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Abstract

Head Start, a federally funded preschool program that provides a diverse array of
services to children ages three to five years, strongly emphasizes the importance of parent
involvement in its program. The purpose of the present study was to examine Head Start
parents' perceptions of the parent involvement component of a regional Head Start
program. Specifically, this study assessed barriers to parent involvement with the
program, parent participation and satisfaction with the program, and whether or not
parents were aware of the various aspects of the Head Start parent involvement
component. This study also compared satisfaction ratings of parents who had a child
with a disability to those who had a child without a disability. A questionnaire was
developed based on Head Start performance standards and a review of the literature. The
questionnaire was completed by 451 parents in a rural Kentucky Head Start District. The
results indicated that work and school were often identified as barriers to parent
participation in this Head Start district. However, there appears to be additional unknown
factors related to parent involvement other than the barriers currently and previously
identified in research. The results also suggest that parents were overwhelmingly
satisfied with all aspects of the program and were aware of most parent involvement
services offered by Head Start.
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Introduction
The fact that educators place a high value on parent participation is not new;
however, a much greater emphasis has been placed upon the value of parent involvement
in recent years. An increasing amount of research demonstrates numerous positive
effects for those children whose parents are involved with their education. Parent
involvement has been conceptualized as ranging from the parent as an active partner with
the school, a decision maker in the school, a volunteer or paid employee, or the parent
acting as a liaison between the home and school to support his or her child. Preschoolers
who have parents that are actively involved in school activities are likely to benefit
overall in developmental domains such as communication, socialization, daily living
skills, and motor development (Marcon, 1999). Research indicates that early parent
involvement in a child's education has been consistently related to academic achievement
(Berger, 1991; Evangelou & Sylva, 2003; Griffith, 1996; Lazar, 1981; McClow &
Gillespie, 1998).
Increasing parent involvement becomes even more imperative for those children
who have risk factors such as social or economic disadvantages, limited parental
education, a stressful home environment, or cultural issues that may limit home-school
communication. For these families it is essential that the school personnel initiate and
plan for increased parent involvement in the education of children. These children may
be at-risk for academic failure if these barriers are not recognized and acted upon
(Raffaele & Knoff, 1999).
Head Start, a federally funded preschool program that provides a diverse array of
services to young children ages three to five years, strongly emphasizes the importance of
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parent involvement in its program (U. S. Department of Health & Human Services
[USDHHS], 2002). Parent involvement is one of Head Start's mandated components
along with education, health, and social services. The parent involvement component of
Head Start has made the very successful program unique and has remained a cornerstone
of the program since it began in 1965 (Zigler & Valentine, 1979).
Parent involvement is a very important factor for young children, and Head Start
clearly outlines specific guidelines that incorporate parent involvement into every aspect
of its program. The purpose of the present study was to examine parents' perceptions of
the parent involvement component in a Head Start program. Specifically, this study
attempted to determine the barriers to parent involvement with the program, assess parent
participation and satisfaction with the program, and determine if the parents perceive that
the Head Start parent involvement guidelines were implemented as intended. A parent
questionnaire was given to each parent in a Head Start District in Kentucky to assess the
variables of interest. The questionnaire was developed based on Head Start performance
standards and a review of the literature on parent involvement in Head Start and early
education.

