting or biting. Just that particular case. 
It’s more like gossip. Somebody tried to get people involved so when they did 
come, they could say: Oh, that’s a concern of a lot of people, and initially, it 
wasn’t……. If you do have a concern, prior to. If I have come to you and say I 
have been thinking about so and so, and I think there might be a very big problem 
there. Oh, yep, there are problems. It really wasn’t there before. Now, the problem 
becomes a huge problem. It’s just not a good way. (Ms. Emily, Interview, 2 
February 2011) 

Therefore, after that bad experience, the center asked parents to talk to 

administrators or teachers individually. As an administrator, Ms. Emily expressed her 

position if parents came to her and tried to pass information. She said: 

We just say that: if the parents have concerns, they can come to speak with us 
individually. We don’t handle group concerns like that. We still talked to the 
teacher. Once we know that it was a parent sitting there and saying all kinds of 
stuff, making a bigger deal of nothing. You kind of just let it go. If it is a really big 
actual concerns, we will deal with it accordingly, but if there is just something… 
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Let the teacher knows there is a concern, and let them deal with that. (Ms. Emily, 
Interview, 2 February 2011) 

Because the center tried to avoid parents from grouping together on the same issue, 

administrators and teachers worked hard to create an open climate for parents. 

Administrators and teachers tried to make parents feel that they did not need to group 

together by handling issues as soon as possible. They also wanted parents to feel that 

their voices were valued. Based on parents’ perspectives, the center did a good job on 

listening to parents’ concerns and solving their problems. Parent Cindy recalled her 

experience of expressing concerns about a teacher who had been at the center for fifteen 

years. She said:  

Yes, I was apprehensive but they did not make me feel bad at all. They jumped 
right in and listened to my concerns. So, they made me feel like actually have 
anything to feel bad about or worry about. (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 November 
2010) 

Administrators, moreover, always reassured parents who expressed their concerns 

by telling them it was ok to do that. I also found that because of administrators’ attitude 

and their quick responds made parents feel comfortable to voice, and feel their 

perspectives were heard. In the book, Exit, voice, and loyalty, (Hirschman, 1970) 

indicated that: 

A member with a considerable attachment to a product or organization will often 
search for ways to make influential, especially when the organization moves in 
what he believes is the wrong direction; conversely, a member who wields (or 
thinks he wields) considerable power in an organization and is therefore 
convinced that he can get it ‘back on the track’ is likely to develop a strong 
affection for the organization in which he is powerful. As a rule, then, loyalty 
holds exit at bay and activates voice. (p. 77-78) 

Attachment, which resulted from operating cooperation, and power, which came from the 

open climate of the BBCDC, made parents commit to the center. They were encouraged 

to stay and work with the center to improve the quality of child care and education.  
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Another interesting theme showed up within this pattern was administrators 

sometimes used pressure from the parents to ask the teachers for improvement. For 

example, administrators reminded teachers to see parents as customers, and to show their 

professionalism towards parents. In the lead teacher meeting, administrators asked the 

teachers to improve their technique of doing lesson plans. They listed a couple of reasons 

why the teachers had to do it. One of the reasons was that parents wanted to see that. 

Another example was that, when parental concerns came to administrators, teachers 

would be asked to reflect on their teaching and make changes. Ms. Clare stated that:  

We had a room, we just had a parent had a concerns, her toddler was not being 
stimulated enough. She feels like maybe there wasn’t enough going on. I know 
it’s hard for the teacher to hear, but it’s important for her to hear it. It’s important 
for her to step back and help her. Step back and think: what am I missing? Could I 
be doing things differently? Just because I did it this way last year, doesn’t mean 
it’s going to work this year. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

Under this kind of situation, which the pressure came from both administrator’ and 

parents’ sides, teachers usually accepted these requests passively and followed the 

directives for protecting themselves.  

However, when standing in front of parents, the administrators stood behind their 

teachers, and worked as a team to solve problems, even if the teachers were wrong on the 

issue. Administrators used this to gain teachers’ trust and respect. It also made teachers 

identify themselves as a part of the organization.  

I also found that when administrators and teachers provided enough opportunities 

for parents to express their concerns and raise their questions, parents did not even think 

they needed to form an organization to let their voices be heard.  

Shan-Shan: I know there is the director of the board. Have you ever try to contact 
them? 

Parent Ivey: I have no idea about who they are.  
Shan-Shan: Like in elementary, they have a PTA. Will you expect to have one in 
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this center? 
Parent Ivey: No. 
Shan-Shan: You don’t feel like you need one? 
Parent Ivey: No.  
Shan-Shan: Why? 
Parent Ivey: I don’t know what they do. 
Shan-Shan: They are kind of like a bridge between the parents and the school. 

They do something to help and give suggestions.  
Parent Ivey: I don’t know. I never thought I need one. (Parent Ivey, Interview, 18 
February 2011) 

I also examined the resources of parents’ power. Based on my observation, 

parents’ rights and power came from that, first, they were the child’s parents, and, second, 

they were the people who paid the tuition. However, parents usually asked for changes 

because of their roles as parents. During the period of this study, I never heard parents 

mention things like: I am the person who pays the tuition, so you have to satisfy me. 

Although the BBCDC’s open climate enhanced parental loyalty of the center, 

however, Hirschman (1970) reminded us that: 

The chances for voice to function effectively as recuperation mechanism are 
appreciably strengthened if voice is backed up by the threat of exit, whether it is 
make openly or whether possibility of exit is merely well understood to be an 
element in the situation by all concerned. (p. 82) 

The executive director did worry about parent’s leaving. She said:  

I always worry a little bit. When our competition opened next door, I hold my 
breath a little bit. A friend told me not to worry about that. They don’t even 
compare. I knew that. We have been this neighborhood for seventeen year. We are 
the heart of this neighborhood in so many ways. When our competition opened, I 
worried a little bit. I have to see by myself. I hold my breath but they haven’t even 
touched us, or even, a few people that did leave to go there. They all come back or 
want to come back. Have to go back to our waiting list. So, that one thing 
probably prove to me even more than I knew how good and how strong we are, 
and how we are approved ourselves and we are doing things right. Not perfect, 
but right. I always worry. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

However, only few parents left because they were unsatisfied with the center or they 

found better places. My assumption was that with the long waiting list, which made it 
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harder to get in and harder to come back if the child left, made parents hesitate on 

whether to exercise the exit option.  

Combining the pattern of operating cooperation and facing conflict made the 

BBCDC become the kind of organization where both exit and voice play important roles, 

which Hirschaman (1970) mentioned in his book. In Hirschaman’s theory, this kind of 

organization was rarely found. The most important ones were voluntary associations of 

various types, competitive political parties, and some business enterprises, for example, 

those selling output to a few buyers. However, the BBCDC was not any kind of them. It 

might result from the BBCDC’s philosophy, which emphasized providing services to both 

children and their families. Therefore, they reduced the cost and increasing the rewards of 

voice, raised the cost of exit and reduced the opportunities for it. They tried hard to 

strengthen voice of parents and prevent their exit. Since most early childhood education 

programs were privately owned, acknowledging ways of combining both voice and exit 

would be an effective method in improving the quality of productions. In this case, the 

productions could be the quality of programs, children’s outcomes, parents’ satisfaction, 

and good partnerships. 

