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ABSTRACT
The development and implementation of academic optimism and parent involvement
were studied. The purpose of this study was to fill in the gaps in the literature regarding how
academic optimism and parent involvement is formed in secondary schools, specifically middle
school, and examine the connection between teacher academic optimism, parent trust, and parent
involvement in one middle school in Northeast Alabama. The participants in the study included
teachers currently employed at the school and parents of currently enrolled seventh and eighth
grade students in the school. The Teacher Academic Optimism Scale (Fahy, Wu, & Hoy, 2010),
the Parent Trust in Schools Scale (Forsyth & Adams, 2004), and the Parental Involvement Scale
along with teacher and parent focus group interviews were utilized to collect data.
Through a qualitative method of research, the researcher conducted an analysis of the
data. The surveys were used to determine levels of academic optimism among teachers in the
school, parent trust, and parental involvement in the school. Survey results revealed that even
though teacher academic optimism in the school was average and parent involvement was
somewhat low, parent trust was high. Focus group interviews were used to collect data on
teacher and parent perceptions of academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement. From
these data, three important themes emerged: the importance of communication and trust, the
importance of supportive environments, and the importance of relationships. The findings in this
study determined that there is a connection between academic optimism and parent involvement.
It also offers implications for development and implementation of academic optimism and parent
involvement in a middle school.
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PREFACE
“PERFECT FIT COMES HOME”
“Perfect fit comes home” was the headline in the Sunday morning newspaper announcing
my new role as principal at Southwest City Middle School to the city. The headline of the article
next to it read “What are the options for parents with kids in failing schools?” Southwest City
Middle School was designated as a failing school, according to the Alabama Accountability Act.
I had heard so many rumors and warnings. “Southwest City Middle has not made Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) in several years.” The students are out of control.” “The teachers don’t
teach; they don’t care about those kids.” “Be careful. A student beat up a teacher at that school!”
“Are you sure you want that job?” “You do know that Southwest City Middle is a failing
school.” I also heard encouraging words from a community, which included parents of former
classmates, former classmates, and colleagues that wanted better for the students at Southwest
City Middle. They needed someone they could trust, who had a vested interest in the school, and
could relate to the students. I am a product of Southwest City Middle School. This is my home,
community, and city. I am one of these students.
So many things about Southwest City Middle School had changed since I had walked the
halls as a sixth, seventh, and eighth grade student. Several changes had been made to the inside
of the building. Walls that were not there when I was student divided classrooms. Houses that
were named after the seasons--autumn house, winter house, spring house--were now called suites
and labeled by grade level. Around 1,200 students were enrolled during my middle school years.
This particular school year, I was anticipating about 400 students to attend. The mascot had been
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changed from the cubs to the wildcats and the school colors had been changed from black and
orange to black and gold. The students no longer fed into one high school. They had an option to
attend either of the city’s two high schools, depending on which school zone their residence was
located. The population was predominately White when I was a student, but at this time the
population was predominately African American. State test scores were not an issue when I was
a student. However, the school had not made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in over three
years and had just been placed on the failing schools list as a result of the criteria noted in the
Alabama Accountability Act, 2013. Due to not making AYP, the school choice option of the No
Child Left Behind ACT of 2002 (NCLB) had been offered to the students at Southwest City
Middle the prior school year, causing the school’s enrollment to decrease by about 180 students.
Not only had physical changes been made to Southwest City Middle School, but demographics,
traditions, and the culture had changed also.
My first days at Southwest City were spent getting to know the building, meeting faculty
members, and looking at the school’s data. I also had to hire a new assistant principal and get
acclimated to district processes and procedures. I organized meetings with each department and
asked three questions:
1. What was good about Southwest City Middle?
2. What needed to change at Southwest City Middle?
3. How can I support you?
I found out that the staff considered themselves a family, they were tired of the “bad” reputation
of being a low performing school, the fluff, and uncertainty; and they needed someone to care
about them, their needs, and how they felt about things. I was given the task of hosting a parent
meeting regarding the school being placed on the failing schools list. I was to let them know
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what the Alabama Accountability Act states, why we were on the list, what we were going to do
to get off the list, and the learning opportunities that would be afforded to their children if they
did not opt to transfer them to one of the other two middle schools in the district. Very few
parents attended the meeting. The majority of them that did were Latino. Everything that the
teachers had told me about parent involvement being a huge part of the problem with the school
seemed true. I knew right away that this would be one of our biggest challenges during my
tenure as principal. I needed help and had a lot to learn about Southwest City. I made a phone
call to a former colleague who works for the Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE).
She gave me the “you can do this” speech and talked with me about an instructional audit, which
was something that the ALSDE was doing with its priority schools. The conversation stayed with
me throughout the school year.
By the second semester, the leadership team discussed developing a strategic plan that
focused on culture, academics, and accountability. As we analyzed data and debriefed after each
meeting and program, I decided to reach out to my friend at the ALSDE. I asked about the
instructional audit, and she sent the regional in-service coordinator to meet with us and plan for
the audit. The planning session turned into a conversation about Southwest City and the many
obstacles it seemed to face. The ALSDE representative suggested an instructional review instead
of an instructional audit. This gave us an opportunity to make adjustments to the process to better
fit our needs. Then, the ALSDE representative asked me if I was familiar with academic
optimism and had I heard of an article entitled Academic optimism of schools: A force for student
achievement. “Am I familiar with academic optimism? Dr. John Tarter is my advisor at The
University of Alabama!” My response floored him. It was decided that we would approach our
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instructional review and plans for improvement through the lens of academic optimism.
Everyone in the room was excited about the next few weeks and the next school year.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
School improvement efforts intensified in schools of all levels as the 2014 annual
measureable objective (AMO) of 100% proficiency required by the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act of 2002 approached. Even though certain states were given waivers that provided
some relief for schools that needed to make improvements, revisions to the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2002 still required schools to make sufficient gains in proficiency in reading and math and
also to meet an additional academic indicator each school year. The accountability demands are
pushing schools and districts to find strategies and action steps that prove to be viable ways for
students to meet achievement goals without watering-down curriculums and teaching state
standardized tests objectives instead of required curriculum standards.
The stress placed on districts and schools to adequately prepare students to succeed
academically have forced educators to take a closer look at factors beyond the classroom that
affect student achievement. Studies show that strong school community support (Crowder &
South, 2003; Sanders, 1998) and trust (Adams, Forsyth, & Mitchell, 2009; Goddard, TschannenMoran, & Hoy, 2001; South, Baumer, & Lutz, 2003) play major roles in student attainment.
More extensive studies described the importance of trust across the school community and in the
school social system as it relates to school effectiveness (Forsyth, Adams, & Hoy (2011).
Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, and Easton (2010) detailed the results of an
intensive investigation of how the organization of schools and local communities affect their
capacity to improve student engagement and learning. According to Bryk et al., (2010), the
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outcome presented evidence that there were essential supports--school leadership, parent and
community ties, professional capacity of the faculty and staff, a student-centered learning
climate, and an instructional system--that must be in place for school improvement. A strength or
weakness in one of these supports was related to improvement or stagnation in student
attendance and reading and math learning (Bryk et al., 2010). These data provided an
extraordinary window to examine the complex interplay among organizational features and how
they interact with aspects of local community context to alter dramatically the odds for
improvement. Parent and community ties and faculty trust are key essential supports for school
improvement.
Faculty trust and community support are organizational characteristics that research has
shown to have a direct positive influence on school effectiveness (Bryk et al., 2010; Bryk &
Schneider, 2002; Forsyth et al., 2011; Goddard et al., 2001; Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Bryk et al.
(2010) probed into the dynamics of the relationship between relational trust and school
communities after a test of the essential supports (school leadership, parent-community ties,
professional capacity, student-centered learning climate, and instructional guidance) indicated
the probability of improvement in student outcomes among schools that have a strong rapport
with parents and the community. Of key significance is the essential support of parentcommunity-school ties and the deliberate actions of schools towards parent involvement.
Supporting parents to support learning, teacher’s knowledge about their students’ home culture
and community, and school-community partnerships are elements that constitute core
components of parent-community school ties (Bryk et al. (2010). Thus, student achievement
gains can be made where there is a high level of relational interactions between schools and
communities, specifically parent involvement.
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This information is of key importance when analyzing how faculty trust and community support
(such as parent involvement) affect school improvement efforts.
Background of the Study
Academic Optimism
Hoy and Miskel (2008) define academic optimism as a collective set of beliefs about
strengths and capabilities in schools that paints a rich picture of human agency in which
optimism is the overarching theme that unites efficacy and trust with academics. Hoy, Tarter,
and Hoy (2006) conceptualized the three properties--collective efficacy, faculty trust, and
academic emphasis--as working together in a unified fashion to create a positive academic
environment. Collective efficacy is the belief of teachers, as a whole, that together they have the
ability to have a positive effect on student outcomes. Collective efficacy stems from extensive
research on individual teacher efficacy and what a teacher believes about his or her ability to
influence student achievement. Teachers’ strong sense of efficacy exerts significant influence on
student achievement by promoting teacher behaviors that enhance learning (Tschannen-Moran,
2014). Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (2007) defined trust as an individual’s or group’s willingness
to be vulnerable to another party based on the confidence that the latter party is benevolent,
reliable, competent, honest, and open. High trust levels among parents, students, and teachers
have a positive impact on student achievement in schools (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Goddard et
al., 2001). Academic emphasis refers to the extent to which a school is driven by a quest for
academic excellence (Hoy et al., 2006). Goddard, Sweetland, and Hoy (2000) conceived that
academic emphasis as an important feature of school climate that fosters academic success.
Collective efficacy, trust, and academic emphasis are interrelated concepts that are reciprocal in
nature and form a construct that overall has an impact on student achievement.
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Parent Involvement
Research has shown that parent involvement is essential for student success (Bryk et al.,
2010; Epstein, 1995; Sanders, 1998). Jeynes (2007) defined parent involvement as parent
participation in the educational processes and experiences of their children. Based on the theory
of overlapping spheres of influence--school, family, and community--and the essential
interpersonal relations and patterns that occur between individuals in each sphere, Epstein (2005)
developed a framework of six major types of parent involvement. They are parenting,
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with
community (Epstein, 2005). In the development of a framework of essential supports for school
improvement, Bryk et al. (2010) identified a subsystem of parent-community-school ties and
suggested that these elements have a direct effect on students’ motivation and participation.
From this subsystem emerged parent involvement efforts warranting attention: school efforts to
reach out to parents; teacher efforts to become knowledgeable about student culture and
community; and efforts to strengthen the network among community organizations. These
actions are intentional and can enhance parent involvement in the school. Effective schooling
relies on cooperation and support between home and school (Forsyth, Barnes, & Adams, 2005).
Statement of the Problem
As school leaders constantly look for ways to increase proficiency levels in reading and
math on standardized tests, it is becoming more evident that parent involvement plays a key role
in school improvement efforts. When parents and the community are heavily involved in student
learning, schools tend to flourish (Bryk et al., 2010; Epstein, 2008; Jeynes, 2007). Several
programs and professional development opportunities have been presented to assist educators
with increasing parent involvement in schools. However, my experience with parent involvement
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in the secondary schools is that there is a lack of parent support and secondary school seems to
struggle to maintain parent involvement efforts once they are implemented. Involvement at the
secondary level is often much less visible, though just as valuable (Ferguson & Rodriguez,
2005). In order for students to achieve success, the disconnect between parents and the school
has to be corrected. The implementation of academic optimism to increase parent trust and
parent involvement in the school could be a way to improve and maintain parent involvement in
secondary schools.
Collective efficacy, faculty trust in parents and student, and academic emphasis are the
three properties that make-up academic optimism, which has been proven to have a significant
effect on student achievement (Hoy et al., 2006). This case study examined whether or not
teacher academic optimism is connected to parent involvement in one urban middle school
setting, which may play a key role in fostering increased student achievement. There are gaps in
the literature regarding whether or not teacher academic optimism is connected to parent
involvement and very few studies that take a look at how teacher academic optimism is formed
in secondary schools, particularly middle school. There are no studies that examine the
development of the two variables in a middle school where the student population is 43%
African American and 47% Latino, which is high. Finding a positive link between the two
variables may provide educators with another way to approach increasing parent involvement
and mobilizing it for school improvement efforts. It may also present a way to introduce a
construct into school cultures that will help stabilize parent involvement efforts once they are
implemented into the school’s structure.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to fill in the gaps in the literature regarding how academic
optimism and parent involvement is formed in secondary schools, specifically middle schools,
and examine the connection between teacher academic optimism, parent trust, and parent
involvement in one middle school in Northeast Alabama. These variables have been shown to
have an impact on student achievement. Two focus groups--parent and teacher--will be formed
for this project. The parent focus group will consist of no less than 10 parents that represent the
predominately Latino and African American student populations of the school. The teacher focus
group will consist of no less than six teachers certified in various subject areas. The intention is
to interview the participants in each focus group and collect data on their perception of parent
involvement, academic optimism, and parent-teacher trust is this school. The aim of this process
is to provide the groups with an opportunity to discuss what they believe is parent involvement,
what the school can do to provide more opportunities for parents to be involved and identify
barriers that keep parents from participating, determine what tools and resources are needed,
identify community supports necessary to get parents involved in their child’s education, and
explore the role that academic optimism and parent-trust plays in the school’s efforts to increase
parent involvement. The desired impact of this study is an increase in parent involvement in the
school, which may lead to increasing reading and math scores on the state’s standardized test.
Significance of the Study
In today’s world of education, several companies are promoting programs that are
supposed to assist administrators and teachers in increasing parent involvement in schools. Even
though these programs present great ideas that may work in some cases, they are not designed to
fit any particular school’s individual needs. These “box style” programs are developed to
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improve the level of parent involvement in schools in a general sense. However, every school is
different and what is in the box may not always fit what is happening in a particular school.
Depending on a school’s situation, a parent involvement plan based on the perceptions and
recommendations of the stakeholders (parents and teachers) and developed specifically to
address the needs of the school could be the key to successful parent involvement.
Identifying concepts that have the potential to increase parent involvement and have
positive effects on school improvement efforts can be tedious, especially when there are so many
other factors to consider. Due to the increasing number of schools that are in need of
individualized, intentional parent involvement plans and ways to drive them for effectiveness
(i.e. academic optimism), a case study of this nature can be very important. Also, most of the
research on academic optimism has utilized a quantitative approach. This study will take a
qualitative approach that may further add to what we know about academic optimism and how it
is fostered in the middle school setting.
Rationale
Research has shown that both academic optimism (Hoy et al., 2006) and parent
involvement (Bryk et al., 2010; Epstein, 1995) have a positive impact on school improvement
efforts and student achievement. Each component of academic optimism has an interactive
relationship and they are dependent on each other. The higher the faculty trust is in parents and
students, the higher the collective efficacy is among teachers. This high sense of collective
efficacy reinforces the faculty trust in parents and students. If the faculty trusts parents and
students, they can require high academic standards without fear of parental backlash. The high
academic standards reinforce trust.
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In school organizations, everything interacts with everything (Bryk et al., 2010). The
relationship among parents and students, teachers, and administrators is necessary for high
student achievement. Trust and cooperation among students, parents, administrators and teachers
influence aspects of schooling that effects student attainment. Enhancing parent-teacher trust is
an important byproduct of successful programmatic efforts in supporting student learning (Bryk
et al., 2010). Teachers depend on parents for several reasons. Parents are essential partners who
teachers depend on to assist with several aspects of schooling. The social ties between parents
and schools represent a significant resource for school improvement initiatives (Bryk, et al.,
2010).
Not only does this study seek to determine the connection between academic optimism
and parent involvement but also to determine whether or not academic optimism can have a
positive impact on increasing parent involvement in one school in Northeast Alabama. Both
academic optimism and parent involvement require trust and cooperation among teachers,
students and parents. The interactions between each element are necessary to create a culture of
student success in schools.
Definition of Concepts
Key terms in this case study are defined below.
Academic optimism: a collective set of beliefs about strengths and capabilities in schools
that paint a rich picture of human agency in which optimism is the overarching theme that unites
efficacy and trust with academic emphasis (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Academic optimism is
operationally defined using the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale -Secondary (TAOS-S) (Fahy
et al., 2010).
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Academic emphasis: the extent to which a school is driven by a quest for academic
excellence--the press for academic achievement (Hoy et al., 2006). Academic emphasis is
operationally defined using the Academic Emphasis subscale of the Teacher Academic
Optimism Scale - Secondary (TAOS-S) (Fahy et al., 2010).
Collective efficacy: the perceptions of teachers in a school that the efforts of the faculty
as a whole will have a positive effect on students (Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk Hoy, 2000).
Collective efficacy is operationally defined using the Collective Efficacy subscale of the Teacher
Academic Optimism Scale--Secondary (TAOS-S) (Fahy et al., 2010).