Literature Review
Head Start
Head Start is a federally funded program that provides comprehensive
developmental services for low-income children three to five years of age and their
families (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services [USDHHS], 1999). Head Start
began in the summer of 1965 in an attempt by the Federal Government to help break the
cycle of poverty (USDHHS, 2002). The Head Start program provides diverse services to
Head Start children and their parents to meet the major components of the program which
include education, health, parent involvement, and social services. The educational
component is designed to provide each child with a variety of learning experiences to
help promote intellectual, social, and emotional growth. The health component allows
each child to participate in a comprehensive health program that provides immunizations,
medical and dental services, nutritional guidance, and mental health services. The parent
involvement component has been deemed as a vital and unique part of the program.
Parents are encouraged to become involved in parent education, program planning, and
classroom activities. Parents are given the opportunity to serve as members of councils
and committees that may have a voice in administrative or managerial decisions in
program planning activities. They are also provided with numerous opportunities to
attend workshops or classes on a variety of topics to facilitate child development as part
of parent education. As part of classroom activities, parents are highly encouraged to
volunteer in classrooms to promote involvement as well. The final aspect of the parent
involvement component is social services, which can range from crisis intervention to a
family needs assessment (USDHHS, 1999).
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The two components that have made Head Start unique among preschool
programs are the health and parent involvement components. Although its critical
importance was not evident at the time it was implemented, parent involvement has been
a cornerstone of Head Start since it began in the summer of 1965 (Zigler & Valentine,
1979). Each Head Start center emphasizes parent involvement in the following areas: (a)
participation in the decision-making process with regard to the nature and operation of
the program, (b) participation in the classroom as a volunteer, observer, or a paid
employee, (c) participation in the development of daily classroom activities, and (d)
working with their children along with Head Start staff (USDHHS, 1970). Through its
Program Performance Standards and Policy Manual, Head Start mandates parent
involvement and trains its staff members on how to implement the program to ensure
maximum participation from parents (USDHHS, 1970: 1996). Head Start has remained
steadfast in its commitment to parent involvement as evidenced by the incorporation of
parent involvement into every piece of Head Start legislation over the years (USDHHS,
2004; Zigler & Styfco, 1993).
Parent-Child Benefits from Head Start
O'Brien et al. (2002) conducted an enormous research project from the spring of
1997 through the spring of 2001 called the Head Start Family and Child Experiences
Survey (FACES) project. Forty Head Start programs from across the country were
selected to participate in the FACES study. These forty programs were randomly
selected from a pool of 1,734 Head Start programs that serve children aged 3 and older of
diverse ethnicity. The FACES project looked at, among other things, parents'
involvement with the Head Start program and the benefits from that involvement as well
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as barriers to parent involvement with Head Start activities. The type of parent
involvement with Head Start included the following activities: volunteering within a
classroom, observing in a classroom for 30 minutes or more, preparing food or materials,
helping with field trips, attending Head Start social events, attending workshops,
attending parent-teacher conferences, allowing Head Start home visits, participating in
Policy Council, calling another Head Start parent, preparing newsletters or fliers, and
participating in fundraising. The Head Start FACES project was developed in an attempt
by the Administration on Children, Youth, and Families (ACYF) to develop a very
detailed study to examine Head Start families and the services that are provided to those
families. An additional focus of the study was to help improve program performance
measures for Head Start.
O'Brien et al. (2000) found that increased parent involvement in Head Start
activities was predictive of increased parent involvement with children's activities overall
and was associated with an increase in the children's positive social behaviors as well.
Parent involvement with Head Start was also shown to be associated with an increased
level of children's emergent literacy skills. The children's aggressive behavior and
breaking of household rules was noted to decline with increased parent involvement in
Head Start activities as parents reported better control over their children's behavior.
O'Brien et al. found that the amount of parent involvement was related to ethnicity and
employment status. Parents of White children were found to have more participation
than parents of African American or Hispanic children, and employed parents were found
to be less involved with activities. The authors found that if the parent had been involved
previously with the Head Start program (with another child) they were more involved
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than those with first time children in the program. Parents of children with disabilities
were found to be significantly more involved with Head Start by attending parent-teacher
conferences and participating in Policy Council. Parents of children who have
disabilities also reported work commitments and need for child care as the main barriers
to increased involvement. They also reported less satisfaction with the Head Start
program than those parents of children without disabilities (O'Brien et al., 2002).
Bryant, Peisner-Feinberg, and Miller-Johnson (2000) investigated the relationship
between parent involvement in Head Start as well as parent involvement outside the
classroom and the possible benefits for those children. The authors found that parents
who have greater participation in Head Start classroom activities are more likely to be
involved with their children's activities outside the classroom, and this increased parent
involvement outside the school environment was found to be a related factor in the
child's social and cognitive development.
McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, and Sekino (2004) also investigated the
relationship between parent involvement in early education and the benefits for children
from that involvement. These authors assessed 307 low-income, ethnic minority children
and their caregivers from an urban school in the Northeast. They determined that active
parent involvement in kindergarten, which they described as parents providing active
learning within the home, having regular contact with school personnel, and experiencing
fewer barriers to involvement, was associated with positive outcomes for their children.
Children with more active parents were found to display increased positive interactions
with peers and adults and were engaged more in learning than those children who had
parents who were less involved.
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Parent involvement has been shown to provide numerous benefits to children in
the Head Start program; however, there have also been benefits for the parents who
become involved as well (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992; Zigler & Valentine, 1979). Zigler
and Muenchow (1992) state that parent involvement with the Head Start program has
clearly had a positive effect in getting parents the training and education they need to be
successful parents and citizens. Zigler and Valentine (1979) also affirm that the Head
Start program has inspired many parents who participated in the program to pursue adult
education.
Bruckman and Blanton (2003) interviewed five single mothers with children in
Head Start to understand their experiences with the parent involvement component of the
program. Among other things, these authors found that these mothers credit the Head
Start program for providing them with a wide range of opportunities to become involved
with their children's education, which in turn gave them the confidence and motivation to
work with their child's teacher to provide what was best for their children. The mothers
in this study reported that Head Start staff provided much needed support to them and
their families in times of need that allowed them to work toward becoming a better parent
and a better individual.
Lang (1992) proposed that parents in the Head Start program initially become
involved for their children; however, they soon discovered the benefits that the program
could have for them, such as the ability to work for the program. Such employment
could help decrease dependence on welfare and provide an overall feeling of
empowerment, which in turn increases self-esteem. This increase in self-esteem may be
most important in helping these parents succeed. Lang describes parents who come into
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the Head Start program with no education or training and often receiving welfare, who
become self-sufficient, competent parents. A parent may begin by volunteering within
the classroom or serving on the Head Start policy council, then work on his or her GED,
and, in many cases, obtain a college degree.
As a case example, Peters (1998) described in a book her road to success through
Head Start and she gave full credit to the parent involvement part of the program for that
success. She described how Head Start gave her the confidence in herself to obtain a
Ph.D. in social psychology, which in turn provided her with the resources to send both of
her children to college. According to Peters, successful implementation of parent
involvement provides parents with opportunities to reinforce at home what the children
learn at the Head Start center, develop better parenting skills, and, most importantly, to
build their self-esteem which can help them change their environment and move away
from poverty.
Barriers to Parent Involvement
Given the numerous benefits for Head Start families, it is important to look at
why some Head Start parents do not participate in the program. Although most
researchers in the area will agree that parent involvement in Head Start or any other early
childhood program provides a wealth of benefits for the child and parent, few studies
have looked at possible barriers to parent involvement in these programs. To date, only
two published studies and one presentation have been found that researched barriers to
parent involvement in Head Start.
Lamb-Parker et al. (2001) conducted a comprehensive study to look at parent
involvement in two Head Start agencies in New York City due to growing concerns about
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parent involvement within these programs. The study was conducted by the Head Start
Research Group (HSRG) which consisted of a number of Center researchers and
representatives from each Head Start agency including executive directors, education and
family service coordinators, and representatives from the parent policy councils. A
leader in the Head Start community and a research consultant were also included in this
group. There were a vast variety of disciplines represented in the HSRG including
psychologists, social workers, and early childhood educators. The study looked at
possible barriers reported by mothers of Head Start children and the relationship of the
mother's actual report of barriers to involvement and the teachers' perceptions of parent
involvement (i.e., low, medium, or high).
One teacher, one social service staff member, and the social services coordinator
at each Head Start agency rated all mothers whose child had completed one year of Head
Start (N = 376) as either a low, medium, or high participator in the program. The staff
ratings were based on attendance records in meetings, workshops, and volunteer hours as
well as the staffs personal recollection of various contacts with the parent over the year.
The sample was divided by level of involvement and a random sample of mothers was
taken from each category (low, medium, and high participator). Sixty-eight of the
seventy-two chosen mothers agreed to participate with the interview. The interview was
administered to each mother in a standard procedure with specific instructions and the
opportunity to ask questions of the interviewer. The ratings by staff and the barriers
reported by the mothers were then compared to look for a possible association between
the stated barriers and the actual level of participation.