Preventing conflict—maintaining existing interests 

Although the center created an open environment to deal with parental concerns, 

the pattern of preventing conflict was still found in this case. For preventing conflict, 

administrators and teachers used a couple of preparatory strategies to protect their 

professional interests and autonomy in handling the center and the classroom. The 

preparatory strategies included keeping open communications, building good 

relationships, showing their professional abilities, getting parents involved and 

controlling the flow of information were all used to accumulate resources that might be 
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converted to influence others at a later time.  

If the center was going to announce a change of policy, administrators provided 

enough information, and explained the process of decision-making and the center’s 

consideration to prevent challenges from parents. The executive director said: 

I always believe in honestly. Explaining it, and showing it, and not just saying that 
this is a policy change or this is what we are doing. I believe in saying this is what 
we look at. This is what we have done and the number. Anytime we made changes 
like that, these seem to work. It seems to help, because the parents, you got to 
give them the whole picture, they can’t just be: no, this is what we decide. We try 
to let them see all the anguish and the toughness we are going through to make 
this decision. It wasn’t an easy decision, and it’s not an easy decision. We try to 
look at every aspect of the decision. Usually, when you write things out that way 
and you communicate that way, it goes pretty well. Not hundred percent, but 
pretty well. (The executive director, Interview, 27 October 2010) 

By explaining and providing enough information, administrators tried to decrease the 

tension between parents and the center which resulted from the policy change. They 

showed their struggles and efforts, and tried to gain support from parents. Based on the 

observations, it seems to be an effective way of preventing conflict. It was not unique that 

schools tried to prevent conflict. Malen & Cochran (2008) indicated that principals 

prevent conflict through public reassurances that the school was in good hands, through 

the selective application and enforcement of school policies, and through other private 

compacts with middle-class and upper-middle class parents. Unlike their finding, this 

study showed a more open and honest way to prevent conflict.  

Not only administrators and teachers tried to prevent conflict, but also parents 

expressed their concerns of raising questions. Usually it made parents feel uncomfortable 

if they needed to initiate the process of the negotiations. “I don’t want to be the ‘bad’ 

parents” (Parent Invy, Interview, 18 February 2011). Parent Buck also indicated his worry 

about expressing concerns.  
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One of the dangerous, me as a parent, a thoughtful parent, has encountered, and 
go on encounter again, is if you have a problem, you are not sure whether take to 
the teacher, to the administration, you like to take to the teacher, cause you want 
to take to the person who takes care your kids, but you don’t know what their 
instruction is. You don’t know what their limitations are, what their issues are. If 
you take to the administration, then it may come back as a negative form to the 
teacher. Maybe not intentionally, maybe any conversation with regard to how to 
running the class is perceived as negative instead of educational. (Parent Buck, 
Interview, 11 November 2010) 

The findings above were evidences of Malen’s idea. Malen (1995) indicated that norms 

surrounding professional prerogatives and harmonious interactions can mute discussion, 

muzzle conflict and maintain traditional patterns of power. 

Malen & Cochran (2008) pointed out that many parents enter the contested sphere 

of public education typically with neither resources nor power. However, the parents of 

this case can be categorized in middle- and upper-middle-social-economic-states, and 

most of them have recourses to maintain their interests. Why did they not exercise their 

resources to make changes? I found that most of the time they did not mobilize their 

recourses easily unless they thought the issue was urgent or very serious. Malen & 

Cochran (2008) found that: “parents are inclined to mobilize when events signal that their 

core values have been violated and that the school is not taking their concerns seriously 

or responding appropriately” (p. 156). Based on my observation, their child’s happiness 

was a critical index of whether parents were going to exercise their power or not. From 

separation anxiety to biting and hitting issues, to the issues of teachers and the issues of 

other children, a child’s happiness influenced how many resources parents were going to 

use and how far parents would go. 

Evidence also showed that parents did not like mobilizing conflict, in part, 

because they did not want to raise tension between them and the center, and in part, 

because they had the option of leaving the center.  
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I think in this kind of situation, because you are choosing to bring your child here, 
It’s not public education, if you don’t like it, you can’t sort it out and just move 
him to somewhere else. You can’t take your kids out necessary say: I don’t go to 
school anymore. I think that is why. Here, if I don’t like it and I can’t work it out, 
I can take him to somewhere else. (Parent Ivey, Interview, 18 February 2011) 

The freedom of choosing schools for their child became a tool which helped to prevent 

conflict.  

Suppressing conflict—protecting their own interests 

There was small amount of evidence that showed a pattern of suppressing conflict. 

This pattern was only found in the interactions between particular teachers and particular 

parents in some classrooms. Unlike the first three patterns, operating cooperation, facing 

conflict and preventing conflict, there was no exchange or commitment within this 

pattern. Parents and teachers both tried to gain more power through different ways to 

affect the other side. Parents’ and teachers’ perspectives were like two parallel lines and 

had no intersection point. Distrust and miscommunication were found in these 

interactions between teachers and parents.  

Teachers felt that particular parents asked for more information from the teachers 

by aggressive means. For example, Ms. Kelly talked about a particular mother who asked 

information by sending emails every other day and emphasized her own professional 

background, and she said: 

The mother signs every single email to me, her name, Ph.D. When I talked to her, 
she was like: ‘You know, I am a doctor, so you don’t need to tell me that.’ (Ms. 
Kelly, Interview, 22 November 2010) 

Facing parents’ questions, teachers also tried to defend themselves by showing 

their own professional abilities and criticized parents’ behaviors on the issues related to 

child-raising.  

I have asked the mom not email me, if anything, call me to ask questions. But she 
will send me email, a lot of it is Ms. Clare said that he wants to put puzzle 
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together after school today, but one of the kids won’t let him have the pieces he 
wanted. Can you tell me more about this? Can you give me information? Who is 
this child? Are they mean to him every day? No, actually, I can’t give you any of 
the information. She makes a big deal of small things, but if she has ever on play 
date before with other kids and other parents, she will know that some kids do like 
that. This is the age when they are going to have starting learning negotiating 
things. Start taking care of trouble situations themselves. (Ms. Kelly, Interview, 22 
November 2010) 

Moreover, teachers kept mentioning how good they were and parents should appreciate 

their work. For example, Ms. Kelly showed me her teaching strategies and teaching 

materials, and how good she was during the interview I asked her about parent-teacher 

relationships. Then she told me there were some parents in her class who needed to learn 

how to be a good parent. However, one of the parents she mentioned, Parent Abbi, also 

questioned Ms. Kelly’s abilities.  

We can see these two groups of people did not have a common view about what 

was the best or the right thing for the child or what roles parents and teachers should play. 