Collective Trust: the extent to which the stakeholder groups (faculty or parents) are
willing to risk vulnerability based on perceptions that the other party is benevolent, reliable,
competent, honest, and open (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 2007). Thus, vulnerability,
benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness characterize the measures of parent
trust. For the purpose of this study, parent trust will be analyzed as a collective property.
Collective trust is operationally defined using the Parent Trust in School Scale (PTS-Scale)
(Forsyth & Adams, 2004).
Parent Involvement: parental participation in the educational processes and experiences
of their children (Jeynes, 2007). Parent Involvement is operationally defined using the Parental
Involvement Scale.
Teacher academic optimism: a teacher’s positive belief that he or she can make a
difference in the academic performance of students by emphasizing academics and learning, by
trusting parents and student to cooperate in the process, and by believing in his or her own
capacity to overcome difficulties and react to failure with resilience and perseverance (Woolfolk
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Hoy, Hoy, & Kurz, 2008). Teacher academic optimism is operationally defined using the
Teacher Academic Optimism Scale--Secondary (TAOS-S) (Fahy et al., 2010).
Teacher Efficacy: the teacher’s belief in his or her capability to organize and execute
courses of action required to successfully accomplish a specific teaching task in a particular
content (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk-Hoy, & Hoy, 1998). Teacher efficacy is operationally
defined using the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk-Hoy,
(2001) and http://people.ehe.ohio-state.edu/ahoy/research/instruments).
Trust in clients: a teacher’s willingness to be vulnerable to students and parents based on
the confidence that they are benevolent, reliable, competent, honest, and open (Hoy &
Tschannen- Moran, 2007). Trust in clients is operationally defined using the Trust in Clients
subscale of the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale - Secondary (TAOS) (Fahy, Wu, & Hoy,
2010).
Research Questions
The main goal of this study was to explore the role that teacher academic optimism plays
in fostering parent involvement and parent trust. The data gathered for this study were analyzed
to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
2. What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
3. What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
4. How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent involvement?
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Scope and Limitations
The study focused on teachers and parents from one middle school located in North
Alabama. Parents and teachers were invited to participate in focus group meetings to answer
questions about academic optimism and parent involvement in the school. Data for this study
were collected through the parent and teacher focus group interviews, the Teacher Academic
Optimism Scale--Secondary (Fahy et al., 2010), the Parent Trust in Schools Scale (Forsyth et al.,
2011), and the Parental Involvement Scale. The surveys were administered to the parents of 239
seventh and eighth grade students currently enrolled in the school. The instruments used for this
study have been utilized in previous studies and shown to be reliable and valid measures of the
tested constructs. The study assumed that parents gave honest responses to scale questions and
focus group participants were honest about their perceptions when interviewed.
This study was limited to one middle school in North Alabama that serves a
predominately Latino and African American population, for the purpose of evaluating the trust
levels and parent involvement levels in the school. The sample for this study was not random;
therefore, no attempt was made to generalize information gained from this study to other schools
or settings.
Summary
In this chapter, background information regarding the components of academic optimism
as they relate to parent involvement is presented. With the challenges of parent involvement in
secondary schools, the findings of this qualitative study on the use of academic optimism to
increase parent involvement may be useful to the field of education. Analysis of the results of the
Teacher Academic Optimism Scale for Secondary schools, the Parent Trust Scale, the Parent
Involvement Scale, and parent and teacher focus groups will interest school leaders and teachers
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as they strive to move the barriers that cause a lack of parent involvement in their schools. The
researcher will provide an account of the teacher and parent focus group interviews while
analyzing why parent involvement is a problem in the school, the barriers that support the lack of
parent involvement and what role, if any, academic optimism will plays in increasing parent
involvement in the school. It is the researcher’s desire that from these experiences, school leaders
and teachers will find this information helpful as they build intentional parent involvement plans
for their schools, create a culture of academic optimism, and strategically plan for school
improvement and student success.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
The purpose of this chapter is to present the research history of academic optimism and
the reciprocal causal relationships among academic emphasis, faculty trust (specifically in
parents and students) and collective efficacy. Based on the positive effects that academic
optimism has on student achievement, this chapter will also present research on parent
involvement and its connection to teacher academic optimism. A theory using the
implementation of teacher academic optimism to increase parent involvement is explicated.
Academic Optimism of Schools
Hoy et al. (2006) examined three organizational properties that make a difference in
student achievement. These properties are the academic emphasis of the school, the individual
and collective efficacy of the faculty, and the faculty’s trust in the school’s parents and students.
Researching each property, Hoy et al. (2006) defined how each concept impacted school
performance. This research found that academic emphasis, efficacy, and trust were similar in
function and have a positive effect on student achievement. These properties, working together
in a collective fashion, were identified as academic optimism. The academic optimism of schools
is defined as follows:
Academic optimism is a collective set of beliefs about strengths and capabilities in
schools that paints a rich picture of human agency in which optimism is the overarching
theme that unites efficacy and trust with academic emphasis. (Hoy & Miskel, 2008, p.
194)
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Peterson (2000) and Snyder et al. (2002) conceptualized optimism as a cognitive
characteristic. Hoy and colleagues (2006) theorized academic optimism in three dimensions:
cognitive, affective, and behavioral. Collective efficacy is a group belief or expectation and is
cognitive in nature. Faculty trust in parents and students is affective in nature. Academic
emphasis is the push for particular behaviors in the school workplace and represents the
behavioral dimensions (Hoy, et al, 2006). These properties work together to form a culture of
academic optimism and have proven to be a motivating factor in the improvement of schools.
Academic optimism goes beyond the common school strategies that educators traditionally focus
on in the effort to increase student performance in low achieving schools.
Hoy and his colleagues (2006) found optimism to be an appropriate overarching construct
to unite the properties due to each concept containing a sense of what is possible. The
relationships among the three major dimensions of academic optimism can be seen as a triadic
set of interactions with each element functionally dependent on the other (Hoy et al., 2006). All
of the elements of academic optimism have transactional relationships with each other and
interact to create a culture of academic optimism in schools. When teachers trust parents and
students, it gives the faculty a belief that they can make a difference and encourages parents and
teachers to join hands with each other in their efforts to improve student outcomes. Trust can
facilitate critical factors in a school setting such as effective learning, student discipline,
attendance, and community involvement. The sense of efficacy created by trust strengthens the
trust in parents and students. When trust is apparent, teachers believe that they can create a
learning environment that maintains higher academic standards without dissention from parents.
Again, trust is reinforced through these actions. When the faculty as a whole believes it can
organize and execute actions needed to have a positive effect on student achievement, they will
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stress academic achievement, and academic emphasis will, in turn, reinforce a strong sense of
collective efficacy (Hoy and Miskel, 2008).
A very important point to consider with academic optimism is that it can be learned. The
term “optimism” itself suggests learning possibilities (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Schools that are
pessimistic can change. Pessimistic faculties can change and become optimistic faculties. An
example of this would be a school that has been labeled “failing” because it has not met
accountability requirements for several years. Because of the status placed on the school, many
parents choose to send their children to other schools in the district due to school choice options
provided to them by the government. They believe that “transferring” will give their children a
better chance at getting a “good education.” The school becomes doubtful of its ability to be a
great learning institution. Faculties lose trust in parents and students, teaching and learning seem
routine and foster a lack of academic emphasis, teachers lose confidence in their ability to teach
or believe that they should transfer to a “better school,” and the faculty has no sense of efficacy.
Also, students seem to possess a negative attitude about learning.
To remedy the problem, districts seek valid strategies ranging from making decisions to
close schools to changing leadership and staff for restructuring to renaming schools to change
their status. However, the effectiveness of these strategies is questionable. The ultimate desire is
to change a sense of hopelessness through the creation of a culture of success. Strategies that
seek to improve academic optimism may be a more realistic way of improving the culture of the
school. Academic optimism would include teachers believing in themselves (efficacy), the
faculty believing in its students (trust), and the faculty focusing on student academic success
(academic emphasis). Schools with high levels of academic optimism perform better even when
controlling for socioeconomic status. Because academic optimism is learned, its implementation
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could very well be a change agent in a case such as this. Peterson (2000) stated the optimism,
conceptualized and assessed in a variety of ways, has been linked to positive mood and good
morale; to perseverance and effective problem solving; to academic, athletic, military,
occupational and political success; to popularity, to good health; and even to long life and
freedom from trauma. Hoy et al. (2006) found that academic optimism has a strong positive
impact on school achievement, even controlling for socioeconomic factors, previous success, and
other demographic variables. A culture of academic optimism gets administrators and faculty
over a wall of learned pessimism and futility and creates a culture with collective beliefs and
norms that view teachers as capable, students as willing, parents as supportive, and academic
success as achievable (Hoy & Miskel, 2008).
Teacher Academic Optimism
Another aspect of academic optimism that has a great influence on student achievement
is individual teacher academic optimism. When analyzing the properties of academic optimism,
they are conceptualized in a collective form. However, individual teacher optimism is just as
important to the classroom environment as the collective beliefs of teachers are to the school’s
culture. Also, it is just as much a predictor of student success as academic optimism is a
predictor of school success. A teacher’s sense of academic optimism is characterized by three
concepts: teacher sense of efficacy, teacher’s trust in students and parents, and teachers’ focus
on creating a positive academic environment for students (Hoy, et al, 2008). Stansberry Beard,
Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy (2010) went beyond earlier analysis of individual teacher academic
optimism and confirmed that teacher academic optimism was indeed a second-order factor
comprised of three first-order factors: teacher sense of efficacy, trust in parents and students, and
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individual teacher academic emphasis. These concepts are related and work together in a
transactional manner to construct a teacher’s academic optimism in the classroom.
Teacher academic optimism is a teacher’s positive belief that he or she can make a
difference in the academic performance of students by emphasizing academics and learning, by
trusting parents and student to cooperate in the process, and by believing in his or her own
capacity to overcome difficulties and react to failure with resilience and perseverance (Woodfolk
Hoy et al., 2008). Research done by Beard et al. in 2010 supports the validity of this construct
and its association with increased student achievement. While most of the research on teacher
optimism has been conducted in elementary schools, Fahy et al. (2010) confirmed the effects of
teacher optimism in secondary schools through a confirmatory factor analysis found that
secondary teachers, like elementary teachers, also vary in terms of their academic optimism.
Fahy et al, (2010) found the results to be consistent with the earlier research conducted by Hoy et
al. (2006). Kilinc (2013) examined the relationship between individual teacher academic
optimism and school climate in primary schools finding that teacher sense of academic optimism
was positively and significantly related to supportive, directive, and intimate school climates.
Referring back to the “failing school” scenario and the dispiritedness that teachers might
experience in these cases, teacher characteristics of efficacy, trust, and academic emphasis seem
to be necessary to motivate teachers to set high expectations and goals, find unique ways to deal
with stress, build trusting relationships with parents and students, and have a positive effect on
student learning. This type of behavior from the teacher constitutes a classroom environment
conducive to learning, can increase student and parent involvement in a student’s education, and
produce effective lessons with quality teaching and learning for all (Woolfolk Hoy et al., 2007;
Beard et al., 2010; Fahy et al., 2010; Kilinc, 2013). Although individual academic optimism has
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been validated on both the elementary and secondary levels, a concern would be how to
introduce this concept in schools in an individual and collective form to achieve the desired
outcomes.
Taking a look at each component of academic optimism--collective efficacy, trust in
parents and students, and academic emphasis--in a collective form as well as on an individual
level will help us to better understand the significance of this concept on school and individual
classroom success.
Collective Efficacy
Efficacy Beliefs
Efficacy beliefs are concerned with the exercise of control over action and the selfregulation of thought processes, motivation, and affective and physiological states (Bandura,
1997). Efficacy is a generative capability in which cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioral
subskills must be organized and effectively orchestrated to serve innumerable purposes
(Bandura, 1997, p. 36). According to Bandura (1997, p. 37), there is a marked difference
between possessing subskills and being able to integrate them into appropriate courses of action
and to execute them well under difficult circumstances. People might know what to do and have
the skills to do it. However, they will fail at a task due to not being able to perform or execute the
skills appropriately. Personal accomplishments require not only skills but self-beliefs of efficacy
to use them well (Bandura, 1993, p. 119).
Perceived self-efficacy is not a measure of the skills one has but a belief about what one
can do under different sets of conditions with whatever skills one possesses (Bandura, 1997). In
other words, it is more concerned with what you believe you can do as opposed to the skills you
possess. According to Bandura (1993) perceived self-efficacy influences human functioning
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through cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection processes. Bandura (1993) proposed that
the best way to addresses the social regulatory, motivational, and affective contributors to
cognitive functioning was through human agency. Goddard et al. (2000) explain that a
fundamental element of social cognitive theory is human agency. When human agency is applied
to the school level, it runs parallel to organizational agency. Agency refers to an intentional
pursuit of a course of action (Goddard et al., 2000). An example of this is our intentional work to
increase parent involvement at the middle school level. Organizational functioning depends on
the knowledge, vicarious learning, self-reflection, and self-regulation of individual members
(Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Self-efficacy extends itself to teacher efficacy and collective efficacy
under these types of situations.
Sources of efficacy. Four sources that are critical to individual self-efficacy in
organizations are mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and affective
states (Goddard et al, 2000; Hoy & Miskel, 2008).
Mastery experience refers to the teachers’ experiences of success and failure, and it is the
strongest source of collective efficacy. Success strengthens the faculty’s sense of collective
efficacy while experienced failures tend to weaken the sense of collective efficacy. Faculties that
are accustomed to experiencing high success rates do not handle failures well. Goddard (2001)
found mastery experience to be a significant predictor of differences between schools in
teachers’ collective efficacy.
Vicarious experience refers to the ability of teachers to imagine or experience success
through the actions of other teachers or schools. Schools announce their successes. It is their way
of telling others about it. When others hear about these endeavors, they tend to want to do it to
see if it works in their school as well. They want to feel that same victory. These vicarious
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experiences provide other schools with something to compare themselves to or pattern
themselves after. They also serve as effective ways to promote collective teacher efficacy.
Teachers do not depend on direct experience as the only source of information about their
collective efficacy (Goddard et al., 2000).
Social persuasion has the ability to support a faculty’s belief that they are capable of
reaching any goal that they set Teachers that have the opportunity to talk to each other and share
in professional development opportunities are more likely to be persuaded by a good argument.
Not just talking about success, but modeling and sharing direct experiences of success influence
the collective efficacy of a faculty as well as encourage staff members to give extra effort.
According to Goddard et al. (2000), organizations have affective states. Organizations
react to stress just as individuals. Organizations that are effective can continue to function under
stressful factors and learn to adapt with the negative forces. Organizations that are not effective
react to stress in a dysfunctional manner, which reinforces their basic disposition towards failure
(Hoy & Miskel, 2008). They misinterpret stimuli--sometimes overreacting and other times
underreacting or not reacting at all (Goddard et al., 2000). The affective state of the organization
has an impact on how it interprets challenges (Hoy & Miskel, 2008).
Teacher Efficacy
Teachers’ beliefs in their instructional efficacy partly determine how they structure
academic activities in their classrooms and shape students’ evaluations of their intellectual
capabilities (Bandura, 1997). According to Bandura (1997), teachers with a high sense of
efficacy operate on the belief that they can teach difficult students through extra effort and
appropriate technique. Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk-Hoy, & Hoy (1998) examine the conceptual
foundation of teacher efficacy in an effort to bring a better understanding of the idea and its
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measurement. From this study, they propose an integrated model of teacher efficacy and define
the concept. Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) define teacher efficacy as the teacher’s belief in his
or her capability to organize and execute courses of action required to successfully accomplish a
specific teaching task in a particular content. These beliefs are specific to particular teaching
context; therefore teachers form perceptions about their personal capabilities in light of the
requirements of a particular teaching task (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). According to
Goddard et al. (2000), teacher efficacy is context-specific. Teachers do not feel effective in every
teaching experience. They believe they are effective in particular subjects, with certain students,
and in certain settings. Teacher efficacy can change or differ from class to class or day to day
depending on the task. Therefore, it is important to consider the teaching task and its context
when making efficacy judgments (Goddard et al., 2000).
Earlier research in teacher efficacy was concerned with the actual meaning and measure
of teacher efficacy (Goddard et al., 2000; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Tschannen-Moran &
Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Presently, there is a vast amount of research on teacher efficacy beliefs as
it relates to various aspects of education. In a study comparing self-efficacy beliefs between
novice and experienced teachers, Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk-Hoy (2007) found that the
self-efficacy beliefs were lower among novice teachers than experienced teachers. This lack of
confidence in teaching ability could be due to inexperience and prompt teachers to improve their
performance as they advance in their teaching careers. Tschannen-Moran and Barr (2004)
explored the relationship between professional development formats and changes in teacher selfefficacy beliefs and teachers’ self-reports of implementation of new teaching strategies. The
results of the study showed that professional development formats that supported mastery
experiences had the strongest effect on self-efficacy beliefs for implementation of new teaching
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strategies (Tschannen-Moran & McMasters, 2009). Dixon, Yssel, Mcconnel, and Hardin (2014)
examined teacher efficacy as a way to explain teacher willingness to differentiate instruction.
The results indicated that greater professional development in differentiation was positively
associated with both teacher sense of efficacy beliefs and teacher efficacy (Dixon et al., 2014).