10
The researchers were able to identify two barriers to parent involvement that were
most frequently identified through the interview process: "having a schedule that
conflicted with Head Start activities" and "having a baby or toddler at home." Other
common barriers to participation included having to go to work or school, lack of
interest, and little energy. They found that those mothers who identified more barriers to
parent involvement were also likely rated by staff to be low participators in Head Start
activities. Of the parents who reported that having a schedule that conflicted with Head
Start activities prevented them from participating, 44% were rated by the staff as low
participators, and of those who reported that having a baby or toddler at home prevented
them from participating, 44.4% were rated by the staff as low participators.
Unexpected findings with this study were that mothers who reported having no
utilities during part of the Head Start year and feeling shy were found through the staff
ratings as having higher involvement with Head Start activities. Over half (52.2%) of the
mothers who reported that they had been without utilities during part of the Head Start
year were rated by staff as high participators and 77.8% of the mothers who reported
feeling shy were rated as high participators.
Driebe and Cochran (1996) also investigated barriers to parent involvement in
three rural Head Start programs in upstate New York. They wanted to determine if there
were parents who were not participating in program activities and, if so, what barriers
were preventing them from participating. They interviewed via telephone (on two
occasions, six months apart) 27 mothers and 2 fathers whose children were in their first
year of Head Start. Parents who had previous experience (with another child) with Head
Start were not chosen to participate. The authors concluded that having a work schedule
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that conflicted with Head Start activities and changes in the household composition, such
as having a baby or going through a divorce, accounted for the majority of the barriers to
parent involvement.
O'Brien et al. (2002) found through the FACES project, which was described
earlier, that parents reported the following barriers as most frequently preventing them
from participating with Head Start activities: work commitments (55.9%), child care
(31.5%), and parents' school schedule (18.9%). Researchers categorized the parents
involvement as low, moderate, or high based on the responses in the parent involvement
interview. Parents who reported work or child care as a barrier were found to be less
involved that those who did not mention these as barriers to involvement. However,
those parents who reported a school schedule as a barrier were not found to be less
involved than those who did not report this as a barrier. Therefore, this suggests that
reported barriers did predict level of parent involvement with Head Start activities in this
study (O'Brien et al., 2002).
Purpose of the Present Study
Head Start has served more than 22 million children since it started in the summer
of 1965 (USDHHS, 2004). The massive amount of research that has been completed on
the numerous aspects of Head Start shows positive outcomes and the benefits from parent
involvement are unquestionable. Two studies of parent involvement in Head Start
(Driebe & Cochran, 1996; Lamb-Parker et al., 2001) had a very limited participant pool
for their studies (29 and 68 participants, respectively) and both were conducted in New
York. The low number of participants and reliance on one specific geographic region
limit the generalizability of the results to other Head Start centers across the country.
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Both studies used interviews as a means of collecting data, which makes them difficult to
replicate due to standardization issues. Therefore, it is important to further explore
possible barriers that may inhibit parents from participating in this truly unique and
gratifying program. Identifying barriers to parent involvement can result in efforts to
remove such barriers. A primary purpose of this study is to determine if parents are
aware of the mandated parent involvement component of the Head Start program.
Previous studies have not examined satisfaction of parents who have a child with a
disability or parents' awareness of the potential services Head Start offers. Therefore, it
is also of interest to determine if parents of disabled children are as satisfied with the
Head Start program as parents of non-disabled children.
The intent of this study was to identify and quantify barriers to parent
involvement in a regional Head Start program which includes ten counties in South
Central Kentucky. This study determined if parents were satisfied with the services that
have been provided for them over the course of a school year and assessed their
knowledge of the parent involvement component of the program. The regional Head
Start program assessed serves over 864 children and employs 74 parents or former
parents of Head Start children. The identification of barriers to parent involvement,
satisfaction ratings of the program, and the determination of parent awareness of the
parent involvement component can be used to implement changes to help improve overall
parent involvement.
The present study addressed the following research questions:
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement?
2.

Are parents satisfied with services from the Head Start program?

Do parents of children with disabilities have different levels of
satisfaction than parents who have children without disabilities?
Are parents aware of the parent involvement services that are
mandated by Head Start through very specific guidelines?