Teachers tried to convince parents to do the right things, but were frustrated by parents 

who did not want to follow their ways. She said: “They disagreed with everything” and 

“She didn’t partner with me” (Ms. Kelly, Interview, 22 November 2010). Parents also felt 

uncomfortable about teachers’ suggestions. Parent Ivey said: “I feel like she is a little 

argument on the parenting issues. You know, tell my son something and she will tell me 

something else” (Parent Ivey, Interview, 18 February 2011). Pfeffer (1992) told us: 

“Direct attacks almost always backfire” (p. 199). This finding supports Pfeffer’s comment. 

However, based on my observations, few conflicts showed on the surface. Most 

conflicts were under the table. Parent Abbi decided to be silent and stopped 

communication with Ms. Kelly. Parent Ivey expressed her concerns to administrators 

quietly without notifying Ms. Fanny. Even though teachers were still using the strategies 

of getting parents involved and showing parents their abilities, the mistrust between 
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parents and teachers become a cloud to cover the eyes of both groups and create a climate 

of resistance.  

Articles which discussed suppressing conflict were done in the formal arenas and 

were between parents and principals (Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008). This study 

showed how teachers and parents tried to suppress conflict among their daily interactions. 

It also showed that even under the same climate, the pattern of politics could vary from 

person to person and from situation to situation, depending on the relationships between 

players, personalities, their attitudes, perceptions, and issues.  

Outcome 

Under these kinds of micropolitical patterns within the BBCDC, parents 

expressed their satisfaction about the center, including the services and their ways of 

working with parents. When I asked Parents Cindy if she was satisfied about the center, 

she said: “Completely. We love it there. We love it.” (Parent Cindy, Interview, 12 

November 2010). Parents Grace recalled her experiences of working with the center, she 

said: “They were very receptive. I have been very happy with the entire experience” 

(Parent Grace, Interview, 18 January 2011).  

Most teachers were also happy about their relationships with parents. They said: 

“I never have parents that are upset about what we do. We got very lucky about our 

parents” (Ms. Caroline, Interview, 23 November 2010) and “The parents are great. They 

are very helpful. They are really thoughtful.” (Ms. Aster, Interview, 13 January 2011). 

Low teacher turn-over were found in the BBCDC. More than ten teachers have worked at 

the BBCDC for more than 8 years, and some of them even have worked here even more 

than 13 years.  

From administrators’ perspectives, at the BBCDC, administrators, teachers, and 
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parents worked as a team to improve the center’s quality and to meet everybody’s 

individual needs. Ms. Clare said: “We work as a team and we were going very well. 

Parents are very happy now. It’s very important to speak up and share concerns, but it’s 

also important to be able to receive and hear those concerns” (The executive director, 

Interview, 27 October 2010). She recognized administrators’ and teachers’ works on 

listening and adjusting parents’ needs. Ms. Pam also stated that: “I think we are just all 

happy. We all want to be here and that’s contagious…The teachers help the parents, the 

parents help the teachers, and the kids help everybody” (Ms. Pam, interview, 21 October 

2010). 

Section summary  

These four patterns; operating cooperation, facing conflict, preventing conflict, 

and suppressing conflict, contributed a whole picture of the micropolitics about parent-

school interactions at the Bing Bend Child Development Center in the informal arenas. 

Malen (1995) and Malen & Cochran (2008) tried to synthesize empirical studies of 

micropolitics in schools; however, because of diverse interests of each study, they could 

only provide fragmentary descriptions about the patterns they found from analyzing other 

studies. One of the significances of this study was that researcher provided a complete 

picture of political patterns about parent-school relationships within an early childhood 

education setting.  

These four patterns existed for different reasons. It was a result of long-term 

interactions between parents and the center. It, moreover, represented the unique 

character of the early childhood education, which was that most of them were privately 

owned. Parents were not just parents but they were customers too. The outcome turned 

out to be good. Three groups of participants were happy and satisfied with their goals and 
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needs have been approached. 

By operating cooperation, administrators, teachers, and parents gained and 

exercised their power in the processes of cooperation. This study showed the importance 

of cooperation in integrating established interests. Lasky (2000) found that parents and 

teacher did interact; however, the conditions necessary for a relationship to develop were 

rarely presented in her case. Unlike Lasky’s finding, in this case the pattern of operating 

cooperation provided parents, teachers, and administrators different chances to develop 

trust, mutual respect, shared meanings or shared purposes. This pattern enhanced parents’ 

loyalty towards the center, and parents’ loyalty also was important foundation for next 

pattern, facing conflict. 

In the second patterns, facing conflict, administrators’, teachers’, and parents’ 

diverse interests were acknowledged and adjusted. By using different strategies, 

administrators and teachers adjusted parents’ concerns. Parents also brought their power 

into the process of negotiation. Borrowing the power from parents, administrators asked 

teachers for improvement. However, the private deal, which was mentioned by Malen & 

Cochran (2008), was not found in this case. They found that the private deals between 

professionals and parents may be a source of frustration and resentment for educators, 

particularly if those agreements violate their conceptions of sound educational practice 

and fair treatment. Therefore, it should be a good sign that the private deal did not found 

in this case.  

Combining the pattern of operating cooperation and facing conflict made the 

BBCDC become the kind of organization where both exit and voice played important 

roles. Based on Hirschaman’s theory (1970), it was important to acknowledge ways of 

combining both voice and exit, and used both mechanism to improving the quality of 

productions. This study provided a case of this kind of organization. 
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In addition, preventing conflict was found in this case. Just like previous studies 

(Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008), this study found that the power of 

professionalism and harmonious interactions played roles in the pattern of preventing 

conflict. The last pattern was suppressing conflict. It was only found in specific 

classrooms. This finding showed that even under the same climate, the pattern of politics 

could vary from person to person and from situation to situation, depending on the 

relationships between players, personalities, their attitudes, perceptions, and issues. This 

is another significance of this study.  

CONCLUSION 

This study portrayed a general image of parent-school interactions in a private 

non-profit child development center. Administrators’, teachers’ and parents’ perspectives 

about early childhood education, parents’ roles, and parent involvement were explored. 

The findings showed that based on the unique character of this center, the center’s 

philosophy of parent-school relationships, and participants’ perspectives, administrators, 

teachers, and parents developed their own strategies of interacting with each other. Some 

strategies were unique and had never been found in other studies. Moreover, four patterns 

of politics in informal arenas were found and described. In next section, researcher will 

revisit the findings and point out the significance of this study, and then provide 

implications and recommends for practitioners and future research.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications 

In this chapter, I firstly present a brief summary of findings and discussion. After that, 

I display the implications of this study for administrators in early childhood education, for 

research from a micropolitical perspective, and for future research. 

FINDINGS REVISITED AND DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the interactions between parents, 

teachers, and administrators in an early childhood education center from the 

micropolitical perspective. I first portrayed a general image of parent-school interaction 

at the research setting, the Big Bend Child Development Center.  