Dixon et al. (2014) also found that both teacher sense of efficacy beliefs and teacher efficacy
were positively associated with differentiation.
Collective Efficacy
Self-efficacy lends itself to a collective level when social cognitive theory is applied to
the organizational level. Goddard et al. (2000) define collective efficacy as the perceptions of
teachers in a school where the efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on
students. This concept reflects what teachers believe they as a group can accomplish, not what
they as individuals can accomplish with the students in their classrooms (Tschannen-Moran,
Salloum, & Goddard, 2014). If the level of efficacy as a faculty is high, then the likelihood of
high student performance can be achieved. If the level of efficacy is low, the school may
experience detrimental outcomes. Collective efficacy has been proven to have a significant
impact on student achievement (Bandura, 1993) and other factors of schooling such as discipline
(Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004).
Even though mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and affective
state are critical to the development of collective efficacy in an organization, analysis of the
teaching task and the assessment of teaching competence are two key elements that are just as
important. The analysis of the teaching task refers to the teachers’ assessment of what will be
required as they engage in teaching (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). This analysis occurs at the individual
and school levels. At the school level, the analysis prompts implications about the challenges
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teachers would face while working at that school and what they would have to achieve to be
successful. Assessment of teaching competence refers to the teachers’ analysis of the teaching
task in conjunction with their assessment of the teaching competency of the faculty (Goddard et
al., 2000). This act creates analysis of the faculty’s teaching skills, trainings, methods, and
expertise. Judgment of teaching competence might include faculty beliefs in the ability of all
children in their school to succeed (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Analysis of task and competence
occur simultaneously and interact with each other as collective efficacy emerges (Goddard et al.,
2007).
Collective teacher efficacy. Collective teacher efficacy refers to the collective
perception that teachers in a school make a difference to their students over and above the
educational impact of their homes and communities (Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004). Goddard
et al. (2000) analyzed collective teacher efficacy and its impact on student achievement.
Collective teacher efficacy was identified as the perceptions of teachers in a school that the
efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on students (Goddard et al, 2000).
Collective teacher efficacy gains its meaning from collective perceptions and is not reducible to
individual measures (Goddard et al., 2000). However, it is experienced individually by each
member of the organization. Goddard et al., (2000) found that the theoretical elements of
collective teacher efficacy (competence and task analysis) are highly related in schools.
Collective teacher efficacy has a positive relationship with student achievement (Bandura, 1993),
and the theoretical underpinnings of teacher efficacy can be extended to the organizational level
to explain collective teacher efficacy.
Tschannen-Moran and Barr (2004) examined teacher efficacy as a collective property and
found a significant positive relationship between collective teacher efficacy and student
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achievement on eighth grade math, writing, and English tests. The results of the study found that
there was a significant positive relationship between teacher’s perceptions of collective teacher
efficacy and student achievement as measured by eighth grade math, writing, and English tests
(Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004). These findings were consistent with the findings in other
studies on the relationship between collective teacher efficacy and student achievement
(Bandura, 1993; Zimmerman, 2000).
Faculty Trust in Parents and Students
Trust Defined
Trust has not been an easy concept to define and researchers have approached the theory
from many views. Rotter (1967) defined trust as an expectancy held by an individual or a group
that the word, promise, verbal, or written statement of another individual or group could be relied
upon. Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998) took another position on the definition of trust
based on evidence from a cross-disciplinary collection of scholarly writings that confident
expectations and a willingness to be vulnerable are critical components of all definitions of trust.
“Trust is a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon
positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395).
These trust relationships are based upon interdependence, and the interests of one party cannot
be achieved without reliance upon another (Rousseau et al., 1998).
Bryk and Schneider (2002) viewed trust as relational with social exchanges within the
school organization positioned around a distinct set of role relationships. They distinguished the
difference between organic trust and contractual trust and the types of organizations in which
they are found to display the connection between relational trust and public schooling (Bryk &
Schneider, 2002).
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Extensive research by Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999, 2007) revealed several multifaceted definitions of trust, most of which were based on expectations or common beliefs that
individuals or groups would act in ways, that were in the best interest of the concerned party.
Regardless of whether the focus on trust was individual, organizational, generalized, or
behavioral, a general willingness to risk vulnerability and confidence that trust would not be
violated were identified as common conditions of trust (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). From
the literature on trust (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2000), five
facets of trust emerged: benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness (Hoy
&Tschannen-Moran, 1999). Realizing that trust is embedded in relationships and the referent of
trust influences its meaning, Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999) proposed the following
definition of trust: Trust is an individual’s or group’s willingness to be vulnerable to another
party based on the confidence that the latter party is benevolent, reliable, competent, honest, and
open (p. 189). This definition was very similar to Mishra’s (1996) definition of trust, which
included the common condition of a willingness to risk vulnerability but presented the facets of
trust competence, openness, concern, and reliability.
Conditions of Trust
Willingness to Risk Vulnerability
Trust is seen as a condition in which people or groups find themselves vulnerable to
others under conditions of risk and interdependence (Forsyth et al., 2011). Trust relationships are
built upon interdependence and interdependence in a relationship creates vulnerability (Hoy &
Miskel, 2008). Perceived vulnerability and risk are central to trust (Adams et al., 2009). Where
there is no vulnerability, there is no need for trust (Goddard et al., 2001).
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Trust matters most in situations of interdependence, in which the interests of one party
cannot be achieved without reliance on another (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 20). An example
would be a school’s leader allowing parents to determine which parent workshops are necessary
to create parental interest in an overall attempt to increase parent involvement. Even though the
school’s leader risks not reaching certain goals associated with parent involvement, he is
ultimately dependent upon the parents and their participation to actually increase the parent
involvement in the school. According to Rousseau, et al. (1996), the path-dependent connection
between trust and risk taking arises from a reciprocal relationship: risk creates an opportunity for
trust, which leads to risk taking. Unless parties are dependent on one another for something they
care about or need, trust is not essential (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p.20).
Confidence
According to Hoy and Miskel (2008), to trust is to make oneself vulnerable to others with
confidence that the others will not act in ways detrimental to you (p. 191). In defining trust some
focus on people’s behavior in a situation of vulnerability, others on their attitudes or the degree
of confidence (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). For example, when a parent leaves his or her
child at school but does so with reservation, can it be said that the parent trusts the school?
When a parent leaves a child at school under these circumstances, the parent has done so
voluntarily and increased the risk of a negative outcome. All of these actions are taken with a
certain level of concern. An example provided by Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) is when a
parent leaves his or her child with a child care provider but does so with significant misgivings,
can the parent be said to have trusted the provider? By leaving the child with the child care
provider under these circumstances, the parent has voluntarily increased the risk of a negative
outcome and done so with a certain level of anxiety.
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The decision to place oneself at risk to another could be based on many factors, including
need, hope, conformity, impulsivity, innocence, virtue, faith, masochism, and confidence
(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000, p. 557). Even though a parent with misgivings about the school
displays the same behavior of a parent with no apprehension, they both have a different level of
trust towards the school. Trust lies in the degree of confidence one holds in the face of risk rather
than in the choice or actions that increases one’s risk (Rousseau et al., 1998). Confidence extends
across a gap of time, and most interactions do not take place simultaneously but unfold over a
matter of time (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). The trustee must demonstrate competence in
their ability to care for, protect, and do what is in the best interest of the trust (Beard & Brown,
2008). The truster can only be “willingly vulnerable” when there is some measure of confidence
in the trustee’s competence (Beard & Brown (2008), p.474). The willingness to risk is the degree
of confidence one has in a situation of vulnerability (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999).
Facets of Trust
Benevolence
Benevolence is the confidence that one’s well-being will be protected by a trusted party
(Hoy & Tschannen- Moran, 2007). Benevolence is conceived as confidence in the goodwill of
those who are trusted or an attitude of mutual concern (Goddard et al., 2001). Benevolence is an
important element of trust relationships because a mutual attitude of goodwill is so important in
interpersonal relationships (Hoy et al., 2007). In situations of interdependence, faith and
confidence in the benevolence or altruism of others are critical to trust (Forsyth et al., 2011).
Reliability
Reliability is the extent to which one can count on another person or group to meet their
needs in a positive way (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 2007). At its most fundamental level,
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reliability has to do with predictability (Forsyth et al., 2011). Predictability is not enough.
Reliability combines a sense of predictability with benevolence (Hoy et al., 2007). Trusted
individuals are expected to behave both positively and consistently (Goddard et al., 2001).
Reliability implies that there is a sense of confidence that one’s needs will be met in positive
ways (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 2007). The degree to which a person believes that outcomes
will be forthcoming and positive reflects the extent of trust (Forsyth et al., 2011).
Competency
Competence is the ability to perform as expected and according to standards appropriate
to task at hand (Hoy, et al., 2007). Individuals run the risk of not being trusted if they do not have
the skills to perform tasks. In this case, good intentions are not sufficient (Forsyth, et al., 2011;
Goddard et al., 2001).
Honesty
Honesty is the character, integrity, and authenticity of the trusted party (Hoy &
Tschannen-Moran, 2007). A correspondence between a person’s statements and deeds
demonstrates integrity (Hoy, et al., 2007) One must be able to rely on the word and action of
another in order to trust the other (Goddard et al., 2001). Honesty is assumed when we think of
trust (Forsyth, et al., 2011).
Openess
Openess is the extent to which relevant information is shared; it is a process by which
individuals make themselves vulnerable (Hoy et al., 2007). Goddard et al. (2001) believed that
openness breeds trust, whereas withholding behavior provokes distrust. Openess makes
individuals vulnerable because it signals a kind of reciprocal trust--a confidence that information
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revealed will not be exploited and that recipients can feel the same confidence in return (Forsyth
et al., 2011). Openness produces trust (Forsyth et al., 2011).
Trust Relations in Schools
Trust is especially important for organizations that operate in turbulent external
environments, depends heavily on information sharing for success, and its work processes
demand effective decentralized decision making (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). These characteristics
set the tone for the daily operation of schools. Bryk & Schneider (2002) see trust as being
relational and distinguish trust in schools from organic and contractual trust. This exploration
was based on the notion that trust formations depend on the institution in which it is embedded.
Organic trust is predicated on the more or less unquestioning beliefs of individuals in the moral
authority of a particular social institution, and characterizes closed, small-scaled communities
(Bryk et al, 2010). Contractual trust requires individuals and institutions to stand in a much more
constrained relation to one another (Bryk et al., 2010). The basis for social exchange is material
and instrumental (Bryk et al., 2010). Bryk and Schneider (2002) argued that neither organic nor
contractual trust would work in most modern institutions. Public schools often lack clearly
delineated aims and convergent ideologies for trust to be contractual or organic (Adams &
Forsyth, 2009).
Relational trust is viewed as an organizational property. Its constitutive elements are
socially defined in the reciprocal exchanges among participants in a school community (Bryk et
al., 2010). Respect, competence, personal regard for others, and integrity must be considered
when making trust discernments. The consequences of deficiency in either factor can be critical
to the functioning of a school. The everyday social exchanges among people in organizations
build the necessary relationships that depict relational trust. It is a complex dynamic in which
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parties depend on one another and on a shared vision for success (Beard & Brown, 2008). The
degree to which relational trust grows in an organization depends on the consistency of behaviors
and expectations by participating groups. Relational trust is an organizational property of schools
because its constitutive elements are socially defined in the reciprocal exchanges among
participants in a school community. The presence or absence of relational trust has consequences
for the functioning of school (Bryk et al., 2010).
Relational trust, a system of social exchanges, is key to advancing improvement in urban
public school communities (Bryk et al., 2010). According to Bryk et al. (2010), relational trust
views the social exchanges of schooling as organized around a distinct set of role relationships:
teachers with students, teachers with other teachers, teachers with parents and with their school
principal (Bryk et al., 2010). As individuals interact, they are attentive to the behavior of the
other individuals involved and the outcome of that behavior all while deciphering the intentions
of the group. The exchange must be validated. At its most basic level, relational trust is rooted in
a complex cognitive activity of discerning the intentions of others (Bryk et al., 2010). Because
relational trust is founded both on beliefs and observed behavior, each group understands the
expected behavior and intentions of the other. Schools work well as organizations when this
synchrony is achieved within role sets that comprise the school community (Bryk et al., 2010).
Referents of Trust
According to Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (2007), trust is embedded in relationships and
the referent of trust influences the meaning. When defining trust, Hoy and Tschannen-Moran
(2007) identify four referents of faculty trust: faculty trust in students, faculty trust in colleagues,
faculty trust in the principal, and faculty trust in parents. When exploring role set relations, Bryk,
et al. (2002) found that the social organization of schools structures distinct relations among
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teachers to other colleagues, teachers to students, teachers to parents, and teachers to principals
(Bryk, et al., 2002). Trust is both the product of interactions and exchanges between members of
different role groups and interactions within role groups (Adams et al., 2009).
Faculty trust in students. The faculty builds trusting relationships with students where
exchanges between the teacher and student are comparable to parent-child exchanges and are
transferred to the classroom (Bryk et al, 2010). These relationships are family-like and it shows
through the atmosphere of the classroom and parent support of student learning. Trusting
student-teacher relations is essential for learning (Bryk et al., 2010). According to Hoy, Smith,
and Sweetland (2002), achievement press is directly related to faculty trust in students. The
greater the achievement press, the greater the degree that the faculty trust the students (Hoy, et
al., 2002).
Faculty trust in colleagues. The faculty believes teachers can depend on each other in
difficult situations and rely on the integrity of their colleagues (Forsyth et al., 2011). Trust within
a faculty is grounded in an understanding about matters important to the day to day routine of
school, such as what students should learn, how instruction is delivered and how teachers and
students should behave (Bryk et al., 2010). Hoy et al. (2002) found that professional teacher
behavior is the key to developing trust in colleagues. Open, supportive, and cooperative teacher
interactions are the foundation of faculty trust in colleagues (Hoy et al., 2002).
Faculty trust in the principal. The faculty has confidence that the principal will keep
his or her word and act in the best interest of the teachers (Forsyth et al., 2011). Principals and
teachers have a reciprocal dependence on each other. Principals have to trust that teachers will
make good efforts at advancing student learning, go the extra mile, and sustain positive
relationships with parents (Bryk et al., 2010). In turn, teachers expect principals to exercise
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procedural fairness, create an environment governing school operations, adequate resources, and
professional support (Bryk et al., 2010). Principal leadership is critical to developing faculty trust
in principals (Hoy et al., 2002). Principals who are open with teachers treat them as colleagues,
are friendly and considerate, and set reasonable standards are accepted by teachers and rewarded
with their trust (Hoy et al., 2002).
Faculty trust in parents. The faculty depends on parent support to achieve success in
their work (Bryk et al., 2010). Teachers depend on parents in a variety of ways, such as getting
students to school on time and supporting schoolwork activities at home, and teachers consider
parents to be “essential partners” (Bryk et al., 2010). This relationship is mutual in that parents
depend on teachers and the efforts of the school to provide their children with meaningful
learning opportunities. Academic press promotes trust in parents and students. According to Hoy
et al. (2002), when students, teachers, and the school value academic achievement and parents
press for high standards and improvement, teacher trust in parents and students is high. Hoy et al.
(2002) found that achievement press promotes faculty trust in parents and teachers but the trust
also facilitates a commitment to achievement.
Trust is a reciprocal, not a one-way process (Goddard et al., 2001). All school
stakeholders should act to build trust. According to Goddard et al. (2001), when teachers,
students, and parents trust each other and work together cooperatively, a climate of success is
likely. When these groups fail to trust, student achievement pays the price.
Collective Trust
Faculty trust is a collective property--it is the extent to which the faculty as a group is
willing to risk vulnerability (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 2007). Four referents of faculty trust are
of particular interest in mapping a culture of organizational trust in schools: faculty trust in
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students, faculty trust in the principal, faculty trust in parents, and faculty trust in colleagues
(Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Academic optimism combines two of the four referents of faculty trust:
faculty trust in students and parents.
Trust in parents and trust in students is a unitary concept (Hoy et al., 2006). Bryk and
Schneider (2002) presented the assumption that student-teacher trust operated through parentteacher trust, where students are the implied “third” party. Faculty trust in students and parents
reflects the belief that teachers, parents, and students can cooperate to improve learning (Hoy &
Miskel, 2008). When the faculty trusts parents, it also trust students and vice versa (Forsyth et
al., 2011).
At the school level, trust is less of an individual discernment and more of a collective
orientation shared by role group members (Adams & Forsyth, 2009). Collective trust is a group
norm that mediates individual behavior and the systemic actions of a school community (Forsyth
et al., 2011). Forms of collective trust, such as faculty trust in clients, influence school
performance directly (Goddard & Tschannen-Moran, 2001; Hoy, 2004). Collective trust spawns
robust normative conditions that in turn lead to system-level behaviors associated with high
performing schools (Forsyth et al., 2011).
Forsyth et al. (2011, p. 22) define collective trust as a stable group property rooted in the
shared perceptions and affect about the trustworthiness of another group or individual that
emerges over time out of multiple social exchanges within the group. This definition requires
that the trustor, which is the group judging the trustworthiness of another (Forsyth et al., 2011),
be a group of individuals; however, the trustee, which is the group who is the object of the trust
(Forsyth et al., 2011) may be a group, individual, or organization. According to Adams et al.
(2009), trust within the school context is based on the interactions between referent groups not