Method
Participants
Parents of Head Start children in a rural region that includes ten counties in South
Central Kentucky were included in this study. Each Head Start classroom teacher in the
10-county region was given questionnaires to distribute to each child's parent or
guardian. A total of 777 children were enrolled in these Head Start programs. It is
unknown how many of these children were siblings. This questionnaire did not assess
children in the Early Head Start or Home Base programs. Of the 777 parent
questionnaires that were distributed, 451 (58% return rate) were returned and all were
usable. The Human Subject Review Board of Western Kentucky University approved
the collection of data from participants (see Appendix A).
Table 1 provides a detailed description of participants' demographic information.
Not every question received a response by every parent. Therefore, percentages may not
add up to 100% for every item. Most of the respondents who completed the questionnaire
were mothers (82.0%) and most respondents were not employed with the Head Start
program (92.0%). The majority of respondents stated that this was either their first year
(62.3%) or second year (27.7%) with a child in the Head Start program. The information
provided by the respondents about the children enrolled in this program indicated an even
split with gender (Male = 49.2%; Female = 49.2%). Most children were Caucasian
(77.4%) and were four (48.3%) or five (41.0%) years of age with 10.6% being described
as having a disability. Several of the parents (8.4%) left the ethnicity category blank. It
is unknown if the parents did not wish to provide such information or if the ethnicity
categories were unclear (e.g., no biracial category).
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Table 1
Demographics of Participants (n=451)

Demographic

Percentage

Person completing the questionnaire
Mother

82.0

Father

9.1

Grandmother

6.0

Grandfather

0.0

Guardian

1.8

Employed with Head Start
Yes

5.3

No

92.0

Number of years parent has had a child in Head Start
1 year

62.3

2 years

27.7

3 years

4.7

4+years

3.1

Age of child in Head Start
3 years of age

9.3

4 years of age

48.3

5 years of age

41.0

16

Demographic

Percentage

Gender of child
Male

49.2

Female

49.2

Ethnicity of child
Caucasian

77.4

African American

5.1

Hispanic

1.8

Asian

0.0

Other

7.3

Child with disability?
Yes

10.6

No

85.8

Note. Percentages do not add to 100% due to omission(s) of responses in each section.
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Instrument
The parent questionnaire (see Appendix B) was developed by this investigator
after a thorough review of the literature regarding parent involvement in Head Start and
early education and after reviewing Head Start policies and procedures. The barriers to
parent involvement that were most often found within the research were incorporated into
the questionnaire. Twelve specific questions were asked to help identify barriers within
this rural Head Start district. These questions were designed for ease of response by the
parent and to assess the most likely barriers to participation.
The parent satisfaction section of the questionnaire was based on the O'Brien et
al. (2002) FACES project. Eight questions were taken from this project to assist in
determining the satisfaction level of parents who had children in this Head Start program.
Additional questions were added to determine which parents had children with
disabilities to differentiate between the satisfaction of parents who have children with
disabilities and the satisfaction of parents whose children do not have disabilities. Eight
questions were provided that examined the number of times parents participated with
various Head Start activities during the school year.
The last section of the questionnaire was developed after a thorough review of the
Head Start guidelines, specifically those that incorporate parent involvement, and
assessed the parents' knowledge about this part of the program which was intended to
indicate how well the guidelines were implemented. Sixteen questions were utilized to
assist with this assessment incorporating each aspect of the parent involvement
guidelines. To ensure parent understanding and ease of use, as well as optimizing the
return rate, the questionnaire was reviewed by three Western Kentucky University
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psychology faculty members and three Head Start staff, which included two teachers and
a Family Advocate. Recommended changes in content, wording, and format were made.
Procedure
Head Start classroom teachers were provided with the questionnaires, as well as
envelopes, so that parents could seal their completed questionnaires to ensure anonymity
and confidentiality. The envelopes were labeled with directions for parent convenience.
The parents were given the questionnaires and a cover letter explaining the study (see
Appendix C) on a Monday and were encouraged to return them as soon as they were
completed. Each child whose parent returned the questionnaire was given a choice of a
prize such as a pencil, ruler, paddleball, notepad, fun straw, bouncy ball, or toy ring
which was provided by this investigator. On Friday, a reminder note was sent home to
parents to encourage those who had not completed the questionnaire to complete it and
return it to their Head Start teacher. This investigator picked up the questionnaires from
the Head Start classrooms the following Friday.

Results
The questionnaires were analyzed to assess the barriers to parent involvement
within a regional Head Start program, parent satisfaction with the program, and parent
awareness of the mandated parent involvement component of the Head Start program.
The questionnaire also explored the possible differences in parent satisfaction among
parents of children who have a disability verses parents of children who do not have a
disability.
Barriers to Parent Involvement
The first research question attempted to determine what barriers existed to parent
involvement with Head Start activities. On the questionnaire, several items assessed how
often parents were participating in various Head Start activities. In addition, parents'
perceptions of barriers to participation were assessed. Overall, the frequency of
involvement with the activities listed on the questionnaire was quite high. Parents were
most involved in participating with a parent-teacher conference, with 82.6% indicating
they attended at least one conference during the 2004-05 year. Allowing Head Start
personnel to make a home visit was the second highest involvement activity with 79.1%
of parents stating that they have participated with this activity during the school year.
Going on field trips and participating in fund raiser activities were the third highest
involvement activities at 58% each. Volunteering in the classroom was also noteworthy
with 47.2% of parents stating that they volunteered at least one time during the year.
Parents had very little involvement in policy council issues and with preparing
newsletters or fliers. Table 2 provides a more detailed description of the parents'
frequency of involvement with various Head Start activities.
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Table 1
Parent Involvement in Head Start Activities During the School Year