The BBCDC tried to create an open and friendly environment for children and 

their parents. They made connections with children and parents before the school year. A 

home visit was arranged by the lead teacher for the part-time programs, and a call was 

conducted for the full-time programs. Teachers introduced the program, themselves, and 

their plan to children and parents. Through this first contact, children and parents got to 

know the teachers and programs, and teachers gained information about the child and the 

family. A welcome package and parent handbook were provided by the center. Then 

orientation and open house were conducted for each program.  

During the school year, teachers provided newsletters once a month. They posted 

a daily schedule, a wish list, and special events, and some of them even posted a daily 

agenda. Teachers held parent teacher conferences twice a year, and provided parents with 

a development summary, pictures, and the child’s works. They also asked for parents’ 

feedback. Moreover, field trip, class parties, and school events were ways of connecting 

parents to their child’s school. Daily communication also played an important role in 

building relationships. During drop-off and pick-up times, parents and teachers shared 
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information about the child’s school life and family life, child raising, and family plans. 

The center also did a family involvement survey, a survey of holiday customs, and a 

family survey to understand different families’ perspectives and needs. The DAP 

guidelines (2009) suggested that for establishing reciprocal relationships with families, 

teachers should make family members feel welcome in the classroom and invite their 

participation in the program. Teachers should also create a relationship that allows for 

open dialogues, maintain two-way communication, and acknowledge parents’ choices 

and goals for their child. What the BBCDC did, including providing information, 

activities and open climate for communications, reflected their understandings of the 

DAP guideline.  

Not only did the center try to connect with parents, but also parents worked hard 

to understand their child’s school and learning. Parents came to school for special 

activities and events, like the fall festival, the Halloween parade, field trips and classroom 

parties. Some parents volunteered to be room parents of their child’s classroom. They 

provided support for the teachers, arranged the classroom parties, planed the teacher 

appreciation, and helped on school events.  A few of them joined the board of directors 

for helping with school wide events. Parents indicated that the BBCDC was a warm and 

friendly environment. They felt the center created an open climate and most of them were 

satisfied with the teachers and administrators’ efforts and the overall service the center 

provided.  

Compared to Epstein’s (2006) six types of parent involvement, including: 

parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and 

collaborating with the community, the BBCDC mostly focused on parenting, 

communicating, volunteering, learning at home, and collaborating with the community. 

However, in terms of decision-making, the BBCDC only had the Board of the Directors, 
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most of them were from the community not parents of the center. There were no other 

types of parent organizations. Given this kind of structure, I examined, the interactions 

between parents, teachers and administrators from the micropolitical perspective. Based 

on Blase’s (1991c) definition, I first examined the perspectives of three groups of people 

about the goals of early childhood education, parents’ roles and the school’s roles in a 

child’s learning. Then I categorized the three groups of people’s political strategies within 

the process of interactions and negotiations. Finally, I found four political patterns of 

parent-school interactions within the BBCDC.  

Interests, conflicts, and strategies 

Administrators and teachers both indicated that the children’s best interests were 

their main concerns, while parents expressed diverse needs. Parents of full-time program 

students needed someone to take care of and educate their child which they were working. 

Parents of part-time program students were looking for a different learning experience for 

their child. However, all parents wanted a safe, healthy, and loving environment for their 

child.  

Moreover, the three groups of participants recognized parents’ important roles in 

their child’s learning and schooling. Administrators and teachers tried to reach parents 

through different means and build relationships with them. They also encouraged and 

provided parents to get involved in their child’s learning in diverse ways. Parents adopted 

this image and believed that their own efforts could play a role in their child’s learning 

now and in the future.  

When talking about the school’s roles, administrators and teachers indicated that 

they should satisfy and adjust diverse needs from parents. Open communication was one 

of their strategies to work with parents. They tried to understand parents’ perspectives, 
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listen to and respect their needs, and learn from them. They, also, explained and showed 

parents the center’s perspectives and philosophy for early childhood education. Most 

parents were satisfied with the services which the BBCDC provided, and felt their needs 

had been fulfilled. There were no hint of awareness of Epstein’s other roles by 

participants; no one seemed to notice them. 

Sources of tension were also examined. Lareau (2000) argues that parents and 

teachers are natural enemies. Malen (1995) also indicated that professional-patron 

tensions pivot on who has the legitimate right to decide policy and whether the school has 

provided appropriated educational services. However, in this case, the tension between 

parents and the center was not found, and parents showed respect to the administrators 

and teachers. Most parents were satisfied with the service of the BBCDC. What made the 

BBCDC so special? I found three reasons. 

First, one of the reasons could be related to school choice. Through the process of 

choosing a school for their child, parents reflect their own philosophy about early 

childhood education, evaluate their needs of early child care, and also collect information 

from different resources. They made the decision of enrolling their child in the BBCDC 

because they recognized the service the school provided. This recognition reduced the 

tension between parents and the school and made them feel satisfied with the school. 

During the interviews, parents kept mentioning how good the center was and how this 

center was better than other centers. Some of them continued sending their first, their 

second, and even their third child here. This finding was similar to the results of Goldring 

& Shapira (1993). They found that parents’ school of choice is related to their satisfaction 

with their child’s school.  

 The second reason for low conflict within the BBCDC resulting from the “deficit 

discourse” was not be found in this case. Based on administrators’ and teachers’ words, 
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they recognized the inevitable differences between families, and tried to understand, 

listen, and respect their diverse perspectives and needs. As Arzubiaga, Nogueron, & 

Sullivan (2008) suggested, in moving away from the deficit discourse, educators can 

better understand about the education of different children, and families can then be 

framed as educators instead of in need of education. Based on noticing the diverse needs 

of parents and the values of families’ culture and knowledge, scholars suggested that 

schools needed to understand parents’ needs, expectations, and goals for their children, 

and respect these diverse opinions. Through a two-way communication, schools and 

parents can work together to create a better environment for all children.  

The third reason could be the result of ideology control at the center. During the 

process of making connections and building relationships at the center, parents were also 

in the process of socialization. From the contents in parent handbook to the daily 

communication, all the information told parents how to be a good parent and do the right 

things in the BBCDC. For example, within the Parent Handbook (2010-2011), there are 

many sections which teach parents how to act or not act, like “behave in a manner 

consistent with decency, courtesy, and respect” (p. 18), “parents must be responsible for 

and in control of their behavior at all times” (p. 18), “it is wholly inappropriate for one 

parent to seek out another parent to discuss their child’s inappropriate behavior” (p. 19), 

or “parents are required to feed their child a nutritious and filling breakfast prior to 

arriving at BBCDC” (p. 27). In the orientation, the executive director and the director 

also told parents how important good communication with teachers and administrators 

was. They emphasized parents as part of a team with the center. Morgan (1986) pointed 

out the importance of management of meaning. He indicated this is an important source 

of power in organizations, which rests in one’s ability to persuade others to enact realities 

that further the interests one wishes to pursue.  
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Administrators did not only use ideological control with parents, but they also 

used this strategy with teachers. On parent-related issues, they reminded teachers to 

remain open, remain good relationships, understand parents’ needs, provide positive 

information, and see parents as customers. Therefore, teachers used the strategies which 

reflected these concepts and maintained good relationships with parents.  