37

merely the interactions between individuals within those groups. Like most relationships, trust
develops as group members interact with each other and with members of other role groups. The
perception of trust is collective in nature. The collective discernment of the past actions and
future intentions of the referent role group forms the basis for the relational trust needed for
effective school performance (Adams et al., 2009).
Collective trust in school organizations exist in multiple school groups and between
different relation dyads (Forsyth et al., 2011). Forsyth et al. (2011) identified the forms of
collective trust as including principal trust, faculty trust, parent trust, and student trust. The
trustor--trustee patterns are important in these forms of collective trust. It is also important to
understand the position each referent (trustee) takes when developing the forms of trust that are
possible in school organizations. Table 1 list the forms of collective trust and shows how each
trustor (faculty, parents, students, principal) is related to each trustee (principal, colleagues,
clients, and school).
Table 1
The Forms of Collective Trust
Trustees (Referents)
Colleagues
Clients
Trustors
Principal
(Teachers)
(Students/Parents)
School
Faculty
G to I
G to G
G to G
G to O
Parents
G to I
G to G
X
G to O
Students
G to I
G to G
X
X
Principal
X
X
X
X
Key:
G = Group
I = Individual
O = Organization
X = Empty
Note. From Collective Trust: Why Schools Can’t Improve Without It (p. 23), by P. B. Forsyth, C.
M. Adams, and W. K. Hoy, 2011, New York: Teachers College Press. Copyright 2011 by
Teachers College, Columbia University.
Collective trust appears in organizations of social context only when group interactions
are most relevant. The repeated exchanges of these groups give them the opportunity to share
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their beliefs and perceptions about the behavior of other groups, thus, giving rise to a sense of
collective trust. Adams et al., (2009), argued that the behavior tendencies of a role group produce
the normative mechanisms needed to influence trust perceptions. Due to the interdependence of
the faculty as a group with the principal, colleagues, and clients (students and parents), it is
important to this study to investigate how faculty and parent trust as a collective property--the
extent to which the faculty as a group is willing to risk vulnerability (Forsyth et al., 2011, p. 35)-affects student achievement and school effectiveness.
Academic Emphasis of Schools
Academic emphasis is the extent to which a school is driven by a quest for academic
excellence--a press for academic achievement (Hoy et al., 2006). One school property that
educational administration researchers have found to be consistently related to student
achievement is the academic emphasis of a school--a general perspective of the importance of
academics in a school held by administrators, teachers, and students (Goddard et al., 2000, p.
684). Schools with high levels of academic emphasis set high academic goals for students and
create an orderly learning environment. Students find that the set goals are achievable and are
motivated to work hard to achieve those goals. Teachers are dedicated to high student
achievement and hold each other accountable for student attainment.
Highlighted by early effective schools research, academic emphasis has been found to
positively affect student achievement. Goddard et al. (2000) conceived academic emphasis as an
important feature of school climate that fosters academic success. They found that the results
offer evidence that the academic emphasis of the school is systematically related to student
achievement in urban elementary schools (p. 79). The outcomes of this study also suggested that
schools with strong academic emphases positively affect achievement for poor and minority
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students (Goddard et al., 2000). Schools with high academic emphasis are more likely to perform
acts that are purposeful in enhancing student achievement.
Licata and Harper (1999) found academic emphasis as an important means to
understanding the relationship between organizational health and robustness. They found that
there is a positive relationship between teachers’ perceptions of organizational health and
environmental robustness but academic emphasis was the only subscale to make a separate and
significant contribution. Healthy and robust schools are characterized by a theme that
emphasizes student achievement.
Analyzing school improvement efforts in Chicago, Bryk et al., (2010) found academic
support and press, when coupled with safety and order, can have a significant impact on student
attendance in schools. Bryk et al. (2010) created an indicator--Academic Support and Press-based on student reports about the academic achievement in their classrooms. Academic support
and press was coupled with safety and order (student reports about their perceived safety in and
around school) under the essential support entitled student-centered learning climate. The single
most powerful finding was the association of student attendance with safety and order. They
found that schools remained stagnant in attendance when they had problems in the area of
student-centered learning climate. Bryk et al. (2010) found that parent-community ties and
student-centered learning climate were significant. The authors suggested that adults within the
school community join together to foster a student centered learning climate that promotes
pupils’ engagement with more challenging academic work in classrooms.
Parent Involvement
Bryk et al. (2010) wrote Organizing Schools for Improvement: Lessons from Chicago
detailing the results of an intensive investigation of how the organization of schools and local
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communities affect their capacity to improve student engagement and learning. The outcomes
were based on the analysis of Chicago elementary schools over a seven-year period. Attendance,
reading scores, and math scores were used to measure school improvement. According to Bryk et
al. (2010), the outcomes presented evidence that there were essential supports--school leadership,
parent and community ties, professional capacity of the faculty and staff, a student-centered
learning climate, and an instructional system--that must be in place for school improvement.
These data provided an extraordinary window to examine the complex interplay among
organizational features and how they interact with aspects of local community context to alter
dramatically the odds for improvement (Bryk et al., 2010). Thus, parent and community ties and
faculty trust are key essential supports for school improvement.
Variables such as faculty trust and community support are organizational characteristics
that research has shown to have a direct positive influence on school effectiveness (Bryk et al.,
2010; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Forsyth et al., 2011; Goddard et al., 2001; Hoy & Miskel, 2008).
Bryk et al. (2010) probed into the dynamics of the relationship between relational trust and
school communities after a test of the essential supports (school leadership, parent-community
ties, professional capacity, student-centered learning climate, and instructional guidance)
indicated the probability of improvement in student outcomes among schools that have a strong
report on each indicator. Of key significance is the essential support of parent-community-school
ties and the deliberate actions of schools towards parent involvement. Supporting parents to
support learning, teacher’s knowledge about their students’ home culture and community, and
school-community partnerships are elements that constitute core components of parentcommunity school ties (Bryk et al., 2010). Thus, student achievement gains can be made where
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there is a high level of relational interactions between schools and communities, specifically
parent involvement.
In the research presented regarding community support, parent involvement is a key
influence of school effectiveness. Extensive research testifies to the importance of parent and
community involvement in children’s schooling (Bryk et al., 2010). Jeynes (2007) defined parent
involvement as parent participation in the educational processes and experiences of children.
Some educators have increasingly identified parent involvement as the primary vehicle by which
schools can raise academic achievement (Hara & Burke, 1998). According to Sanders (1998),
schools are more effective for children from strong family backgrounds than for children from
weaker ones because strong families provide their children with the social capital necessary for
school success.
Community support plays a significant role in student achievement. Bryk et al. (2010)
discovered from prior research that schools can enhance this involvement through deliberate
action (Bryk et al., 2010). According to Bryk et al. (2010), research reviewed identified three
distinct dimensions that merit attention and constitute the core components of parentcommunity-school ties:
(a) supporting parents to support learning--initiatives focused on strengthening parenting
skills, communicating with parents to reinforce study habits and expectations, finding
ways to engage learning activities between parents and students at home, inviting parents
to volunteer at the school and creating opportunities for a parent voice in school decision
making. The effects of the direct involvement of parents in student education can be
positive on parents as well as students. It is also notable that enhancing parent trust is an
important by-product of this effort.
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(b) teacher knowledge about their students’ home culture and community--teachers build on
the basic background knowledge, interest, and skills that students bring to the classroom.
A deep understanding of students’ background is a powerful resource when establishing
the interpersonal connections necessary to teach. Knowing children is essential to the
effectiveness of classroom lessons.
(c) school-community partnership--the schools capacity to partner with community services
(community health, recreation, social service agencies, the police department, youth
services) has a direct impact on the effectiveness of the supplemental resources available
to support learning.
This is of key significance to a school improvement framework.
The information presented by Bryk et al. (2010) is critical to analyzing community
support and its effect on school improvement. However, this was not the first time that an
examination of parent involvement affecting academic achievement was presented. Epstein
(1995) identified six types of school-family-community involvement important to student
learning and development. They are as follows:
(a) parenting--helping families establish home environments that support children as
students.
(b) Communicating--designing effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school
communications about school programs and children’s progress.
(c) Volunteering--recruiting and organizing parent help and support.
(d) learning at home--providing information and ideas to families about how to help students
at home with homework and other curriculum-related activities, decisions, and planning.
(e) decision making--including parents in school decisions, developing parent leaders and
representatives.
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(f) collaborating with the community--identifying and integrating resources and services
from the community to strengthen school programs, family practices, and student
learning and development.
Epstein (1995) theorized that the internal model of the interaction of the three spheres of
influence shows where and how complex and essential interpersonal relations and patterns of
influence occur between individuals at home, at school, and in the community. When teachers
realize that they need the help of students’ families to be effective in their job and parents realize
that they need to know what is happening in the school and about student progress, we see the
overlapping spheres of influence. Figure 1 shows the relationship between each overlapping
spheres of influence.

School

Family

Community

Figure 1. Epstein’s Overlapping Spheres of Influence model showing the relationship between
school, family, and community. Adapted from Epstein, J. L. (1995) School, Family, Community
partnerships: Caring for the Children We Share. Phi Delta Kappan, 76, pp. 701-712.
According to Epstein (1995), this behavior creates a family-like atmosphere in the school and in
the community. The school feels more welcoming, refers to stakeholders as “family,” and takes
additional steps to make sure that students feel included. Families tend to reinforce the
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importance of school and its expectations, work with students to build skills, and collaborate and
cooperate more with school personnel.
Research has shown that high levels of parent involvement have a significant impact on
student achievement efforts and factors that influence student achievement. Drawing on
Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence, Sanders (1998), explored the effects of
teacher, family and church support on student success and identified important attitudinal and
behavioral qualities that influence student success. These identified qualities could be enhanced
by increased cooperation between schools, families, and community institutions (Sanders, 1998).
Epstein and Sheldon (2002) analyzed the effect of family-school-community practices
effects on student attendance and chronic absenteeism. They found that several family and
community involvement activities, such as making home visits, rewarding students for improved
attendance, and calling home when students are absent, were effective ways to improve student
attendance. In a meta-analysis examining the influence of parent involvement on student
achievement in secondary schools, Jeynes (2007) found that the general parent involvement
variable yielded statistically significant outcomes; however, it is a better predictor of
achievement at the elementary school level.
Parent involvement has also been analyzed in conjunction with key players in a school’s
design. Epstein and Dauber (1991) examined the connections between school programs and
parent involvement and teacher attitudes. The results of the study found that teachers in
elementary and middle schools had positive attitudes about parent involvement (Epstein &
Dauber, 191). Epstein and Voorhis (2010) suggested ways for school counselors to take a more
active role in developing the relationships between schools and families, most importantly;
counselors can assist in creating a team of educators, parents, and others to organize a
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sustainable partnership program in middle and high schools. Li and Hung (2012) examined the
relationship between teacher’ perception of parent involvement and teacher satisfaction and
found that parent involvement at home highly influenced teacher satisfaction. The findings in
these studies can be useful when researching ways to increase parent involvement in schools.
Parent Involvement as a Form of Social Capital
Social capital is defined by its function and comes through changes in relations among
persons that facilitate actions (Coleman, 1988). Social capital was defined by Coleman (1990) as
the set of connections between individuals that are inherent in “family relations” and in
community organizations and that are useful for cognitive and social development (Crowder &
South, 2003). McNeal (1999) presented three elements that he believed must be addressed when
conceptualizing social capital: form, norms of obligation and reciprocity, and resources. McNeal
(1999) explains each element of social capital as follows:
•

•
•

form--the many structural aspects of the social ties and relations including breadth of the
network, depth of the relations, existence of structural holes, and the nature of the
relations.
norms of obligation and reciprocity--a sense of investment with the expectation of a
return on that investment; a sense of trust or obligation
resources--acquired as a result of external linkages between network members and
outsiders or arise from group members’ positions in the social hierarchy.

From this framework, McNeal (1999) conceptualized parent involvement as a form of social
capital, which is a crucial determinant of a child’s academic success. The interpersonal
relationships that parents have with their children, other parents, and school organizations
constitute a structural form. Kinship based relationships make it possible to discuss the norms of
obligation and reciprocity inherent in parent-child and parent-school relations (McNeal, 1999).
The various levels of physical, human, and cultural capital that parents have to invest in their
children determine what resources exist and the amount available. This framework is useful as a
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guide to help understand the relevance of parent involvement as a form of social capital in school
improvement efforts and its importance to student achievement.
Other research has analyzed social capital as it relates to various aspects of educational
performance. Crowder and South (2003) analyzed the social capital perspective when examining
the impact of neighborhood distress on school dropouts. The authors implied that the social
capital perspective places greater emphasis on social networks and the flow of information and
resources across these networks (Crowder & South, 2003, p. 662). Academic success is a
function of the student’s ability to maintain a relationship with the institution and is incorporated
into a cohesive network (Crowder & South, 2003). Students living in communities with high
concentrations of poverty are at a disadvantage when developing social networks that could
enhance their social and economic opportunities.
Ream and Palardy (2008) examined whether certain forms of parental social capital
create educational advantages for students who are socioeconomically advantaged as oppose to
those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged. This study hypothesized that educationally
valuable parental social ties are more available among socioeconomically advantaged students
and drew a distinction between the distribution of social capital and its educational utility by
considering the difference in the availability of parental social capital and the rate of its
convertibility into students track placement and test score performance which differed by social
class (Ream & Palardy, 2008). The results showed that the higher students were in social status,
the higher the availability and convertibility of parent social capital. The highest social class
grouping, compared to middle and working class grouping and the lowest SES group, has an
advantage when obtaining material and human resources and in the availability of parental social
capital (Ream & Palardy, 2008).
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Bryk et al. (2010) analyzed community factors and the likelihood of improvement in
schools and found that bonding social capital (religious participation, crime context, and
efficacy) demonstrated broad associations with school improvement. Bonding social capital
focuses on the density of supportive social ties within a neighborhood or community (Bryk et al.,
2010, p. 169). The existence of such ties affords group solidarity that makes achieving collective
goals much more likely (Bryk et al., 2010, p169). For example, when communities exhibited
strong religious participation, low crime context, and high efficacy; schools in the communities
showed significant improvements in reading and math. On the other hand, schools located in
communities that had weak religious participation, high crime context, and low efficacy did not
show as much improvement.
Summary
This study proposes that there is a relationship between academic optimism and parent
involvement. It may also support previous studies that have shown a relationship between the
components of academic optimism--collective efficacy, faculty trust in clients, and academic
emphasis--to parent involvement.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This chapter discussed the sample, design, data collection, surveys, and data analysis
used in this study. The purpose of this study was to examine the development of academic
optimisms and parent involvement in a middle school for increased parent involvement in the
school. The researcher hoped to learn how academic optimism and parent involvement are
developed in a school and the relationship, if any, between the two variables. Also, the
investigator explored academic optimism’s impact on increased parent trust and parent
involvement.
Research Design
To collect and analyze data to answer the research questions, a qualitative research
method was used. The approach to qualitative inquiry to present the study was a case study. This
case study described findings from a project conducted at a middle school with the school’s
faculty and parents collaborating to increase parent involvement and parent trust in the school.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical
frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2013). According to Creswell (2013),
fieldwork, the researcher as an instrument, multiple methods of collecting data, logical
reasoning, emergent design, the researcher positioned in the study, and a holistic account are all
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characteristics of a qualitative study. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) present five features of
qualitative research:
•
•
•
•
•