Percent Responding
Never

1-2 Times

Volunteered in the classroom

51.7

26.4

11.3

9.5

Field trips

41.5

36.6

12.4

9.3

Policy council

86.7

6.9

1.3

2.7

Head Start workshops

77.2

13.1

4.7

3.5

Parent-teacher conferences

16.4

46.3

27.7

8.6

Allowed a home visit by Head Start staff

18.6

65.6

10.0

3.5

Helped prepare newsletters or fliers

89.1

5.5

1.6

2.9

Fund raising activities

40.8

47.0

8.4

3.3

Activity

3-4 Times

5+ Times

Note. Percentages do not add to 100% due to omission(s) of responses in each section.
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Parents were also asked to rate which barriers kept them from being more
involved with Head Start activities during the 2004-05 school year. The results of the
questionnaire found that having to work was the greatest barrier with a total of 59.2% of
respondents stating that work Often or Always interfered with involvement in Head Start
activities. Being busy with other activities (not work or school) was described as the
second greatest barrier with 28.1% of respondents stating that it Often or Always
interfered. Having a small child at home (26.4%) and having to go to school or classes
(20.4%) were also described as Often ox Always interfering with involvement in program
activities. Not feeling welcome or having a child with a major health problem were
rarely a barrier to involvement, and most of the other barriers that were listed were not a
problem for very many of the respondents. Table 3 provides a detailed description of the
information obtained about barriers to parent involvement.
To further analyze the relationship of parent involvement to barriers, two new
"indices" were created. An "Involvement Index" was established by multiplying the
number of activities parents participated in by the extent of their involvement.
Specifically, the data in Table 2 were re-coded so that Never = 0, 1-2 Times = 1,3-4
Times = 3, and 5+ Times = 5. The re-coded numbers were multiplied by 8, which is the
maximum number of activities possible. Similarly, a "Barrier Index" was created by recoding the data so that Never = 0, Sometimes = 1, Often = 2, and Always = 3. The recoded numbers were multiplied by 12, which is the maximum number of barriers
possible. (The "other" statement was not included.) The Involvement Index was then
correlated with the Barrier Index. Results indicated a small, but significant negative
correlation (-.137, jo = .006). When barriers increase parent involvement decreases. To
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further analyze the difference between levels of involvement, the participants were
divided into 3 groups (i.e., Low, Middle, High involvement) based on the Involvement
Index score. The mean Barrier Index scores for each group were as follows: Low =
75.79, Middle = 75.03, and High = 67.64. A one-way ANOVA indicated there were no
significant differences in barriers between the three groups based on their level of
involvement.
Parent Satisfaction
The second research question assessed parent satisfaction with various Head Start
services. Overall, parents were found to be very satisfied with the services provided by
Head Start. Maintaining a safe program received the highest level of parent satisfaction,
with 94.6% of parents stating that they were Satisfied or Very Satisfied with this aspect of
the program. Helping my child develop social skills received the second highest ratings,
with 92.7% of parents stating that they were Satisfied or Very Satisfied with this part of
the program. The remainder of the items were also rated overwhelmingly as Satisfied or
Very Satisfied by the parents. Providing services for my family received the lowest
ratings of parents saying they were Satisfied or Very Satisfied (82.4%). Table 4 provides
parent ratings for their satisfaction within the Head Start program.
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Table

1

Barriers to Parent Involvement

Percent Responding
Statement

Never Sometimes Often Always

M(SD)

Having to work

22.6

16.2

25.7

33.5

2.7(1.2)

Having to go to classes or school

70.3

7.1

12.9

7.5

1.6(1.0)

Busy with other activities (not work/school) 40.4

28.4

20.8

7.3

1.9(1.0)

63.2

6.9

8.9

17.5

1.8(1.2)

Problem getting child care for other children 71.8

10.2

6.2

9.1

1.5(1.0)

Having a small child at home

Having a child with a major health problem

92.2

2.2

.7

2.4

1.1(0.5)

Having a major health problem myself

77.8

9.1

7.3

4.4

1.4(0.8)

Problems getting transportation

80.5

10.6

4.7

1.8

1.3(0.6)

Depression or lack of energy

76.1

9.3

9.3

2.9

1.4(0.8)

Lack of support from spouse or partner

84.7

8.0

2.0

2.2

1.2(0.6)

Not enough opportunities to participate

86.0

6.9

2.7

1.3

1.2(0.5)

Did not feel welcome

89.4

2.4

.7

4.7

1.2(0.7)

Other (Explain)

14.2

.2

.4

.9

1.2(0.8)

Note. Percentages do not add to 100% due to omission(s) in responses. 1 = Never; 2 =
Sometimes; 3 = Often; 4 = Always. M(SD) = Mean (Standard Deviation).
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1

Parent Satisfaction with Head Start

Percent Responding
Statement

1

2

3

4

5

M(SD)

2.0

0.2

6.4

29.0

61.9

4.5(0.8)

Helping my child develop social skills 2.7

0.0

4.4

25.5

67.2

4.5(0.8)

Providing services for my child

2.2

0.7

6.0

29.0

61.9

4.5(0.8)

Providing services for my family

1.8

1.1

14.2

29.9

52.5

4.3(0.9)

Preparing my child for reading

2.0

1.6

12.6

31.0

52.8

4.3(0.9)

Maintaining a safe program

2.4

0.2

2.7

22.8

71.8

4.6(0.8)

Showing respect for my family culture 2.7

0.2

6.0

25.7

65.4

4.5(0.8)

Being open to my ideas

0.9

9.1

28.8

58.5

4.4(0.9)

Preparing my child for kindergarten

2.0

Note. Percentages that do not equal 100% are due to omissions of responses. 1 = Very
Dissatisfied; 2 = Dissatisfied; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Satisfied; 5 = Very Satisfied. M(SD) =
Mean (Standard Deviation).
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Disabilities
The third research question examined the satisfaction of parents who have a child
with a disability compared to the satisfaction of parents of children who do not have a
disability. Forty-eight parents (10.6%) of the total sample indicated they had a child with
a disability enrolled in Head Start. Mean ratings of parent satisfaction were obtained on
the satisfaction questions for each group and multiple f-tests were used to test for
differences between the two groups of parents. There were no significant differences
between the groups on any of the items. Both groups were found to be more or less
equally satisfied with the items surveyed. Table 5 provides a detailed comparison of the
means for each item.
Parental Awareness
The last research question assessed parental awareness of the various parent
involvement services that are mandated through the Head Start program. Overall, parents
were aware of the majority of services listed as available to them. However, it was
evident that many parents were not aware that they could apply for a job with the Head
Start program (52.0%) or that assistance is available to parents to help them with their
reading skills (53.3%). Many parents in this Head Start district were also unaware of the
fact that parents should have the opportunity to participate with mental health
interventions for their child (53.6%) or that they should have the opportunity to learn first
aid and safety practices for their families (51.9%). Table 6 gives a detailed description of
the different aspects of the parent awareness questions and the responses given by
parents.
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1