Administrators’ beliefs and perspectives of working with parents were deeply 

influenced by the center’s philosophy and the Developmentally Appropriate Practice 

guidelines. Every time I asked the reasons for doing particular things while interacting 

with parents, administrators always pointed out the DAP guideline. One of their in-

service trainings was to study the DAP guidelines, and used it to reflect their practices. 

Moreover, The DAP guideline and the NAEYC accreditation were the evidence of their 

professional. They helped the center to set up boundaries, and increased the 

administrators’ and teachers’ power in the process of negotiation. Especially when parents 

had concerns about children’s learning or curriculum, the administrators and teachers 

used the DAP guidelines to explain their ways of doing things, gain parents’ trust, and 

eliminate their voices. Tveit had similar finding. Tveit (2009) indicated that the definition 

of parent involvement is often controlled and established by the school. He found one of 

the reasons that parents did not challenge the teacher dominance reflected parents as the 

powerless part. It resulted in parents losing their authentic voices in the process of 

communication. This seems to be a unique influence on micropolitics in an early 

childhood setting.  

Fortunately, the new DAP guideline emphasized the reciprocal relationships with 

families. Parents’ voices were valued. Mutual respect, cooperation, shared responsibility, 

and negotiation of conflicts toward achievement of sharing goals were encouraged. Two-

way communication, partnerships, and shared responsibility were done. Teachers and the 
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families shared their knowledge of the children and involved parents as a source and 

engaged them in planning. These concepts and means of empowering parents and 

providing parents more chances to make influences were observed within the BBCDC.  

Following the questions above, another question was raised here. Why did parents 

just take their child and leave, since they had the power to switch their child to another 

school, and sometimes their opinions were blocked by the “authority”? Based on my 

observation, I found that school choice still played a role here. Goldring & Shapira (1993) 

indicated that parents who choose schools do not view choice as the only mode of 

involvement but want to continue their involvement in their children’s education after the 

choice has been made. I found this pattern in my case too. At the BBCDC, parents chose 

their child’s school very carefully, and then after enrolled, they were willing to stay and 

either expressed their concerns or followed the center’s rules. I think Hirschman’s theory 

provides a lens for understanding.  

Hirschman (1970) indicated that: 

It always involves the decision to “stick” with the deteriorating firm or 
organization and this decision is in turn based on: an evaluation of the chances of 
getting the firm or organization producing A “back on the track” through one’s 
own action or through that of others; and a judgment that it is worthwhile, for a 
variety of reasons, to trade the certainty of B which is available here and now 
against these chances. (p. 38) 

He also indicated that the effectiveness of the voice mechanism was strengthened 

by the possibility of exit. “The willingness to develop and use the voice mechanism is 

reduced by exit, but the ability to use it with effect is increased” (p. 83). So I examined 

the difficulty of choosing to exit.  

To decide to stay or exit was a tough and complex situation for parents. Most of 

the parents in this case decided to stay, because, first, the school choice started the 

process of commitment. Second, it was time and resource consuming for them to move 
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their kids to another school. In addition, the decision had to put the factor of the child into 

consideration. Therefore, it was not easy for parents to pull their kids out unless 

something seriously happened or had a dissension on the educational perspectives. Third, 

the long waiting list of the BBCDC made parents hesitate to leave. It was hard to get back 

once they decided to leave.  

Moreover, because the center’s open climate, parents felt that they could make 

some changes. Hirschman (Hirschman, 1970) said:  

In comparison to the exit option, voice is costly and conditioned on the influence 
and bargaining power customers and members can bring to bear within the firm 
from which they buy or the organizations to which they belong…….A customer 
must expect that he himself or other member-customers will be able to marshal 
some influence or bargaining power. (p. 40) 

Therefore, for some parents, it was a better choice to stay, exercising the voice option, 

using their resources, and trying to make changes within the center. Even for the parents 

who had conflicts with the center, they did not choose to leave in the initial stage. They 

tried to say something to see if some changes would happen. They waited until they felt 

there was no chance to achieve their goals, and then they left. I argued that school choice 

empowered parents in two different ways. First, it provided parents power to choose the 

school for their child, and second, more importantly, it gave parents the power to 

influence the school. If parents do not exercise their right of getting involved, or the 

school does not listen to parents’ needs, the efficacy of improving quality through school 

choice could not be fully accomplished.  

However, researchers in other educational fields pointed out that most parents 

choose schools without having adequate information (Sanders & Epstein, 2005). In the 

BBCDC case, parents are located in middle or upper-middle class. They were the group 

of people who had resources to gather information and make decisions, just like Shapira 
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& Haymann (1991) found. For the parents who do not have enough information to choose 

school or who do not even have choice, the power, conflicts, and politics might be totally 

different with this case, and need exploring.  

In addition, based on my analysis, the BBCDC was an organization which both 

voice and exit played important roles. Although Hirschman (1970) indicated that there 

was no consequence of pointing out the existence of a most efficient mix of voice and 

exit. However, he still encouraged organizations to include both mechanisms of voice and 

exit, and suggested to discover and rediscover the power and the preferred mechanism 

within the organization. I argued that the BBCDC could be a good example of showing 

how voice, exit, and loyalty play their roles in the process of improving child care and 

education quality.  

Micropolitical influence refers to the act of impacting or swaying another toward 

one’s own goals (Spaulding, 2000). How different groups of people gained power and 

used power within the BBCDC were discussed in this study, too. A couple of strategies 

were exercised by participants while interacting with each other every day, which I called 

day-to-day strategies. Some were used while dealing with conflicts, which I called 

facing-conflict strategies. All the day-to-day strategies were also used during the process 

of negotiation. Administrators’ day-to-day strategies toward teachers included: being 

supportive of the teachers in general, open-minded communication and understanding 

teacher’s individual needs, being informed, reminding teachers to see parents as 

customers, and modeling. Facing-conflict strategies were working as a team while 

dealing with parents’ concerns, and delaying, and all the day-to-day strategies were also 

used to.  

Administrators’ day-to-day strategies toward parents included having open 

communication and good relationships, listening, understanding, and respecting different 
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needs of individual parent, showing professional early childhood education, and 

regulating. Facing-conflict strategies included taking and handling every issue seriously, 

and encouraging parents to communicate with teachers first. By using these strategies, 

administrators believed that they can get what they wanted, which was building a better 

environment for children, parents, and the staff.  

Teachers faced parents everyday directly, their day-to-day strategies toward 

parents included: keeping open and good relationships, seeing parents as resources, 

sharing positive information, showing their professional, getting parents involved. Their 

facing-conflict strategy were bringing administrators into play, and do not get personal. 