Naturalistic--the researcher enters and spends considerable time in schools, families,
neighborhoods
descriptive data--the data collected take the form of words or pictures instead of numbers
concern with process--more emphasis placed on process than on outcomes or products
inductive--abstractions are built as the particulars that have been gathered are grouped
meaning--there is an interest in how different people make sense of their lives

Not all qualitative research will possess each characteristic equally; however, the research will
have these qualities to some degree. Due to these characteristics, qualitative research is the best
way to describe this research.
Creswell (2013) suggests five qualitative approaches to inquiry: narrative research,
phenomenological research, grounded theory research, ethnographic research, and case study.
Narrative research reports the experiences of a single individual (Creswell, 2013, p. 70).
Phenomenological research describes meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences
of a concept or a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). Grounded theory research focuses on
moving beyond description and to generate or discover a theory (Creswell, 2013, p. 83).
Ethnographic research is interested in examining the shared patterns, processes, actions, and
interactions of many individuals (Creswell, 2013, p. 90). Case study investigates a case within a
real-life setting over time seeking to explore and understand the issue (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).
All of these approaches have common characteristics; however, at the most fundamental level,
the five differ in what they are trying to accomplish (Creswell, 2013). Upon analysis of the
purpose of the study, the disciplinary context, and the way the research would be conducted, the
case study approach fit this study best.
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Case Study
The approach to inquiry for this research was case study. Case study research is a
qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system
(a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection
involving multiple sources of information, and reports a case description and case themes
(Creswell, 2013, p. 97). According to Savin-Baden and Howell (2013) some essential
characteristics of a case study are that it is bound, which means that it is focused and narrow in
scope; finite in number regarding the number of people interviewed, observations made, or
documents reviewed; holistic meaning that it seeks to describe the whole of the case;
particularistic in that it focuses on the specific; contextual regarding the necessity to give an
accounting for the context; and concrete in the description to convey meaning to the reader.
In the presented investigation, the researcher examined the development of academic
optimism and parent involvement in one middle school. Data were collected through two
surveys, the Parent Trust Scale and Parental Involvement Scale, which was mailed out to 239
parents of currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students; and the Teacher Academic
Optimism Scale (Secondary), which was issued to 27 teachers. A parent focus group consisting
of 10 parents and a teacher focus group consisting of six teachers were developed from
invitations to participate in the study. Each participant had to agree to be interviewed and audio
recorded by the researcher. For the parent focus group, it was important that the Latino and
African American student populations were represented because those ethnicities made up the
majority of the student body. The focus group questions were specifically related to academic
optimism, parent involvement, and parent-teacher trust. The data were analyzed and exhibits
case themes.
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Various researchers have described several types of case study. Creswell (2013) discusses
three variations of case study: single instrumental, collective, and multiple. Bogdan and Biklen
(2007) draw attention to historical organizational case studies such as observational case studies
and life history. Savin-Baden and Howell (2013) present several types of case study classifying
them by purpose, discipline, and research approach. The features of this inquiry position it to fit
several types of case study. The study can be distinguished as a single instrumental case study. In
this type of study, the researcher focuses on an issue or concern, and then selects one bounded
case to illustrate the issue (Creswell, 2013). It can be considered an observational case study. In
these studies the major data-gathering technique is participant observation and the focus of the
study is on a particular organization or some aspect of the organization (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007). According to Savin-Baden and Howell (2013), when conducting a case study, researchers
should choose a purpose, a disciplinary norm and a research approach. The purpose of this study
is explanatory. The focus of explanatory case study is to clarify the relationship between two
variables. Researchers use this type of research when they want to explain something or to find a
cause-and-effect relationship (Savin-Baden & Howell, 2013). The discipline of this study is
educational, which focuses on understanding educational action and their impact on students,
teachers, and institutions (Savin-Baden & Howell, 2013). The research approach for this study is
pragmatic. According to Savin-Baden and Howell (2013), pragmatic qualitative research
attempts to cull general information through interviews and other data collection approaches.
Sample
The sample for this study consisted of one middle school in Northeast Alabama, 239
seventh and eighth grade parents of students currently enrolled in the school, and 27 teachers
currently employed in various capacities at the school. The name of the school has been changed
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for anonymity. Surveys and interviews were conducted via maximum variation sampling.
According to Creswell (2007), this approach consists of determining in advance some criteria
that differentiate the sites or participants, and then selecting sites or participants that are quite
different on the criteria. When a researcher maximizes differences at the beginning of the study,
it increases the likelihood that the findings will reflect different perspectives (Creswell, 2007).
The School
Southwest City Middle School (SCMS) is located near the downtown area of a small city
near the Tennessee River in North Alabama. It serves students in Grades 6, 7, and 8. SCMS is a
dynamic, diverse, and student-centered institute of learning. Academic and extracurricular
activities abound for students to excel in a variety of areas including academics, music, art,
robotics, athletics, leadership development, and community involvement.
During the 2014-2015 school year, Southwest City Middle School enrolled 390 students.
The student body make-up was 47% Latino, 44% African American, 7% Caucasian, and 1%
Asian. SCMS is experiencing a continuous growth in the Latino population, which is shown in
the number of students enrolled from year to year. During the 2013-2014 school year, the
school’s population was predominately African American, with 47% percent of the student body
represented by this ethnic group. During that same school year, the Latino ethnic group
represented 43% of the student population. The school is the only Title I secondary school in the
district with 92% of the students receiving free and/or reduced lunch.
Like many schools in the state, Southwest City Middle has struggled to meet an adequate
number of school goals to make adequate yearly progress (AYP). Also, the school was identified
as “failing” per the Alabama Accountability Act (AAA). The AAA requires schools to make
adequate progress on standardized test four out of the past six years, to be removed from the list.
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Southwest City Middle has made progress three out of the past six years. Currently waiting for
the 2014-2015 ACT Aspire test scores to return, SCMS is hoping that they made enough
progress to be removed from the list. Since the state has moved to a growth model and changed
the standardized test from the Alabama Reading and Math Test (ARMT) to the ACT Aspire,
SCMS seems to have a chance. However, due to not making the required goals, the
consequences have taken a toll on the school’s enrollment and reputation. Southwest City Middle
has experienced a drastic decrease in enrollment from roughly 700 students to 390 in a two-year
period and it is expected to continue to decline. During the 2012-2013 school year, students were
offered school choice under the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) due to SCMS not making AYP
on state standardized tests for several years. About 180 students decided to transfer to one of the
district’s other two middle schools. During the 2013-2014 school year, the school was under the
new Alabama Accountability Act where students were given the school choice option because
BMS’s scores ranked in the bottom 6% (compared to schools all over the state) for three of the
past six years. Over 50% of the anticipated incoming sixth grade students opted to attend one of
the other two middle schools. At the end of the year, 12 teachers were either moved to another
school or non-renewed due to the decline in enrollment and cutbacks.
The Participants
The unit of analysis for this study consisted of parents and teachers at SCMS. Surveys
were sent to 239 parents of seventh and eighth grade students currently enrolled in SCMS to
collect data regarding parent trust and parent involvement. Each data packet included an
invitation to participate in a parent focus group. Ten parents, preferably five Latino and five
African American, were selected to partake in interviews conducted by the researcher. Parents
had to agree to be audio recorded and had to be able to speak and understand English in order to
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participate in the focus group. They were given the option to refuse to participate if they
preferred not to be recorded. It was important that the parent participants represented the
school’s population to record the perceptions of parents accurately. The group was diverse in age
and gender due to the employment of a selection strategy.
Twenty-seven teachers were invited to take the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale-Secondary (TAOS-S) during a faculty meeting. The survey was issued by a researcher designee
for confidentiality purposes. All teachers were invited to participate in the teacher focus group.
Six teachers from Southwest City Middle School agreed to partake in the focus group and be
audio recorded. The teacher focus group consisted of the school’s counselor, curriculum
specialist, instructional coach, one sixth grade teacher, one seventh grade teacher, and one eighth
grade special education teacher. A selection strategy was used in order to ensure that the group
would be representative of teachers from all grades as well as instructional administrative
faculty. In order to participate in the teacher focus group, the participant had to be a certified
teacher and have worked at the school at least one year.
All participation in the study was voluntary and participants were given the option to
refuse to participate in or discontinue the research process at any time. To maintain
confidentiality, survey packets, which included green sealable return envelopes, were issued to
currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students at the school to take home to their parents.
Teacher surveys were administered by the researcher’s designee and given to the researcher
immediately. A standard set of guidelines was provided for all participants. Participants were not
asked to provide any identifying information such as age, race, or gender. To protect student and
parent information while in the researcher’s possession for the purpose of the study, materials
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were locked in the researcher’s office. The researcher had access to the information for the
duration of the study and all information was shredded after completion of the study.
Data Collection
The data for this study were collected through parent surveys, a teacher survey, and
parent and teacher focus group interviews. A more detailed explanation of these data collection
methods are presented below.
Measures
The surveys used to collect the data for this study were the Teacher Academic Optimism
Scale: Secondary (TAOS-S), Parent Trust Scale (PTS Scale), and Parental Involvement Scale.
The TAOS-S was administered to all teachers at Southwest City Middle School by a researcher
designee. The researcher’s designee collected each survey and placed them in an envelope for
confidentiality and gave them to the researcher immediately.
The Parent Trust Scale and the Parental Involvement Scale was administered via students
to the homes of currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students at SCMS. Each packet
contained the Parent Trust Scale and Parent Involvement Scale in English and Spanish to
accommodate non-English speaking parents, an invitation to participate in the parent focus
group, and a green envelope so that parents could return the completed surveys anonymously.
Each respondent was guaranteed anonymity, confidentiality, and the option to refuse
participation. All surveys returned to the school in green envelopes were collected by the
school’s secretary and kept at the local school until the end of the data collection period at which
time the researcher retrieved the data. Only the researcher opened the returned surveys.
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Documenting and Recording of Focus Group Meetings
Parent and teacher focus group questions were used to gather data related to this study’s
research questions. An invitation to participate in the focus groups was extended to certified
teachers employed at the school at least one year and 10 African American parents and 10 Latino
parents. Parents agreeing to participate were contacted via telephone with information regarding
the date, time, and location of the focus group meetings. The researcher met with the teacher
focus group and parent focus group at the beginning of the data collection period. The meeting
was held at the local school in the parent classroom, which is equipped with computers and
resources to assist parents with their child’s education and family support. Parent and teacher
focus group meetings were conducted in English. The investigator worked closely with the
principal of the school to schedule meeting dates and times; however, the principal was not
present during these meetings. Written documentation and audio recording were used to detail
responses to the interview questions. Even though the researcher can be distracted when
recording data, the audio recording provided a record of everything discussed. This eliminated
the chance of the examiner not being able to recall important data. It was very important to
transcribe the recordings in a timely manner as to make sure that all pertinent information was
included in the research.
Teacher and parent focus group participants were given the option to be audio recorded
or not audio recorded on the consent form. Participants who declined to be audio recorded were
not allowed to participate in the study. If parents or teachers elected to not participate in the
study, no further attempts to contact them were made.
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Researcher’s Positionality and Role
My first day as principal of Southwest City Middle School was July 1, 2013. At the time,
I was the third principal in three years. I came from another district with a total of 11 years of
administrative experience but only one year of experience as a principal. However, the previous
administrative positions that I had held fully prepared me to work in challenging schools. I spent
the first year at Southwest designing and implementing a framework for instruction, providing
purposeful professional development, streamlining instructional practices and programs, and
setting expectations and non-negotiables. I hired a new assistant principal and an instructional
coach, revised the role of the curriculum specialist, and set some processes and procedures that
had gotten out of order. We spent the year in change based off of the data, which included but
were not limited to test scores, discipline, attendance, and observation. I wanted to make sure
that I was a positive influence on the culture and instructional setting of the school.
During the spring of 2014, we conducted a study to build a strategic plan for increased
academic achievement, accountability, and cultural changes that would promote improvement in
our school. We solicited the help of the Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE) to
move forward in this effort. We were asked three questions:
1) Why are we here?
2) What do we want to achieve?
3) What are we committed to doing about it?
As we answered these questions, the ALSDE representative inquired with me about academic
optimism and believed that it fit perfectly in with what we wanted to do at Southwest City
Middle School. We planned six professional development sessions for teachers to attend that
would ultimately impact their instructional practices. We issued the School Academic Optimism
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Scale (SAOS) (www.waynekhoy.com) and the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale--Secondary
(TAOS-S) (www.waynekhoy.com) and sent the surveys to Dr. John Tarter who was delighted to
assist in running the data. The overall teacher academic optimism score was 482, which is a little
below average.
After issuing the academic, the SAOS, and the TAOS-S, we began the professional
development sessions. The session topics focused on the instructional program, learning
supports, effective teaching and learning, state and district strategic plans, and the elements of
academic optimism. Before the third professional development session, each teacher was given a
copy of the article Academic Optimism of Schools: A Force for Student Achievement by Wayne
K. Hoy, C. John Tarter, and Anita Woolfolk Hoy. During the session, teachers were put in
groups and assigned sections of the article to read. They were given chart paper to share the
information they found in the article. This session prompted conversations that were necessary
for the students and teachers to move forward.
To kick-off the 2014-2015 school year, we invited Principal Baruti Kafele to present
“Closing the Attitude Gap: How to Fire Up Your Students to Strive for Success” for our
summer retreat. He had written a book by the same name and focused on five areas: 1) teacher’s
attitude towards students, 2) teacher’s relationship with students, 3) teacher’s compassion for
students, 4) the learning environment, and 5) cultural relevance of instruction. My hope was to
bring someone in from the outside to work closely with teachers to provide us with ways to
build efficacy beliefs and develop better relationships with students, parents, and the
community. The sessions with Principal Kafele were intense and informative. We discussed
being intentional in our practice and ways to not only build efficacy among teachers, but also
actions to take to make students believe that they can be successful.
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We invited Principal Kafele to visit with us again at the beginning of the second
semester. In a work session with teacher, his first question put us all on notice: What have you
intentionally done to get parents involved in their child’s education at this school? As the
answers began to flow; I realized that we did the usual activities, such as open house,
curriculum fair, parent contact logs, family math and reading nights, a few home visits. I
questioned whether we were actually doing what was necessary to get parents involved in their
child’s learning. I called a meeting with the leadership team and I voiced my concern about our
lack of parent involvement. I asked the following questions:
What is our parents’ perception of the school?
What are some barriers that keep our parents from being involved?
What do parents need to feel or believe they are a part of our school community?
After the discussion, we concluded that we were working hard to get parents involved but we
were not sure we were actually addressing the problem. Thus, I felt the need to research these
issues and develop a way to address them effectively. This need prompted dialogue among
district personnel, administrators, teachers, and parents regarding increased parent involvement
in schools. As the researcher, I was willing to share the implications of my study with the school
in order to increase academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement in the school. As an
educator, I realized that identifying and using a valid concept to influence parent involvement
was crucial to teacher growth, effective teaching and learning, accountability, and cultural
awareness in the school.
As the principal of the school at the time, my desire was to engage in research and collect
useful data to formulate an intentional parent involvement plan through action research. I would
have taken the participant observation role during this project, in which the researcher is
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immersed in the day-to-day lives of the people and observes and interviews the group
participants (Creswell, 2013). I was to participate in the activities at the site, asking questions,
giving input, documenting, recording, and sharing ideas. Even though I changed positions within
the district and became the principal of the alternative program, I was still able to take the
participant observation role.
The research for my study was a case study. Moving from an inside researcher to an
outside researcher, I collected data through surveys and interviews. The surveys came from other
sources. I designed the interview questions, identified the interviewees, developed the protocol,
determined the setting, issued consent forms, and conducted the interviews. As I conducted
interviews, I joined in the focus group meeting as a participant researcher. This role allowed the
researcher to participate in activities at the site and may have helped the researcher gain insider
views and subjective data (Creswell, 2013).
Participatory Research
This study embodies the characteristics of participatory research. In participatory
research, issues of vital importance to community members are identified and studied in a
collaborative fashion. According to Herr and Anderson (2005), participatory research is
concerned with equity, self-reliance, and oppression problems. It takes place within a force field
of power relations in which conflicts of interest often create resistance to the research. Some
characteristics of participatory research include the integration of theory and practice, subjectobject relationship is transformed into subject-subject relationship through dialogue, research
and action become a single process, the community and researcher together produce critical
knowledge aimed at social transformation, and the results of the research are immediately
applied to the concrete situation (Herr & Anderson, 2005).
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It is important to be aware of the degree and ways the researcher participates in the study.
What is and how much participation varies throughout the study. Too much participation can
lead to the researcher getting so involved and active with subjects that their original intentions
get lost (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). For example, parents have a perception of what they perceive
involvement to be and educators have another. In interviews, the researcher has to be careful
with questioning as not to over stress his or her thoughts or views during discussion. Thus the
rationale for asking parents what they think is not lost. The researcher should be mindful that the
parent perception is important.
Instrumentation and Interviews
The data for this study consisted of responses to surveys of Likert-type items and
qualitative analysis and interpretation. Teacher academic optimism, parent trust, and parent
involvement were the three primary variables for this study. The Teacher Academic Optimism
Scale: Secondary (TAOS-S) was used to measure academic optimism. The Parent Trust Scale
(PTS) was used to measure parent trust. The Parental Involvement Scale (PIS) was used to
measure parent involvement. The Parent Trust Scale and Parental Involvement Scale were
printed in English and Spanish to accommodate the predominately Latino and African American
student and parent population of the school. Each instrument is explained in more detail below.
Teacher Academic Optimism Scale: Secondary
The Teacher Academic Optimism Scale- Secondary consists of nine items measuring the
individual academic optimism of secondary teachers. The scale consists of three parts: teacher
sense of self efficacy items, trust in student and parent items, and academic emphasis items.
Three items along a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (nothing) to 9 (a great deal) measure
teacher efficacy beliefs. Sample items on the scale include, “How much can you do to motivate
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students who show low interest in school work?” and “How much can you do to get students to
believe they can do well in school work?” Three items along a Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(never) to 5 (always) measure teacher trust in parents and students. Sample items on the scale
include, “Most of my students are honest,” and “I trust my students.” Three items along a Likerttype scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always) measure the academic emphasis of teachers.
Sample items on the scale include, “I press my students to achieve academically” and “I set high,
but attainable goals for my students.”
The Teacher Academic Optimism Scale (Secondary) was developed by Fahy et al. (2010)
to develop a measure of academic optimism of individual secondary teachers. The index of
teacher sense of academic optimism was created by combining the measures of teacher sense of
self-efficacy, teacher trust in students and parents, and the teacher’s academic press for
achievement. The first factor analysis identified three strong factors: sets of items for trust,
efficacy, and academic emphasis of teachers (Fahy et al., 2010). Testing further using a second
principal-axis factor analysis with nine selected items (three for each element), Fahy et al. (2010)
found the results to be consistent with the first analysis – all items loaded strongly on the
expected factor; the three factors explained 72.53% of the total variance; and both the pattern and
structure matrices were similar and consistent with the prediction of three strong but related
factors (p. 217). The alpha coefficients for efficacy, trust, and academic emphasis of teachers
were .81, .86, and .92 respectively, making the measurement of each element reliable,
parsimonious, and valid (Fahy et al., 2010).
Parent Trust Scale
The PTS Scale consists of 10 items measuring parents’ trust in the school. Participants
respond to 10 items along an 8-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 8
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(strongly agree). Sample items on the scale include, “The school always does what it is supposed
to,” and “I never worry about my child when he/she is here.” The PTS Scale was developed by
Oklahoma researchers to capture perceptions of parents regarding the benevolence, reliability,
competence, honesty, and openness of the school (Forsyth et al., 2011). Initially a 27-item scale,
it was reduced to a 20-item scale and then to a 10-item short form without sacrificing either
validity or reliability (Forsyth, et al., 2011). The items on the scale represent the five conceptual
dimensions by including two items from each and with the highest factor loading (Forsyth,
Adams, & Barnes, 2002). The Alpha coefficient, or internal consistency, for the 10-item scale
was at .95 (Forsyth et al., 2002). The validity for the scale is advanced by the strong loading of
items on a single factor, confirming the theoretical integrity of the multidimensional nature of
trust (Forsyth et al., 2002).
The Parental Involvement Scale
The Parental Involvement Scale consists of 12 items measuring how often parents are
involved with their child’s schooling. Participants respond to 13 items along a 4 point Likerttype scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (very often). Sample items on the scale include, “Do you
contact the school’s principal?”, and “Do you contact your child’s teacher?”
Focus Group Interview Questions
Focus group interviews were held at the local school. The teacher focus group consisted
of six teachers currently employed in various capacities at the school. The parent focus group
consisted of four African American parents and four Latino parents. Interviewees were asked 14
probing, yet open-ended, questions that allowed the researcher to ascertain perceptions of
academic optimism, parent involvement, and teacher trust in the school. Sample interview
questions for the parent focus group are as follows:
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What does your child’s school do to make you feel welcome?
What are some barriers that keep parents from being involved in their child’s learning?
What are parents’ perceptions of how the teachers trust them?
Sample interview questions for the teacher focus groups are as follows:
What do you believe is the level of parent involvement in the school?
What are some suggested activities you believe will get parents more involved with the
school?
How do you implement academic optimism?
How do you develop parent involvement?
All interview data were collected within three sessions. Each interview lasted no more than 45
minutes.
Data Analysis
The data originated from this study were collected at the school level. The researcher
assessed academic optimism and parent involvement via surveys and transcribed and coded
themes from data collected from interviews. Developing a list of coding categories after the data
were collected and mechanically sorting them was a crucial step in data analysis (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007).
Parent survey instruments assessing parent trust in schools and parent involvement were
scored to assess each variable. Each response for survey items was analyzed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Qualitative and quantitative analysis was used to answer
the following research questions:
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
2. What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
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3. What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
4. How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent involvement?
The results of the analyzed data will be presented in Chapter 4 of this project.
Ethical Considerations
No vulnerable subjects were involved in this study. The demographics of participants did
not restrict them from participating in this study; however, participants had to be ages 19 or
above. Participants were informed of the nature of the study, the purpose of the study, their
options for participation, and the maximum time required of them to partake in the study.
According to Creswell (2007, p. 174), to gain support from participants, a qualitative researcher
conveys to participants that they are participating in a study, explains the purpose of the study,
and does not engage in deception about the nature of the study.
All consent forms and surveys were written in English and Spanish; therefore, language
was not a barrier to participation. Also, focus group participants were given the option to be
audio recorded or not audio recorded via the consent form. Participants who declined to be audio
recorded were allowed to participate in the study.
All participants in this study were guaranteed protection of privacy. Participants
were not asked to complete any information that could be used to identify them. To
protect student information while in the researcher’s possession for the purpose of the
study, all materials were locked in the researcher’s office. To maintain the confidentiality
of data, only the researcher had access to the information for the duration of the study and
kept it in a secure location at the school. All information was destroyed after completion
of the study. Additionally, participants were informed of their options to refuse to
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participate in or discontinue the research process at any time. If participants elected to
discontinue participation at any time, no further attempts were made to contact them.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to fill in the gaps in the literature regarding how academic
optimism and parent involvement are formed in secondary school, specifically middle schools,
and present a snap shot of the possible connection between academic optimism, parent trust and
parent involvement. The researcher was interested in whether and to what extent the
development of teacher academic optimism in a middle school would influence parent trust and
parent involvement, what are the barriers to parent involvement, and how teachers can increase
academic optimism in the school.
The researcher analyzed the survey results of the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale –
Secondary, the Parent Trust Scale, and the Parent Involvement Scale using IBMTM SPSS
Statistics 23 software. The surveys collected data on teacher efficacy, trust, academic emphasis,
teacher trust in clients, parent trust, and parent involvement. Interviews with parent and teacher
focus groups were conduct to assess patterns of emerging themes in relation to teacher and
parent perceptions of academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement in the school. The
collection of data was performed through survey packets sent to home via currently enrolled
seventh and eighth grade students in the school and during focus group interviews between the
researcher and teacher and the researcher and parents. The following questions guided the study:
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
2. What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
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3. What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
4. How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent involvement?
Demographic Description
Demographic data were gathered to obtain information about the participants who elected
to take part in the study. The researcher gathered this information to gain insight about the
participants’ background in relation to the school. Information regarding survey and focus group
participation were collected. The parent participants were asked about the grade of their child
attending the school, gender, and ethnicity. Teacher participants were asked about gender,
ethnicity, total years teaching experience, total years teaching at the school, and education level.
The Teacher Academic Optimism Scales--Secondary (TAOS-S), the Parent Trust Scale
(PTS), and the Parental Involvement Scale were distributed to participants. As presented in Table
2, a total of 27 certified teachers were invited to take the TAOS-S with 16 (59.2%) actually
taking the survey. All of the participants are employed at the school.
Table 2
Demographic Data of Teacher Survey Participants
Participants
Teachers Invited
Teachers Responding
Note. n = Total.