Satisfaction with Head Start for Parents of Children with and without a Disability

Disability

No Disability

Statement

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

Preparing my child for kindergarten

4.5 (.68)

4.5 (.82)

Helping my child develop social skills

4.5 (.80)

4.5 (.82)

Providing services for my child

4.5 (.74)

4.5 (.84)

Providing services for my family

4.3 (.74)

4.3 (.91)

Preparing my child for reading

4.3 (.91)

4.3 (.90)

Maintaining a safe program

4.8 (.48)

4.6 (.80)

Showing respect for my family culture

4.6 (.74)

4.5 (.85)

Being open to my ideas

4.5 (.75)

4.4 (.86)

Note. A Likert rating scale was used to rate each statement on a 5-point scale. Items were
rated Very Dissatisfied (1) to Very Satisfied (5) for each service. There were no
significant differences between parents with children who have a disability and parents
with children who do not have a disability.
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1

Parent Awareness of Head Start Services

Percent Responding
Statement

Yes

No

DK

Parent involvement activities that meet your needs

89.3

0.9

9.8

Opportunity to volunteer at Head Start

93.3

1.8

4.9

Opportunity to apply for a job with Head Start

31.9

15.8

51.7

Assistance with reading skills for parents

39.8

6.9

53.2

Helping with your parenting skills (workshops, info., materials)

78.9

4.7

16.4

Opportunity to learn first aid and safety practices for your family

40.6

7.5

51.9

Nutritional education such as how to prepare/select appropriate food 74.9

5.3

19.8

Opportunity for parent involvement with mental health interventions 41.0

5.3

53.4

Opportunity to visit/observe/participate with the program at any time 94.2

0.9

4.9

Opportunity participate in the development of the program activities

82.9

1.3

15.8

Program staff available to share concerns about your child

94.7

1.1

4.0

Opportunity for two home visits by program staff during the year

89.6

2.7

7.8

Opportunity for two parent-teacher conferences during the year

94.2

0.9

4.9

Information about medical and dental care for your child

91.8

2.9

5.3

Information about community resources for your family

80.8

3.6

15.6

Helping your child be ready for kindergarten

96.7

0.9

2.4

Note. Percentages do not equal 100% due to omissions of responses.