Toward administrators, teacher tried to follow the center’s policies, reporting everything 

which could become an issue, and asking for administrators’ opinions and support. By 

using these strategies, teachers felt they could have good relationships with parents and 

did their job better, and providing better care for children.  

Based on their perspectives and needs, parents developed some strategies while 

working with the center, including trying to get involved, showing their support, and 

keeping themselves informed. During the process of negotiation, parents used the 

strategies of mobilizing their resources while needed, asking help from administrators, 

and bring other professionals into play. Parents used these strategies to reach their goal, 

which was giving their child a better early child care and education environment. 

I found that the day-to-day strategies can also be called “preparatory strategies” 

(Malen & Cochran, 2008). These strategies can be employed to accumulate resources that 

might be converted to influence at a later time. By analyzing the strategies, I found that 

relationships, information, and authority were the resources of power which three groups 

of participants gave every effort to gain. Administrators and teachers used these day-to-

day strategies to set up rules, create authority, gain and control information, and build 
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relationships. Parents, too, used day-to-day strategies to build relationships and gain 

information. Based on Morgan (1986) and Pfeffer (1992), all of these were the sources of 

power. Three groups of participants stored their resources in general, and used them when 

they were needed.  

Another issue here was why teachers’ strategies toward administrators were 

comparatively fewer than other groups’ strategies. There were two possible reasons. The 

first reason was that because administrators’ empowered teachers to deal with parents’ 

concerns, teachers did not necessarily get administrators involved in the process of 

negotiations. The second possible reason resulted from, on the contrary, teachers’ lack of 

power. Since the center had strong beliefs about working with parents and seeing parents 

as customers, teachers did not have enough power to reject parents’ suggestions and to 

resist the center’s policies even if they did not really agree with them. Moreover, they did 

not expect their perspectives could make changes. Therefore, they chose to follow the 

policies and reported issues and thereby gained support from administrators. With the 

limited amount of data, I could not be sure which one was the most possible reason, but I 

would say probably both reasons existed and took place in certain situations. This should 

be studied in future research. 

Patterns of micropolitics in an early childhood education setting 

Finally, four political patterns were found in this case, including operating 

cooperation, facing conflict, preventing conflict, and suppressing conflict. Malen (1995) 

and Malen & Cochran (2008) tried to portray how power may be exercised between 

parents and schools in formal and informal arenas by reviewing articles. Their review 

helped readers to get a general idea about the micropolitics of schools; however, the 

categories were described were out of the school context. Moreover, most of the articles 
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they reviewed were focused on the formal arenas. In this regard, this study fulfilled the 

needs of lacking understanding the micropolitical patterns in informal arenas and 

provided a completed picture of how power was exercised in one particular child care 

center.  

Operating cooperation was the pattern of integrating established interests. 

Administrators and teachers tried to create a cooperative environment for parents to be 

part of the organization. Parents also tried to get involved and share their knowledge with 

the center. Through the process of cooperation, information was gained and relationships 

were built by each group. Moreover, administrators and teachers create the image of 

authority. All of these became their resources of power. They stored these resources as 

power and waited for the appropriate time to use them.  

The second pattern was facing conflicts. This was the pattern was easily seen 

when power was used in the process of negotiation. When a conflict happened, 

participants brought the power that they stored on to the surface and into the process of 

negotiation. Moreover, they started to bring more resources and tried to change others’ 

perspectives or behaviors.  

Preventing conflict was the third pattern. The purpose was to maintain existing 

interests. It was evidence of Malen’s (1995) finding: norms surrounding professional 

prerogatives and harmonious interactions can mute discussion, muzzle conflict and 

maintain traditional patterns of power. Administrators and teachers tried to prevent 

conflict by keeping open communication, building relationships, showing professional, 

sharing information, and controlling the flow of information. Parents also tried to prevent 

conflict because they did not want to raise the tension between themselves and the school. 

However, I found that their child’s happiness was a trigger for parents to decide if they 

needed to active their resources of power or make changes.  
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The last pattern was only found between particular teachers and their parents in 

certain classroom. This pattern was suppressing conflict. Both group of participants 

wanted to protect their own interests and influence others. However, without good 

relationships, the conflict could not be solved and became a tension between parents and 

teachers.  

Just as what I said above, relationships, information, and authority were resources 

of power for three groups of participants in this case. How and when did they want to use 

their power to influence others depended on the situations and the persons who they 

interacted with. So, I have argued that politics and power should be understood within the 

context.  

Moreover, the administrators’ attitude and behaviors were crucial in the 

micropolitics of the center. No matter if the studies were in formal arenas or the studies 

were in informal arenas, the administrators’ important roles in the political process were 

addressed by many studies (Blase, 1991b; Blase & Anderson, 1995; Corbett, 1991; 

Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Greenfield, 1991; Malen, 1995; Malen & Cochran, 2008). By 

reviewing these four patterns, I found that the executive director, Ms. Clare, did play an 

important role in the micropolitics of parent-school interaction within a child care center.  

She influenced her staff in three ways. First, her perspectives about parent 

involvement influenced staff’s perspectives about working with parents and how they 

interacted with parents. I already have mentioned the influence when discussing 

important the managing of meaning. Second, her leadership was also a big influence on 

the center’s micropolitics of parent-school interactions. Ball indicated that: “The style of 

the head does become the style of the school” (p. 89). In this case, it did happen. Ms. 

Clare’s style of interacting with people became the center’s style of interacting with 

parents. For a better understanding Ms. Clare’s leadership, I compared Ms. Clare’s type 
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of leadership with the leadership models of Ball (1987). Based on Ball’s model, I found 

that Ms. Clare’s leadership was under the interpersonal type. Ball (1987) explained that: 

Interpersonal heads rely primarily on personal relationships and face-to-face 
contact to fulfill their role. In contrast, managerial heads have major recourse to 
committees, memoranda and formal procedures. The adversarial tends to relish 
argument and confrontation to maintain control. Whereas the authoritarian avoids 
and stifles argument in favour of dictat. (p. 87) 

Ms. Clare emphasized personal interaction, fact-to fact contact between herself and her 

staff. Ball (1987) indicated that this style fit with a ‘professional’ definition of the 

teacher-head relationship. Under this leadership, staff members were encouraged to think 

about themselves as autonomous professionals whose problems and grievances could and 

should be sorted out on a one-to-one basis with the head. However, the potential problem 

was that, this kind of leadership fully relied on administrators’ interpersonal style and 

personal attractive, and this kind of authority was inherently unstable based on Ball’s 

argument.  