N
27
16

Percentage
100.0
59.2

Table 3 depicts demographic data for parent survey participants. The PTS Scale and
Parental Involvement Scale were issued to 239 currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade
students to take home to their parents. There were a total of 118 (49%) Parent Trust Scales
returned. The participants submitting the PTS-scale represented Grade 7 (33%) and Grade 8
(66.9%). The survey contributors self-identified as African American (30.5%), White (10.1%),
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Latino (42.3%), Other (2.5%), and Did Not Identify (14.4%). The largest concentration of
participants for the Parent Trust Scales was Latino.
There were 125 (52.3%) Parental Involvement Scales returned. The participants
submitting the Parental Involvement Scale also represented Grade 7 (32%) and Grade 8 (68%).
The survey contributors self-identified as African American (29.6%), White (10.4%), Latino
(48.8%), Other (3.2%), and Did Not Identify (8%). The most frequently reporting group for the
Parental Involvement Scale was Latino. See Table 3 for more information.
Table 3
Demographic Data of Parent Survey Participants
Participants
Total Invited
PTS Scale

N
239
Total Participation
Grade 7
Grade 8
African American
White
Latino
Other
Did Not Identify

Parental Involvement Scale

Total Participation
Grade 7
Grade 8
African American
White
Latino
Other
Did Not Identify
Note: n = Total. Table data supplied by parent participants

Percentage
100.0

118
39
79
36
12
50
03
17

49.0
33.0
66.9
30.5
10.1
42.3
2.50
14.4

125
40
85
37
13
61
04
10

52.3
32.0
68.0
29.6
10.4
48.8
3.2
8.0

Teacher focus group demographic data are illustrated in Table 4. Of the teacher focus
group participants, five (83.3%) were females and one (16.66%) was male. The participants selfidentified as African American (4) and White (1). Only one teacher in the group had less than 5
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years teaching experience (16.66%) and one had more than 20 years teaching experience
(16.66%). Two teachers had 11-15 years teaching experience (33.3%) and two teachers had 1620 years teaching experience (33.3%). Over half (50%) of the teachers had worked at the school
less than 5 years. One teacher had worked there 11-15 years (16.66%) and two teachers had
taught at the school 16-20 years (33.3%). All of the teachers held a bachelor’s degree (100%).
Four teachers had obtained their master’s degree (66.6%), and two teachers had graduated with
an Educational Specialist degree (33.3%). No participants held a doctoral degree. See Table 4 for
more information.
Table 4
Demographic Data of Teacher Focus Group Participants
Participants
Gender

Male
Female

N
1
5

Percentage
16.6
83.3

Ethnicity

African American
White

5
1

83.3
16.6

Experience

< 5 years
5-10 year
11-15 years
16-20 years
>20 years

1
0
2
2
1

16.6
0.0
33.3
33.3
16.6

Years working at school

< 5 years
5-10 year
11-15 years
16-20 years
>20 years

3
0
1
2
0

50.0
0.0
16.6
33.3
0.0

Bachelors
6
Masters
4
Specialist
2
Doctorate
0
Note: n = Total. Table data supplied by teacher focus group participants

100.0
66.6
33.3
0.0

Degree
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Table 5 depicts the demographic data of the parent focus group. An invitation to
participate in the parent focus group was extended to all parents who received surveys via mail.
Ten parents were requested to participate. Eight (80%) parents came to the meeting. There were
four African American (50%) and four Latino (50%) parents in attendance. This number of
parents was a sufficient representation of the high African American and Latino population of
the school. One male (12.5%) and seven female (87.5%) parents participated in the parent focus
group. See table 5 for more information.
Table 5
Demographic Data of Parent Focus Group Participants
Participants

N
10
8

Percentage
100.0
80.0

4
4

50.0
50.0

Male
1
Female
7
Note: n = Total. Table data supplied by parent focus group participants