Discussion
Parent involvement in Head Start has been a cornerstone of the program since its
inception in the spring of 1965. Research suggests that parents who are involved with
their child's education early-on provide numerous developmental benefits, including
improved academic achievement during later school years (Berger, 1991; Evangelou &
Sylva, 2003; Griffith, 1996; Lazar, 1981; Marcon, 1999; McClow & Gillespie, 1998).
O'Brien et al. (2000) found that increased parent involvement correlated with increased
positive social behaviors, improved parental control of their child's behavior, and
increased emergent literacy skills. Therefore, it is evident that improving parent
involvement in Head Start continues to be an important factor in its overall success.
The purposes of this study were to determine the barriers to parent involvement in
the Lake Cumberland Head Start program, to discover how satisfied parents are with the
program, to compare those parents of children with a disability to those without, and to
determine parent awareness of Head Start services available through the program. A
questionnaire was given to a large sample of parents of children enrolled in a rural Head
Start program in Kentucky spanning ten counties. The majority of the respondents were
mothers.
Analysis of the data revealed that for the most part parents are reporting that there
are barriers that are preventing them from being more involved with Head Start activities.
The results of this study indicated that having to work was the most frequently nominated
barrier to more involvement with Head Start activities. Other frequently nominated
barriers included being busy with other activities (other than work or school), having a
small child at home, and attending school or classes. The current results are similar to the
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results found by Lamb-Parker et al. (2001), who examined barriers to parental
involvement at two rural Head Start programs in New York. Their results indicated that
having a schedule that conflicted with Head Start activities or having a baby or toddler at
home were identified as the most common barriers. They also reported work, school,
lack of energy, and little interest were common barriers to involvement with Head Start
activities.
The current study's results are also similar to Driebe and Cochran's (1996)
results, who found that having a work schedule that conflicted with Head Start activities,
having a baby, or going through a divorce were frequently rated barriers to involvement
with those programs. Thus, barriers of work, a busy schedule, or child care were found to
be as problematic in rural Kentucky as in rural New York. It appears that, like the LambParker et al. (2001) and Driebe and Cochran (1996) studies, the present study highlighted
the fact that although many parents are involved with Head Start activities, there are
many more that are not able to be as involved due to barriers such as work. Although the
current findings may not be unexpected, they do provide detailed information for Lake
Cumberland Head Start personnel to focus on when analyzing ways to increase parent
involvement within their program.
Correlating parents' involvement to their perceived level of barriers resulted in a
negative correlation, as would be expected. However, the correlation was quite small and
is considered weak. It is interesting to note that a further analysis of parents'
involvement compared to perceived barriers did not indicate statistically significant
differences between the amount of reported barriers and level of involvement when the
sample was divided into thirds (i.e., Low, Middle, High involvement). These two
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findings suggest there may be other unidentified variables that dictate parents' level of
involvement in the Head Start program. That is, the extent of a person's involvement
may only be partially dictated by "barriers." Perhaps the parents' personality
characteristics or other factors (e.g., education experiences, level of literacy) are abetter
predictor of parent involvement.
The questionnaire was analyzed to determine overall parent satisfaction with the
Head Start program. Parents were asked to rate statements on their level of satisfaction
with the program. Results from the present study indicated that parents within the Lake
Cumberland Head Start program were overwhelmingly satisfied with each aspect of the
program presented to them. "Maintaining a safe program" was rated the highest, while
"providing services for my family" received the lowest rating, although 82.4% of the
parents were still Satisfied or Very Satisfied with this aspect of the program. A previous
study, O'Brien et al. (2002), also found that parents of Head Start children were overall
satisfied with the program in most areas. Those authors found an 88.3% satisfaction rate
for the item, "maintaining a safe program." Likewise, O'Brien et al.'s sample also
reported high ratings of satisfaction for similar aspects of the Head Start program. The
fact that such a large number of parents were satisfied with the Head Start program on a
number of dimensions is noteworthy.
Previously, O'Brien et al. (2002) found that parents with children who have
disabilities were less satisfied with the Head Start program. To examine this issue,
satisfaction ratings were further analyzed by comparing satisfaction levels of parents with
children who have a disability to those parents with children who do not have a disability.
Mean ratings of parent satisfaction for both groups were obtained. Analyses suggested
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that both groups were equally satisfied with the Head Start program with little difference
in satisfaction rating scores. A much larger sample of Head Start programs was used in
the O'Brien et al. study, which was likely to be more representative of programs across
the country. Still, it is unclear why the present results are different than O'Brien et al.'s
findings. Perhaps the Head Start programs assessed in the current study are simply doing
a better job with children with disabilities than other programs.
The Head Start program mandates very specific guidelines that include parent
involvement within the program. If these guidelines are incorporated into the program,
then parents should be aware of specific services that are available to them throughout the
school year. The present study attempted to determine parent awareness of the services
that are included within the guidelines mandated through the Head Start program.
Analysis of the data suggested that most parents were aware of most of the assorted
parent involvement services. Many parents, however, were not aware that they could
apply for a job with Head Start or that they could receive assistance with reading skills
for themselves. The extent to which the local Head Start programs actually provide such
services is unknown. Thus, it is unclear whether these items were assessing a lack of
awareness or simply a reflection of a lack of services. These results indicate the Head
Start program either needs to provide or promote such services to parents.
Limitations
There are limitations to this study. The questionnaire used in this study was
developed by this investigator which may be a limitation. Even though the questionnaire
was developed using the most recent research on parent involvement in Head Start and
preschool programs along with the mandated guidelines in the Head Start program, there
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were no reliability or validity data to determine if the questions used were the most
appropriate to get the information intended. Another possible limitation is the fact that
the majority of those responding to the questionnaire were mothers from a rural area in
Kentucky which may not be representative of all Head Start parents. The fact that the
Head Start parent had to give the questionnaire back to his or her child's teacher may
have skewed or limited their responses even though envelopes were given that could be
sealed to ensure confidentiality. Parents may have been more likely to respond openly if
their child's teacher did not have access to the questionnaire at all.
Future Research
A possible area for future research may be to consider looking more closely at
ways in which Head Start can alleviate some of the barriers to parent participation in
Head Start activities. Are there modifications that can be made to the Head Start program
to incorporate more parent involvement? What are some ways parents who have a job
can be more involved? It may also be beneficial to look at the effects of parent
involvement on children, following their progress throughout elementary school. Do
students who have parents who are involved in early educational activities benefit more
academically when compared to their same age peers and, if so, how much involvement
is necessary?
Future research is also needed to determine if there are other factors that may
account for a parent's level of involvement other than perceived barriers. Such factors
might include personality characteristics, education experiences, or level of literacy.
Research to date has primarily focused on "barriers" to involvement without examining
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the possibility of other factors to account for a parent's level of involvement in his or her
child's Head Start education.
In conclusion, the current study resulted in a large sample of parents responding
to the questionnaire about Head Start's parent involvement practices. A relatively high
return rate was accomplished, lending more support to the validity of the results. It is
evident that parent involvement is a key factor in the success of the Head Start program.
It has played a major role in the Head Start program since it began in the summer of
1965. The present research emphasized the importance of the parent involvement
component of the Lake Cumberland Head Start program and highlighted parent
satisfaction with the program and parents' understanding of the parent involvement
component. This study also provided valuable insight into why parents may not be more
involved with Head Start activities.
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WESTERN KENTUCKY UNIVERSITY
Human Subjects Review Board
Office of Sponsored Programs
106 Foundation Building
270-745-4652; Fax 270-745-4211
E-mail: Sean.Rubino@wku.edu
In future correspondence please refer to HS05-147, March 16, 2005
Stephanie Wilkerson
PO Box 74
Columbia, KY 42728
Dear Stephanie:
Your revision to your research project, "Parent Involvement in Head Start" was reviewed by the
HSRB and it has been determined that risks to subjects are: (1) minimized and reasonable; and
that (2) research procedures are consistent with a sound research design and do not expose the
subjects to unnecessary risk. Reviewers determined that: (1) benefits to subjects are considered
along with the importance of the topic and that outcomes are reasonable; (2) selection of subjects
is equitable; and (3) the purposes of the research and the research setting is amenable to
subjects' welfare and producing desired outcomes; that indications of coercion or prejudice are
absent, and that participation is clearly voluntary.
1.
In addition, the IRB found that you need to orient participants as follows: (1) signed
informed consent is not required from each human subject as completion of the survey signifies
informed consent; (2) Provision is made for collecting, using and storing data in a manner that
protects the safety and privacy of the subjects and the confidentiality of the data. (3) Appropriate
safeguards are included to protect the rights and welfare of the subjects.
This project is therefore approved at the Expedited Review Level until August 1, 2005.
2. Please note that the institution is not responsible for any actions regarding this protocol
before approval. If you expand the project at a later date to use other instruments please reapply. Copies of your request for human subjects review, your application, and this approval, are
maintained in the Office of Sponsored Programs at the above address. Please report any
changes to this approved protocol to this office. A Continuing Review protocol will be sent to you
in the future to determine the status of the project.
Sincerely,