Third, she and her administrative team provided support for teachers also play 

important roles on the parent-teacher interactions. A couple of administrators’ strategies 

which were found in this case fits in Blase & Anderson’s description of facilitative 

leadership (Blase & Anderson, 1995), including demonstrating trust in teachers, 

encouraging and listening to individual input, encouraging individual teacher autonomy, 

encouraging innovation, giving rewards, and providing support. The only one left out was 

developing shared governance structures. All these strategies provided “teachers, as 

professionals, a greater voice in educational decision-making” (p. 108). Blase & 

Anderson (1995) also indicated that: 

The willingness and ability of principals to support teachers in confrontations with 
parents increased the probability of having rational and productive interactions. 
Supportive principals encouraged teachers ‘to talk with the parent…and not only 
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when there were problems’. Politically, principal support was seen to enhance 
teachers’ discretion, authority and ability to influence parents. (p. 62) 

Teachers of the BBCDC showed confidence when talking to parents and dealing with 

concerns, because they knew they could get support from administrators if they needed it. 

They even could use the support from administrators as a tool to decrease parents’ 

distrust.  

In addition, Ms. Clare’s perspectives and behaviors also influenced parents’ 

perceptions about their roles and influences. Although I said the BBCDC tried to create 

an open environment for parents and tried to meet parents’ diverse needs, but that did not 

mean administrators fully shared their power of making decision with parents. 

Administrators were still the persons who were in charge of making the final decision. 

They controlled the budget, resources, and information. However, why did parents feel 

their needs have been heard? One important reason was that administrators’ attitude and 

values about parents’ voice and parents’ roles. Here we saw the influence of interests in 

the decision-making process (Morgan, 1986). Although parents did not have formal 

authority in the process of decision-making, administrators’ interests put parents’ voices 

and needs into consideration.  

As one of the results of my data analysis, I argue that when researchers continued 

to emphasize to empower parents by engaging parents in school governance, they 

underestimated the importance of daily communication. Most of the articles about 

empowering parents provided different suggestions of augmenting parents’ power in the 

formal school decision-making process. The hope was to make dramatic improvements in 

school programs, therefore, leading to all kinds of social and economic advances through 

involving parent representatives into school boards and councils (Sanders & Epstein, 

2005). However, most council were ineffective, and parent representatives and school 
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personnel were not usually prepared to serve and communicate with the rest of the parent 

population (Mac Beath, 1994, 1995; Beattie, 1985; Marques, 1996; Wilkomirska & 

Marek, 1996, as cited in Sanders & Epstein, 2005). In her article, Malen (1995) also 

stated that “although policy provisions redistribute formal powers in ways that should 

redound to the parents’ advantage, factors that constrain parent influence may still be 

operative” (p. 151). Ball (1987) pointed out the possible reasons: 

Typically, it is difficult for parents as a group, or even sub-groups of parents, to 
constitute themselves as a coalition within the micro-politics of the institution. 
They lack credibility, organization and information, all this despite the attempts 
on the part of successive governments to enfranchise parents. One problem is that 
parental representatives on governing bodies rarely represent in any real sense. (p. 
256) 

Same findings were found by National Center for Early Development & Learning (2000). 

In addition, Corbett (1991) found that parents must be accorded some position of 

authority in the district and/or has key personnel in the school district endorse the parents’ 

excise of influence for the knowledge to become a source of direct power (p. 78). 

Lacking information, authority, and support from schools were barriers and struggles of 

empowering parents through this formal arena.  

Moreover, studies also questioned the representative of the parents’ associations. 

For example, researchers indicated that the parents’ associations or the parents’ councils 

were controlled mainly by middle class parents (Ball, 1987; Bauch & Goldring, 1998; 

Dom & Verhoeven, 2006). All of these limitations made parents feel frustrated to voice 

opinions and even when they got their chance, their influence could still have been 

eliminated within the process of negotiation by other players. Why did parents of the 

BBCDC never ask for a representative organization? Even there was the Board of the 

Directors; parents rarely expressed their concerns through it. Some parents did not know 

the existence of the Board of the Directors, and indicated: “I don’t need it” (Parent Ivey, 
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Interview, 18 February 2011). Based on the data, I found that the importance of the daily 

communication from this case.  

Daily communication was the most important informal arena of parent-school 

interactions in early childhood education. Under the BBCDC open climate, by using daily 

communication, every parent shared their knowledge about their child and about good 

practice. Their perspectives were understood and integrated with others. No one needed 

others to represent their ideas or needs. Different voices could be heard, and anyone could 

make changes if he or she wanted.  

Delgado-Gaitan (1991) indicated that:  

By forming cooperative linkages between the school and families, parents became 
aware of their children’s conditions in their school and their rights as parents to 
collectively join with others who shared their experience, to cooperate with the 
schools, and to create change in the school through improved programs and 
policies, which then led to continued dialogue between the schools and the 
families. (p. 20) 

For achieving these goals, administrators and teachers should find better ways to 

listen to and integrate parents’ perspectives within the current system. Based on my 

finding, I argued that with an open-mind, daily communication was a better and effective 

way of involving parents’ voices for schools in early childhood education.   

Conclusion 

Regarding contributions to existing studies, this study portrayed a complete 

picture of the interactions between parents and a child care center from a micropolitical 

perspective under the philosophy of working with parents. The context, the sources of 

power, and the strategies of gaining power and exercising power were recognized. It 

provides us more knowledge about the day-to-day school life about parent-school 

interactions in an early child care and education setting. Cutler (2000) said that: 
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Home life is more private and family structure more diverse, making it difficult 
for educators to understand what families want or need. Conflicts between parents 
and schools will continue or indifference will intercede unless parents and schools 
learn to meet halfway. Communication is the key to reaffirming their 
interdependence. Without it, there cannot be the reciprocity that once seemed to 
describe the relationship between the home and the school. (p. 207) 

Before communicating, understanding the needs and preferences of parents is the 

first step (Zimmerman, 2000). This study showed us how a center recognized the 

difference between each child and family, respected the diversity, and created open and 

fluid ways to interact with families.  

The strategies and patterns of micropolitics represented the unique character of 

early childhood education programs, which was that most of centers were privately 

owned. Parents were not just parents and they were also customers. They chose schools 

for their child based on their willingness. Centers were running a combination of 

education and business. Therefore, they created the strategies and patterns of interacting 

with each other. How to acknowledge and balance diverse interests and, at the same time, 

maintain professional interests became a big challenge for administrators and teachers. 

This study, moreover, showed that the DAP guidelines played crucial roles in parent-

school interactions within an early childhood education. The DAP guidelines influenced 

how administrators and teachers perceived their own roles and parents’ roles in their 

child’s learning, and how early childhood education programs should interact with 

parents. In this case, it was not only a sense of values which influenced the center’s ways 

of doing things, but also a powerful tool while managing conflicts among administrators, 

teachers, and parents. Its effectiveness and influence was revealed by this study.  

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 

In the following sections, I provide implications for administrators in early 

childhood education settings, early childhood research from a micropolitical perspective, 
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and future research.  