12.5
87.5

Requested
Participated
Ethnicity

African American
Latino

Gender

These data were relevant providing the researcher information about the participants. All
of the participants were affiliated with the school. The researcher believed the participation of at
least 10 parents in the focus group was crucial to offer a greater illustration of the perception of
parent involvement and parent trust in the school. Participants willing to be interviewed by the
researcher were asked to respond to open-ended questions related to their beliefs about parent
involvement, parent-trust relations, and academic optimism in the school. Data from the sessions
were coded and transcribed by the researcher. Responses to interview questions have been
organized and aligned to reflect participant perceptions.
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Results by Research Question
To assess the development of academic optimism, parent involvement, and levels of
parent trust in this school, the researcher distributed surveys to teachers currently employed at
the school and parents of currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students. The researcher
also conducted interviews with a parent and a teacher focus group. The results of the data
collected from the surveys and interviews will be used to answer the research questions relative
to this study.
Interviews
Teacher and parent focus group interviews were conducted over a two week period at the
school. All interviews were audio recorded for accuracy in transcription. Theme categories were
determined as the researcher coded the interview data and found similarities in the participants’
responses. The following common themes emerged relative to barriers to parent involvement in
the school: communication and trust, supportive environment, and relationships. In interviews
with both the teacher and parent focus groups, communication and trust were associated with one
another. Teacher interviewees clearly expressed that communication was a key to trust. For
example, one participant (#4) with over 10 years teaching experience at the school stated,
I think we said it over and over, communication. Trust always demands communication. I
don’t care what kind of trust it is; it demands some kind of communication in any kind of
relationship.
Parent focus group participants related trust to communication, also; however, each ethnic group
viewed it differently. African American parents believed that teachers did not trust them due to a
lack of communication. The Latino parent focus group believed that the teachers did trust them
because teachers have not had to talk to them. Supportive environment aligned with both focus
groups’ discussions of the necessity of various types of supports for students and families.
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Relationships referred to the creation of a sense of belonging and factors of intimidation sensed
among parents due to reasons such as language, education level, and culture. As research
questions were answered, tables set for examples display comments coded as communication
and trust, supportive environment, and relationships.
Research Question 1
What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast Alabama?
In an effort to assess the barriers to parent involvement in this middle school, the
researcher asked questions specifically related to obstacles that keep parents from getting
involved in the school to parent and focus group participants and recorded their responses. There
were eight participants in the parent focus group and six participants in the teacher focus group.
It was important that the parent focus group represented the high African American and Latino
population of the school. All focus group participants engaged in the interviews voluntarily.
To evaluate teacher perceptions of barriers to parent involvement in the school, the
teacher focus group was asked the following questions: 1) What are some perceived barriers that
keep parents from being involved with the school? and 2) What are some suggested activities
that they believed will get parents more involved in the school? Relative to barriers to parent
involvement, participants discussed intimidation, culture, employment/family support,
knowledge of resources, communication, and relationships. In relation to activities to get parents
involved, focus group members elaborated on the importance of having a sense of belonging,
building relationships, and language barriers.
The parent focus group was asked the following two questions to gauge their perceptions
regarding barriers to parent involvement: 1) what are barriers that keep parents from being
involved in their child’s learning? and 2) What are some ways they believed they could be more
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involved in their child’s learning? Focus group contributors shared the significance of support
from the school, family structure, and a lack of communication regarding barriers to parent
involvement. Relative to ways they could be more involved in their child’s learning, parent
participants focused on reasons for intimidation or withdrawal, having a supportive environment,
and their involvement with their children.
It is important to note the African American parents and Latino parent’s perception of
parent involvement were different. African American parents displayed a deep concern regarding
family structure. The participants discussed the difficulties of being involved in their child’s
learning without having a supportive environment. This included being a single parent, the
necessity to work and financially support the family, concern for other children, and not being
able to understand teaching methods, technology, and student assignments. The lack of
understanding can bring about forms of intimidation and cause parents to withdraw to some
degree. Latino parents expressed the importance of the school being involved with the student.
When the school makes sure that the student understands what is happening academically and
otherwise, parents believed that the school is involved with the child. Parents also believed that if
they were heavily involved with the student, then parents were involved with the school. Making
sure assignments are complete, students attend school, and students have what they need to be
successful are examples of responsibilities that Latino parents believe that they should follow
through on to be involved in their child’s learning. If the child is doing well, then the parent is
doing well. See Table 6 for examples of comments coded as communication and trust, supportive
environment, and relationships.
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Table 6
Themes for Research Question 1
Research Question 1: What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
Theme 1: Communication and Trust
Teacher 2
I think in elementary school it's a common thing for teachers to communicate with
parents. I remember with my oldest, when I got a call from his 8th grade social
studies teacher just welcoming and wanted to meet ... We weren't home but she left a
message. I had to listen to that message again because I couldn't believe what I just
heard because that's not common in middle school, but that's something that I think
... It makes a good impression.
Teacher 4
Personally, I think personal contact is a major factor. I think that if we could get a
group together who would call every parent to make personal contact with the
parent, to tell the parent that even if you are working late, you can send someone to
represent your family.
Parent 6
It's kind of like you just said about the being prone to call when something is wrong
rather than calling when something is positive.
Theme 2: Supportive Environment
Teacher 5
They have to work. With us being a high poverty level school, most of our parents
whether they're male or female, they work. We do have some mothers that stay at
home but they also have a lot of other babies at home as well and that's a part of our
culture. We know that's a part of the Hispanic culture. Then we also have some
African American parents who work and then we have some who also stay at home,
but those who stay at home, I don't think they feel comfortable enough to come into
the school building to actually help.
Parent 5
Work is one thing for me because by the time I'm off I am tired. It is a little stretch if
you will to actually sit there and make sure that he's doing what he's supposed to do
rather than just saying hey do you have any homework? You’re tired. I can't speak
for other parents but if you're working a second shift or a third shift you're just trying
to keep your head above water in the first place. So I think work is one thing.
Parent 6
I don't think that the expectation of the school was that the parent understands
everything academically going on in the structure embedded in the academic
process. However that critical part needs support. Emotional support, physical
support, being there whenever your child needs you. Just doing the things that are
available for you to do so that it's a positive and successful experience.
Theme 3: Relationships
Teacher 4
I think we've got to step outside the box and do some other things and positively, not
just because your kid is in trouble. We want you no matter what, so that when your
kid is in trouble you'll know it's not just you by yourself, all of us are here to help.
Teacher 1
From a Hispanic standpoint I wanted to bring out that there is a difference in
thinking that maybe you all aren't aware of. For instance, I have, I teach Spanish first
period and there is a parent that I have a student whose family I'm familiar with
them, and so I contacted his mother this past week and I thought, awesome, I know
her, I have a personal relationship with her, although she doesn't speak English that
well I would love for her to be able to come and share pictures. Share things about
our culture, because our Hispanic children don't know about the culture.
Teacher 2
We have to let them know that we really want them. Sending them a piece of paper
may not be personal enough for this population.
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Research Question 2
What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
In order to determine what factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism, teacher
focus group participants were asked how they implement academic optimism. They discussed,
self-assessment, attitude, expectations, taking responsibility, the academic progress of students,
and communication, and believing in each other. Participants expressed the significance of
believing that they could reach goals as a staff and working together to positively move students
academically.
To further probe into academic optimism, the researcher asked teachers how they
motivate students to learn and what they did to emphasize high academic achievement for all
students. The focus group shared the importance of communication and support for students to
emphasize high academic achievement and motivate students to set and reach higher goals.
Communicating expectations, the importance of what students are learning, providing positive
motivation and speaking life into students emphasize high academic achievement and leadership.
Meeting students where they are, applying value to learning and teaching applications and
strategies to prepare students to learn were highlighted in the discussion. These strategies build
trusting relationships among the teacher and students. See Table 7 for examples of comments
coded as communication and trust, supportive environment, and relationships.
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Table 7
Themes for Research Question 2
Research Question 2: What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
Theme 1: Communication and Trust
Teacher 1
It's also important what you are speaking to them. You have to speak life into the
students. You can't keep speaking about what they cannot do and how disappointed
you are over and over and over again. You have to teach them to have expectations
and you teach them to have expectations because you have expectations for them. If
nobody else has expectations for them, you should, every day that they come ...
Absolutely.
Teacher 6
You have to check yourself. Then you know what? You have to have a belief in
people too! Practice what you preach.
Teacher 3
You have a certain standard and you don't act like anybody is beneath it. You hold
that standard and if you show them, if you act like they're going to live up to it, I
have found that they want to do anything they can not to disappoint you. “You are
smart. I know you're going to do this. All right, well let's get it.” They do exactly as
they're told. You do have to level things because we understand we're not on the
same level, but hold them to a standard and don't let go for anybody.
Theme 2: Supportive Environment
Teacher 2
We have the data meetings and we have the vertical planning and stuff that we're
really trying to work on and so you can't sit there and blame your colleague that they
didn't do this or they're not doing that because every Wednesday, Tuesday, whenever
you meet y’all are discussing data and they have to bring something showing they're
trying. They have to be responsible. We support each other in that responsibility.
Teacher 4
I have a leader-in-me board and we have a classroom ambassador. We have this
leader, we have that leader. I start them off and you can kind of tell from the very
beginning of the school year when you come in my classroom who ends up doing all
the work and leading stuff. It is the ones with the energy.
Teacher 1
You have to meet students where they are first of all and there has to be value in
what you’re presenting to them. If they don’t see any value in what it is you want
them to do, then they don’t care.
Theme 3: Relationships
Teacher 1
We also have to be sensitive to the culture we're teaching. We have to be very
sensitive to the culture you're teaching, and if you don't know, then find out.
Teacher 3
You haven't realized what makes me difficult? I can be difficult sometimes and I'm
like why am I being difficult? You're being difficult because maybe this is on my
mind or guess what? If my parents have been out all night drugging and I don't know
what's going to happen to me next morning, yeah I'm going to be difficult when I get
to school. I'm not trying to ... If I had to defend myself all night or haven't had any
rest …you know. You should know that I am not acting normal.
Teacher 5
You have time to look at the kid beyond what you seeing on the surface and try to
help the kid get down to the root of the problem. Get to know the student because a
lot of times what I'm finding with a lot of students is what they bring to school
comes from other stuff.
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Research Question 3
What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
To analyze factors leading to increased parent involvement and parent trust, the
researcher conducted parent focus group interviews. Participants were asked about their
involvement in their child’s education and perceptions of parent trust in the school.
Communication emerged as an overwhelming factor leading to increased parent involvement and
parent trust. This was captured in comments related to strengthening parent-teacher relationships
and increasing parent-teacher trust levels. Parents were firm in their discussion about the teacher
communicating needs, the necessity for positive communication as well as negative
communication regarding their children, not allowing language barriers to make parents feel
uncomfortable to communicate, and having more parent-teacher interactions and
communication. There were no differences of opinion among represented ethnicities in the
parent focus group regarding the importance of communication.
Building relationships with parents and students was another prevalent factor leading to
increased parent involvement and parent trust. Participants discussed the significance of the
teacher-student relationship and making parents feel that they are an important part of the
process. Parents want to feel as if teachers are vested in their children. The interviews revealed
the fact that the relationship between the student and the teacher are so important because parent
determined their level of involvement in the school through the level of involvement they have
with their child. Parents make sure that the child is being a good student, doing his homework, in
attendance, and check for school information. They see these actions as forms of support to the
teacher. It is critical to note that even though parents worked hard to make sure that students had
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a great relationship with the teacher, they believed that they needed to develop personal
relationships with their child’s teacher.
Interviewees expressed concerns about teachers “putting everyone in a box” to explain a
lack of parent involvement and parent trust. There was some belief that teachers did not rust
parents because they did not know parents. One participant clearly stated, “No relationship; no
trust!” To combat this stereotype, parents believed that they could get more involved with the
school, be accessible to the school, and be more visible. Remarks that illustrate the thoughts of
participants are presented in Table 8.
Table 8
Themes for Research Question 3
Research Question 3: What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and
parent trust?
Theme 1: Communication and Trust
Parent 2
Well my perception is the teachers don't trust me. Now you want to know
why. Well because there's not enough parent-teacher involvement. So how
can I trust you if I don't even know who you are? All you know is if I walk up
to the classroom you'll probably look at me and say who are you here for?
Parent 4
I’ve made my contact information accessible and up to date to let them know
that I’m available whenever it is that they need to communicate with me
about whatever it is. Just made myself accessible to them in general.
Parent 3
One of the parents mentioned that they get positive phone calls; however, I
know that a lot of the teachers don't make positive phone calls because I
hadn't gotten any. So one of the things that they could do to make sure that....
you know ... that parents feel they are important part of the process is to make
sure there are some positive phone calls before there is negative
communication. When you feel like the teacher is as vested in your child as
you are then you don't mind doing whatever is necessary to make the process
easier for both the teacher and the child.
Parent 6
I trust that everything is good with the teachers. The trust is there because the
grades prove it. Sometimes the language keeps me from having a close
relationship with the teacher.
Parent 8
I should be more attentive with the teacher. It is different than with a group. I
would like to build trust individually other than in a group.
(table continues)

80

Research Question 3: What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and
parent trust?
Theme 2: Supportive Environment
Parent 5
There are no barriers that keep me from being involved in my child’s
learning. I make sure that I am involved with my child by making sure
assignments are complete, he is involved, and attends school.
Parent 3
I think a lot of it has to do on the family structure. If you're a parent alone and
that child or those children are dependent upon you completely and there's no
one else to help give that emotional as well as physical and financial support
it's difficult to get as involved as you want to in your child's school day,
whatever is happening at school. However, when there are other people
involved in that whole thing that family structure ... I personally can't imagine
what would keep you from being an effective part of your child's education.
Parent 1
I think the teachers put everybody in a box because if some parents are not
available if they're working and they can't leave their jobs or even if they
work a third shift job they may not be as open to just jumping up and coming
anytime. Even though they probably should be anyway but if we have parents
that are like that then I believe that the teachers just kind of take it and group
everybody together and just say parents aren't available. And they function in
that way with every student. That's the easiest thing to do.

Parent 3

Parent 5
Parent 7

Theme 3: Relationships
I think the atmosphere in the schools inviting and welcoming and just the
sense of learning and also when you come in you feel like maybe that's
somewhere where you belong so that you want your child to be there as well.
I like the fact that there's communication. You don't feel as though you're not
important to the education of your child and the process. I like the fact that
there seems to be a sense of urgency in having parents participate in the entire
process.
I trust the teacher, but I feel that I need to work on having a close relationship
with the teacher.
I make sure that we do anything that we need to do to make sure my child has
a good relationship with the teacher. I make sure that I take care of my child.

Research Question 4
How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent involvement?
To evaluate the influence of academic optimism on parent trust and parent involvement,
three scales were used: the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale-Secondary (TAOS), The Parent
Trust Scale (PTS), and the Parent Involvement Scale. The TAOS measured the teacher’s sense of
self-efficacy, teacher trust in students and parents, and the teacher’s academic press for
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achievement. The PTS--Scale measured parent trust levels in the school, specifically, how
parents feel about their child’s school. The Parent Involvement Scale measured how often
parents are involved in their child’s learning.
Teacher Academic Optimism Scale--Secondary. The TAOS was offered to 27 certified
teachers currently working in Southwest City Middle School. A total of 16 teachers (59%)
completed and returned the surveys. There are a total of 9 items on the scale. Items 1-3 measure
self-efficacy, items 4-6 measure trust, and items 7-9 measure academic emphasis. The
participants responding to the questions for self-efficacy had answer choices ranging from 1-9
related to motivating students, getting them to do well in school, and getting students to follow
classroom rules. For this subscale, there was a minimum scale score of 404 and a maximum scale
score of 621. The mean for the self-efficacy subscale was 494. This indicates that self-efficacy of
the school is a little below average. The teachers responding to the questions for trust had answer
choices ranging from 1-5 related to students being honest, parents being reliable, and teachers
trusting students. For this subscale, there was a minimum scale score of 452 and a maximum of
569. The mean for trust was 528, indicating that trust in parents and students is average. The
participants responding to the questions for academic emphasis had answer choices ranging from
1-5 relative to academic press, teachers giving challenging work, and teachers setting high but
attainable goals. There was a minimum score of 355 and maximum of 708 for this subscale. The
mean score for academic emphasis was 518. This indicates that academic emphasis is average in
the school. The overall teacher academic optimism score was 513, which represents an average
view of academic optimism in the school. See Table 9 for descriptive statistics of the subscale
scores for this survey.
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Table 9
Teacher Academic Optimism – Secondary Subscale Scores
n
16
16
16

Self-efficacy
Trust
Academic Emphasis
n=total

Minimum
401
452
355

Maximum
621
569
708

M
494
528
518

SD
75.79
33.25
75.03

Reliabilities for the subscales for this particular sample were low. Reported reliabilities
for the TAOS subscales range from .83 to .87. For this sample, the Cronbach’s Alpha score was
.66, which is not within the recommended reliabilities for this scale. The mean was 47 and the
standard deviation was 3.83. This may be due to the small sample size. Only 16 out of 27
members of the staff completed the survey. Even though the score is well below the reported
reliabilities, given the small sample size, it is honorable. Table 10 is indicative of the scale
reliability statistics.
Table 10
Teacher Academic Optimism Scale--Secondary
Scale
TAOS
n=total

n
16

Cronbach’s Alpha
.66

M
47.0

SD
3.83

The TAOS was administered previously to the faculty at Southwest City Middle School
during the spring semester of the 2013-2014 school year. The teacher academic optimism scores
for each subscale were as follows:
Self-efficacy
447
Trust in clients
501
Academic Emphasis 500
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The overall teacher academic optimism score was 482, which is below average. If the score is
400, it is lower than 84% of the school (Fahy et al., 2010). The survey was administered to the
current faculty at the beginning of the 2015-2016 school year. The teacher academic optimism
scores for each subscale were as follows:
Self-efficacy
494
Trust in clients
528
Academic Emphasis 518
The overall teacher academic optimism score was 513, which scores in the average range.
According the Fahy et al. (2010), if the score is 500, it is average. The data show that there was
an increase in each subscale score; therefore, the overall academic optimism score increased. It is
important to note that the faculty make-up has changed since the first administration of the scale,
due to district cut-backs.
Parent Trust Scale. To assess how parents feel about and trust levels in the school, the
PTS Scale was issued to 239 currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students at the school to
take home to their parents. An English and Spanish version of the scale was distributed. A total
of 118 surveys (49%) were completed and returned. The participants who responded to the
survey had answer choices ranging from 1-8 relative to their feelings about their child’s school.
There was a minimum scale score of 1.00 and a maximum of 8.00. The mean for parent trust was
6.65. The Cronbach’s Alpha score was .962. The PTS average was 83.15%, indicating that
parent trust levels in the school were relatively high.
Parent Involvement Scale. To assess how often parents are involved in their child’s
school, the Parent Involvement Scale was issued to 239 currently enrolled seventh and 8th eighth
grade students at the school to take home to their parents. An English and Spanish version of the
scale was distributed. A total of 124 surveys (52%) were completed and returned. The
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participants who responded to the survey had answer choices ranging from 1-4 relative to their
level of involvement in the school. There was a minimum scale score of .88 and a maximum of
3.5. The mean for parent trust was 1.95. The Cronbach’s Alpha score was .854. The Parent
Involvement Scale average was 55.71%, indicating that parent involvement levels in the school
were somewhat low.
The PTS and Parent Involvement scales have not been standardized based on previous
samples. Therefore, to compare parent performance on the Parent Trust Scale and the Parent
Involvement Scale, the average on the scale was converted to percentile rankings. The percentile
for the PTS scale was 83.15% and the average for the Parent Involvement scale was 55.71%. The
data clearly depict that parents performed better on the PTS Scale than they did on the Parent
Involvement Scale. The comparison of these surveys and parent performance are presented in
Table 11.
Table 11
Parent Trust Scale and Parent Involvement Scale Comparisons