Sean Rubino, M.P.A.
Compliance Manager
Office of Sponsored Programs
Western Kentucky University

cc: HS file number Wilkerson HS05-147
cc: Dr. Carl Myers
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Appendix B: Head Start Questionnaire
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HEAD START PARENT SURVEY
Circle the answer that best describes your situation or child. If you have more than one child in Head Start,
pick one child and think of that child when answering each question.
-Who is completing this survey? Mother

Father

Grandmother

-Are you employed with Lake Cumberland Head Start? Yes

4 yrs. old

5 yrs. old

6 yrs. old

Girl

-How many years have you had a child or children in Head Start? 1 yr.

2 yrs.

-What is the ethnicity of your child? Caucasian

Hispanic

African-American

-Were family goals established at the beginning of the school year? Yes

3 yrs.

4+ yrs.

Asian

Other

No

-If you circled "Yes," were your family's unique needs considered? Yes
-Does your child have a disability? Yes

Guardian

No

-What is the age of your child in Head Start right now? 3 yrs. old
-What is the sex of your child in Head Start? Boy

Grandfather

No

No

-Does your child have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)? Yes

No

-If you circled "Yes," were the IEP services provided by Head Start staff?
Never
Sometimes
Often
Always
How satisfied have you been with Head Start in the following areas during the 2004-2005 school year?
l=Very
2=
3=
4=
5=Very
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied Satisfied
Preparing my child for kindergarten.
1
2
3
4
5
Helping my child develop social skills.
2
3
4
5
Providing services for my child.
2
3
4
5
Providing services for my family.
2
3
4
5
Preparing my child for reading.
2
3
4
5
Maintaining a safe program.
2
3
4
5
Showing respect for my family culture.
2
3
4
5
Being open to my ideas.
2
3
4
5
Circle the number of times you participated with the following Head Start activities during the 2004-2005
school year.
5+ times
1-2 times
3-4 times
None
3-4
Volunteered in the classroom.
1-2
5+
0
Field trips.
3-4
5+
0
1-2
Policy council.
3-4
1-2
5+
0
Head Start workshops.
1-2
3-4
5+
0
Parent-teacher conferences.
1-2
3-4
5+
0
Allowed a home visit by Head Start staff.
1-2
3-4
5+
0
Helped prepare newsletters or fliers.
3-4
5+
0
1-2
3-4
Fund raising activities.
1-2
5+
0
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Circle the number that best shows how often the following
Start activities during the 2004-2005 school year.
l=Never
Having to work.
1
Having to go to classes or school.
1
Busy with other activities (not work/school).
1
Having a small child at home.
1
Problems getting child care for other children. 1
Having a child with a major health problem.
1
Having a major health problem myself.
1
Problems getting transportation.
1
Depression or lack of energy.
1
Lack of support from spouse or partner.
1
Not enough opportunities to participate.
1
Did not feel welcome.
1
Other (please explain)
. 1

kept you from being more involved with Head
2=Sometimes 3=Often
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3
2
3

4=Always
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

What services does your Head Start program offer? For each service listed below, circle the "Yes " if your
Head Start offers the service, circle the "No " if they do not, or circle the "DK" if you don 7 know.
Yes No

DK

Parent involvement activities that meet your needs.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity to volunteer at Head Start.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity to apply for a job with Head Start.

Yes No

DK

Assistance with reading skills for parents.

Yes No

DK

Help with your parenting skills (workshops, information, or materials).

Yes No

DK

Opportunity to learn first aid and safety practices for your family.

Yes No

DK

Nutritional education such as how to prepare and select appropriate foods.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity for parent involvement with mental health interventions.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity to visit, observe, or participate with the program at any time.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity to participate in the development of the program activities.

Yes No

DK

Program staff available to share concerns about your child.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity for two home visits by program staff during the year.

Yes No

DK

Opportunity for two parent-teacher conferences during the year.

Yes No" DK

Information about medical and dental care for your child.

Yes No

DK

Information about community resources for your family.

Yes No

DK

Helping your child be ready for Kindergarten.
Thank you for completing this survey!
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Appendix C: Letter to Head Start Parents
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April 18, 2005

Dear Head Start Parent:
You are being asked to participate in a research project about parent involvement in Head
Start classrooms. This research project is being conducted by Stephanie Wilkerson and
Dr. Carl Myers of Western Kentucky University.
We would appreciate your time and cooperation with completing the enclosed survey.
The survey is about your family's experiences during the 2004-2005 Head Start year and
should only take a few minutes to complete. If you choose to participate, place the
completed survey in the envelope provided, seal it, and return it to your child's Head Start
teacher. Your child will be given a prize when he or she returns the survey. No one
at Head Start will read your survey, and neither your name nor your child's name be
attached to the survey.
Please complete and return the survey by the end of this week.
We want to emphasize that your participation is completely voluntary.
participate in this study will not affect you or your child in any way.

Refusal to

The procedures in this research project have been reviewed and approved by the Western
Kentucky University Committee for the Protection of Human Research Participants. Any
questions should be directed to Stephanie Wilkerson at (270) 378 - 0992 or Dr. Carl
Myers at (270) 745 - 4410. For administrative questions, contact Dr. Phil Myers at (270)
745 - 4652.
Thank you for your participation in our study!

Stephanie Wilkerson, M.A.
School Psychology Graduate Student

Carl Myers, Ph. D.
Associate Professor of Psychology