Implications for administrators in early childhood education settings  

In his book, Managing with power, Pfeffer (1992) told readers the meaning of 

managing with power. He suggested for readers to diagnose the political landscape and 

figure out what the relevant interests were and what important political subdivisions 

characterized the organization. Also readers need to understand why individuals and 

subunits had the perspectives that they did. Moreover, people need power to get things 

done. So it is important to understand where power comes from and how these sources of 

power can be developed, and to understand the strategies and tactics through which 

power is developed and used in organizations, including the importance of timing, the use 

of structure, the social psychology of commitment and other forms of interpersonal 

influence. Hoyle (1999) also pointed out the role of micropolitics in leadership 

development. She said: 

One is to enhance an understanding of the micropolitical context of the principal’s 
work. The other is to provide principals with a set of concepts and frameworks for 
reflecting on their own performance as a basis for improvement. (p. 221) 

One of the significances of this study was to reveal the micropolitical patterns and 

some unique strategies which were exercised in a private child care center. The interests 

of different groups of people, how people gained power, and how power was used within 

a private organization were understood. The similarities and differences between a private 

center and public schools were discussed, too. It, moreover, indicated the important roles 

of the executive director of the center. All these findings provided administrators a lens to 

examine the micropolitics of their own center. I argued that is impossible to copy the 

experiences of the BBCDC, since the interpersonal relationships and context were 

various between one center to another center. However, Administrators could use the 
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information to understand their school context, and reflect their own practice. Pfeffer 

(1992) said: “Innovation and change in almost any arena require the skill to develop 

power, and the willingness to employ it to get things accomplished” (p. 341). Therefore, 

these understandings provide administrators tools for improvement or to make changes.  

Moreover, a couple of administrators’ strategies which were found in this case 

fitted in Blase & Anderson’s description of facilitative leadership (Blase & Anderson, 

1995), including demonstrating trust in teachers, encouraging and listening to individual 

input, encouraging individual teacher autonomy, encouraging innovation, giving rewards, 

and providing support. The only one left out was developing shared governance 

structures. All these strategies provided “teachers, as professionals, a greater voice in 

educational decision-making” (p. 108). However, Blase & Anderson (1995) also 

encouraged administrators to move beyond facilitative leadership toward democratic, 

empowering leadership. Although “it remains unclear whether the current rhetoric of 

managing the organizational culture, empowering teachers and sharing decision-making 

means anything more than new management techniques for greater control and efficiency” 

(p. 128), they still wanted administrators to “raise critical questions about the institutional 

and social status quo” for achieving the primary goals of the emancipatory, 

transformative tradition: “democracy and social justice” (p. 130).  

Implications for early childhood research from a micropolitical perspective  

Blase (1991c) indicated that: “Both cooperative and conflictive action and 

processes are part of the realm of micropolitics” (p. 11). My finding showed that 

operating cooperation was an important pattern of the micropolitics in the BBCDC case. 

In my case, it helped in integrating established interests, through understanding each 

other’s perspectives, sharing positive information, and committing with each other. This 
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pattern was also a foundation for the pattern of facing conflicts. However, most of the 

present studies still focused on the conflictive actions and processes of the micropolitics 

when talking about parent-school relationships or administrator-teacher interactions. The 

cooperation of parent-school interactions should be further examined from the 

micropolitical perspectives for better understandings.  

Moreover, since one of the important goals of parent involvement was to enhance 

the school quality and improve children’s performances, the relationships between the 

political dynamics and educational outcomes (Malen & Cochran, 2008) should be 

examined. Furthermore, children were a part of the school, and their voices could play a 

role in the political patterns. Further studies should include children’s voice and gain 

more knowledge about the whole picture of micropolitics in the field of early childhood 

education. Combining all these knowledge should enable us to develop a deeper 

understanding of the relationships between micropolitical processes, power dynamics, 

and educational outcomes in early childhood education (Malen & Cochran, 2008).  

Implications for future research  

This study was conducted in a non-profit community-based early childhood 

educational setting, which provided the center a unique sense of parent-school 

relationships. I was attracted by the open and friendly climate which the center provided 

for parents. This study did present an alternative style of play (Malen, 1995) in the 

parent-school interactions. However, this group of people shared similar interests, 

perceptions and socioeconomic backgrounds. Blase & Anderson (1995) encouraged 

researchers to understand the importance of the facts like social class, race and gender in 

the school participation or empowerment. Therefore, more diverse types of early 

childhood educational settings should be understood.  
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The relationships between parents and school were sensitive, and the 

micropolitical interaction among parents, teachers, and administrators within schools 

were complex. In my case, the number of possible participants was huge. The center had 

ten administrators, more than thirty teachers, and around two hundreds families in the 

building. It was hard and time consuming to build close relationships with all possible 

participants and understand all situations in a limited time as a pure observer. Although I 

chose to stick with the administrators and tried to explore as many issues happened in the 

center as possible, it was still easy to miss other groups’ perspectives and experiences. 

Especially under the confidentiality issue, a part of parents’ voices were easily missing in 

the data. Therefore, I recommend future researchers either to choose to collect data from 

particular situations or specific groups of persons, or to become one of the members in 

the decision-making process for understanding the big picture in the negotiation process.  

This study found teachers’ strategies toward administrators were comparatively 

fewer than other groups’ strategies. Based on the limited amount of data, the researcher 

could not be sure about if it was resulted from administrators’ empowered teachers or 

from teachers’ lack of power in issues related to parents. Further research was needed to 

answer this question.  

Moreover, studies pointed out parents’ diverse perspectives about their roles and 

schools’ roles, and also indicated that these parents who did not act like the ideal type of 

parents were judged, and perceived as indifferent or passive and were thus marginalized 

by schools (Crozier, 1999; Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Doucet, 2008, 2011; Lareau, 2000). 

However, the parents in my study showed strong homogeneity within the parents’ groups 

and with the center. Possible reasons included the limited assesses toward parents’ groups 

and the result of school choice. The experiences of more parents’ groups should be 

explored and studied in the future.  
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Appendix A: Samples of interview questions for administrators 

1. Could you please talk about your experience in early childhood education? 

2. How do you and your school build relationships with parents? 

3. In your opinion, what do parents want from the school? How does your school satisfy 

parents’ needs?  

4. As an administrator, how do you face parents’ needs? Why do you decide to handle 

them in this way?  

5. Can you give me an example of a negotiation between parents and your school?  
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Appendix B: Samples of interview questions for teachers  

1. Could you please talk about your experience in early childhood education? 

2. How do you and your school build relationships with parents? 

3. In your opinion, what do parents want from the school? How does your school satisfy 

parents’ needs? Do you think this way work well?  

4. As a teacher, how do you face parents’ needs? Why do you decide to handle them in 

this way?  

5. Can you give me an example of a negotiation between parents and your school?  
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Appendix C: Samples of interview questions for parents 

1. How many children do you have and how old are they? 

2. Why did you choose this school? What were the criteria when you looked for schools 

for your child(ren)? 

3. Does this school satisfy your needs? In what way?  

4. What do you do when you have concerns about the school, your children’s learning, or 

other issues? Can you give me an example? Why do you decide to do that?  

5. If you have the experience of expressing your concerns to the school, how does the 

school handle your concerns? 

6. Why did you join the parent teacher association? What are the roles of parents in the 

association?  
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