PTS
Parent Involvement
n=total

N
118
124

Minimum
1.00
.88

Maximum
8.00
3.50

M
6.65
1.95

SD
1.43
.497

Percentile
83.13
55.70

Summary of Results
This chapter presented the results of the data analyses and reported the findings. Four
research questions were investigated.
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
2. What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
3. What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
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4. How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent
involvement?
The focus of this study was to determine whether there is a relationship between
academic optimism and parent involvement in a middle school. This research indicates that there
could be a connection between the two concepts. Teacher and parent focus groups were asked
open-ended questions about academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement. Themes
from the interviews were similar. Both groups implied that communication and trust, supportive
environments, and relationships were important to increasing parent trust and parent involvement
in the school. Although it was not said specifically, several comments led the researcher to
believe that the higher the trust levels and the more academics were emphasized in the school,
the greater were parents’ perceptions of their involvement.
Teacher focus group participants commented on barriers, such as communication, work,
and family responsibilities, keeping parents from being more involved. However, they want to
find ways to support parents, communicate better, and build relationships with them through
their children. The TAOS scores showed that teacher academic optimism in the school is
average. Scores on the collective efficacy subscale were a little below average; however, scores
on the trust and academic emphasis subscales were in the average range. The overall academic
optimism of the school was average. To increase academic optimism, teachers realized that high
expectations must be set for themselves as well as students. They have to believe in and trust that
each other will do what they are required to do to get the student to the next level. The focus
group also implied that supporting students academically and being sensitive to other cultures
and knowing the students could improve academic optimism in the school.
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Trusting relationships and positive communication emerged as overwhelming factors for
increased parent trust and parent involvement in the school. Parent focus group participants
stressed the importance of being involved with the school by being heavily involved with the
child. Trust was evident from parent conversation. Even though some parents believed that
teachers placed them in a box and did not trust them, they continued to involve themselves with
the school through the student. Making sure students were in attendance, assignments were
completed, and students participated in activities were actions parents took to make sure they
were included in the child’s learning. Parent focus group members also discussed the
significance of the child having a great relationship with the teacher and their willingness to do
what is necessary to make that happen. Even though participants believed their child’s
relationship with the teacher was strong, they needed to develop their own personal relationship
with the teacher as well. When comparing the PTS scale and the Parent Involvement Scale
results, parents performed relatively high on the PTS, while performing average on the Parent
Involvement Scale. The parent focus group responses and survey results correlated. Chapter 5
presents the summary of results, discussions, conclusions, and recommendations.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY OF RESULTS, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter presents a summary of study results, discussion, conclusions, and
recommendations. The purpose of this study was to fill in the gaps in the literature and present a
snapshot of the possible relationship between academic optimism and parent involvement. The
researcher began the study by administering a survey on teacher academic optimism to teachers
in a middle school in Northeast Alabama. Next, both a parent trust and a parent involvement
survey were sent home by seventh and eighth grade students currently enrolled in the school.
Interviews were conducted with willing participants in parent and teacher focus groups.
Participants shared their perceptions of academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement
in the school. Data from the Teacher Academic Optimism Scale, Parent Trust Scale, and Parent
Involvement Scale, which measured academic optimism, parent trust, and parent involvement,
were analyzed along with themes that emerged from interviews with the teacher and parent focus
groups surrounding the same concepts.
Results
The researcher found that the teacher academic optimism level in the school was average.
When analyzing the subscale scores for the TAOS, the researcher found that teachers in the
school had an average sense of trust in clients (parents and students) and academic emphasis.
However, their sense of collective efficacy was below average. This was reflected in responses to
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interview questions from the teacher focus group also. They expressed the need to self-assess
themselves and build trust in each other. They wanted to find ways to motivate students and let
parents know that they wanted their children involved in the school. However, there was an
inability among teachers to identify the fact that parents believed they are involved with the
school through their children. Teachers believed parents were not involved due to barriers such
as work, communication, and certain fears. However, parents believed they were involved with
the school by making sure the student was in good standing. According to Epstein and Dauber
(1991), the attitudes and practices of teachers are important variables for fully understanding
how parents become successful partners with schools in their children’s education. Teachers who
did not frequently involve parents in their children’s education made more stereotypic judgments
about the involvement and abilities of parents, especially those less educated, socioeconomically
disadvantaged, and single (Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Teachers with more positive attitudes
toward parent involvement placed more importance than other teachers on practices such as
holding conferences with parents, communicating about school programs, and providing good
and bad reports about student progress (Epstein & Dauber, 1991).
Parent trust levels were found to be relatively high for this study. Overall, parents trust
the teachers in the school. Even though some parents, mostly African American, suspected that
teachers did not trust them, they expressed that this issue could be resolved with more
communication. The parents believed the lack of trust came from the absence of a parent-teacher
relationship and a tendency among teachers to group parents in categories due to their lack of
involvement. Latino parents, in particular, believed that teachers trusted them. Latino parents
confirmed trust beliefs by the number of problems and negative interactions they may have or
have not had with teachers. Student-teacher relationships were important to parents. Parents
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believed that trust levels would increase if they were more visible, communication was better,
and they built personal relationships with teachers.
The researcher found parent involvement levels were average at the school. Parent
surveys and focus group interviews revealed that parent perceptions of being involved centered
on their involvement with their child. The more involved the parents were with their child, the
more involved they were with the school. This did not always include parents attending school
events and activities, which may not be possible due to work and other family responsibilities.
Making sure the child was in attendance, doing his work, and participating in school activities
were all considered forms of parent involvement. Bryk et al. (2010) discussed diverse parent
involvement activities that involve parents more directly in their children’s learning. According
to Bryk et al. (2010), teachers may ask parents to read books with their children; they may send
newsletters home previewing what the children will be doing in class and what parents can do at
home to better support this learning; and they may offer suggestions for how to create routines at
home to support homework. In addition to a direct influence on student learning, such activity
can also have positive effects on parents (Bryk et al., 2010).
Discussion
The researcher examined the development of academic optimism and parent involvement
in a middle school in Northeast Alabama. Specifically, the study was conducted to fill in the gaps
in the literature and present a possible relationship between academic optimism and parent
involvement. In order to assess the connection between academic optimism and parent
involvement, participants completed surveys and responded to open-ended questions during
conducted interviews. The interview data were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by the
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researcher for emerging themes. The survey and interview data correlated to provide answers to
research questions guiding the study.
Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked, “What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle
school in Northeast Alabama?” By analyzing teacher and parent interview data, the researcher
was able to learn from teacher focus group perceptions about factors such as parent involvement,
intimidation, culture, employment and family support, knowledge of resources and
communication and relationships and how they might obstruct parent involvement in schools.
Teacher and parent focus group members commented on parents feeling intimidated due to a
lack of understanding, language barriers, and having to work (employment) being a part of their
culture. Group members expressed parents feeling uncomfortable coming into the building to
help as a result of fear of not knowing processes and procedures, who they can trust, and a lack
of academic knowledge. Teachers believed that Latino parents not only had a fear of not
knowing but also deportation laws and other legal issues. Parent focus group members perceived
factors such as support from the school, family structure and lack of communication as elements
that may hamper parent involvement in the school also. These data can provide secondary school
leaders with greater opportunities to address a lack of parent involvement or barriers to parent
involvement in the school. It is more common to see high levels of parent involvement in
elementary schools. However, at the high school level, the crux of family school involvement is
determining the kinds of adult interactions that allow teenagers to have autonomy and respect but
also meet the needs of families and schools (Ferguson & Rodriguez, 2005). This may mean
developing parent involvement programs that specifically address common issues raised by the
school’s stakeholders who participate in ongoing focus groups such as the ones organized for this
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study. Epstein (2009) referred to these types of programs as school, family, and community
partnerships. According to Epstein (2009), partnerships can improve school programs and school
climate, provide family services and support, increase parent’s skills and leadership, connect
families with others in the school and in community, and help teachers with their work. Parents
have a desire to be involved in their children’s learning. Having a clear understanding of what
keeps them from getting involved and addressing those hindrances appropriately can provide
parents with more opportunities to participate in a valuable way.
Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?”
To answer this question, the researcher examined data from teacher focus group interviews. Six
teachers actually participated in this focus group. Teacher academic optimism consists of trust in
parents and students, teacher sense of efficacy, and the academic emphasis of teachers. The
researcher found that the teachers had a higher sense of academic emphasis and trust than they
had of collective efficacy. To improve academic optimism, teachers indicated they needed to
assess themselves and take into account their attitudes and expectations. Participants found it
important to work together to reach goals as a staff and improve student learning. They described
ways they motivated students to set and reach higher learning goals by communicating
expectations, emphasizing the importance of what students are learning and leadership. While
expressing a need to meet students where they are, teachers realized there was a need to believe
in each other and take responsibility. These factors prove consistent with the research on
academic optimism. According to Hoy et al. (2006), a school with high academic optimism is a
collectivity in which the faculty believes that it can make a difference, that students can learn,
and high academic performance can be achieved. All three elements of academic optimism-self
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efficacy, trust in clients, and academic emphasis- have transactional relations with one another;
they interact and reinforce each other (Fahy et al., 2010). From the teacher’s point of view, there
was a moderate level of academic optimism in the school. Suggested actions for teachers to
improve academic optimism described practices of academic optimism presented by prior
research.
Teacher academic optimism has already improved at SCMS due to an intentional plan for
school improvement and effective instruction initiated prior to the start of this study. The TAOSS was administered to teachers at the school during the spring of 2014 and again during the fall
of 2015. Subscale scores showed an increase. Collective efficacy scores improved from 447 to
494; trust in clients increased from 501 to 528; and academic emphasis increased from 500 to
518. Also, the overall teacher academic optimism score increased from 482 to 513, moving from
the below average range to average. The results of the first administration prompted school
leaders to develop and implement a plan that included actions such as making academic
optimism the strategic vision, purposeful professional development for teachers, a review of
school programs using learning supports, providing opportunities for collaboration, assessment
of student data, identifying resources and effective teaching and learning strategies, instructional
audits, a collaborative retreat, and opportunities for the faculty to share and celebrate large and
small accomplishment.
Research Question 3
The researcher analyzed parent focus group interview results to answer Research
Question 3, which asked, “What factors lead to increased parent trust and parent involvement?”
The researcher found that communication and building relationships were important factors
leading to increased parent involvement and parent trust. Parents felt that it was important for
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teachers to communicate needs, not allow language barriers to deter communication, and
emphasize more parent teacher interaction. Moreover, positive communication was just as
necessary as negative communication. Interview participants felt the need for strong studentteacher relationships with parents being an intricate part of the process. Interviewees spoke
candidly about the need for teachers to get to know the students as well as parents and their
backgrounds in order to build trust. Tschannen-Moran (2014) stressed that trust matters most in
situations of interdependence, which brings with it vulnerability. The trust is not essential unless
parties are dependent on one another for something they care about or need (Tschannen-Moran,
2014). These relationships teachers develop with students were important because parents
gauged their level of involvement with the school through their involvement and interactions
with their child. Even though parents worked hard to make sure that student-teacher relationships
were good, they expressed a need to build personal relationships with the teachers as well. Prior
research by Bryk et al. (2010) correlates with focus group findings. Bryk et al. (2010) presented
supporting parents to support learning, the teachers’ knowledge about their students’ home
culture and community, and school-community partnerships as deliberate actions schools can
take to enhance parent involvement. Parent education and involvement activities that contribute
to student learning not only enhanced parent-teacher trust but also showed a dependency
expressed from teachers that parents were their essential partners (Bryk et al., 2010). In addition,
Bryk et al. (2010) identified teachers’ knowledge about their students’ home culture and
community as a valuable resource in teaching suggesting that a deep understanding of students’
background is a resource for teachers to establish interpersonal connections necessary to teach.
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Research Question 4
Research question four asked, “How does teacher academic optimism influence parent
trust and parent involvement?” Data were collected form the TAOS, which was administered to
teachers in the school and the PTS and Parent Involvement scales, which were administered to
parents of currently enrolled seventh and eighth grade students. The score of the TAOS and the
Parent Involvement Scale were in the average range. Subscales of the TAOS indicated an
average score for parent trust in clients and academic emphasis; however, collective efficacy
scored below average. The score for the PTS scale was relatively high. While this study was
unable to test for a connection between teacher academic optimism and parent involvement due
to inability to tie the parent responses directly to individual teacher responses, the responses from
both parties were in the average range. That along with interview responses would seem to
indicate that teachers and parents believe that the components of academic optimism lead to
higher levels of both trust and parent involvement. Trust influences collective efficacy and
academic emphasis, the other two organizational properties of teacher academic optimism. There
is a reciprocal causal relationship among the three dimensions (Hoy et al., 2006). According to
Tschannen-Moran (2014), collective efficacy is evident in schools with high levels of trust, and
there is more likely to be a stronger press for academic achievement when teachers trust their
students. Other prior research showed that trust is important to parent involvement (Bryk et al.,
2010) and family engagement (Tschannen-Moran, 2014).
When comparing parent performance on the PTS Scale and the Parent Involvement
Scale, the researcher found that parents scored relatively high on the PTS scale while scoring
average on the Parent Involvement Scale. The high PTS score indicates parents’ perceptions of
trust in teachers and perceptions of whether teachers trust in them are high. Parent focus group
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interviews revealed that parents believed they were involved with the school through their
children. If parent interacted with their child to make sure he was in attendance, participated in
school activities, and “did what he is supposed to do” then parents considered themselves
involved. This falls in line with Epstein’s definition of parenting as one of the six types of
involvement. According to Epstein (1995), parenting as a practice of involvement includes
helping all families establish home environments to support children as students. Expected
results include an awareness of family supervision, positive personal habits and beliefs, good or
improved attendance, and an awareness of the importance of school (Epstein, 1995). These types
of actions that parents take to ensure involvement were not present as answer choices on the
parent involvement scale, which might explain the average score.
Findings indicated that there was a possible relationship between academic optimism and
parent involvement with trust emerging as a common factor. To discover ways to overcome
barriers to parent involvement, it may be necessary to increase academic optimism in the school.
When that happens it is likely that there will be an increase in parent trust and parent
involvement in the school, as this study suggest. Descriptions from interviews were positive,
with interview participants speaking openly about factors leading to academic optimism and
ways to increase parent trust and parent involvement. Participants seemed comfortable, trusting,
and safe. It was important to assess the perceptions of interviewees to be able to specifically
address parent involvement needs. Survey data showed high levels of parent trust with mediocre
levels of teacher academic optimism and parent involvement.
Limitations
This study was limited to one middle school in North Alabama that served a
predominately Latino and African American population for the purpose of evaluating parent trust
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levels and parent involvement in the school. The Latino student population is 47% and the
African American student population is 43%. To obtain a sufficient representation of the student
population, the researcher used selective sampling to obtain five Latino and five African
American parents to participate in the parent focus group. A lack of participation was of concern
with only four parents representing each ethnic group. Also, a lack of participation among male
teachers was noted with only one of six male teachers partaking in the study.
Conclusion
The study supported the notion that there is a connection between teacher academic
optimism and parent involvement. The information provided to the researcher through surveys
and interviews by the participants supported the following research questions:
1. What are the barriers to parent involvement in one middle school in Northeast
Alabama?
2. What factors lead to increased teacher academic optimism?
3. What are the factors that lead to increased parent involvement and parent trust?
4. How does teacher academic optimism influence parent trust and parent involvement?
Identifying valid ways to increase parent trust and parent involvement in secondary
schools to make a difference in student learning can be one of many important contributions to
education. Instead of developing programs based on school perceptions of parent involvement,
school leaders should consider creating programs to address teacher actions and specific parent
and student needs for greater involvement in the school and higher student achievement. Because
parent involvement looks different in every school, school leaders must be aware of variables
that impact involvement in positive ways. Academic optimism, especially when assessing the
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subscales, could be a valid variable for educator to use to influence parent involvement,
specifically on the secondary level.
The literature, survey responses, and interview responses all support the idea that
academic optimism is likely a precursor to parent involvement. The importance of
communication, trust, supportive environments, and relationships were emerging themes from
interview questions that confirmed the connection between the two constructs.
From this study the researcher was able to conclude the following:
1. On-going communication from teachers with parents fosters trust and improves
parent involvement in the school.
2. Parent trust and parent involvement levels increase when supportive
environments that include academic and motivational support for students, support for
parents and families, and teacher knowledge of students’ culture are evident.
3. When there is evidence of strong teacher-student relationships, parents have a
greater perceptions of trust and parent involvement in the school.
4. Parent involvement levels are gauged by parents through their
interactions/involvement with their children.
5. Teachers may need to educate parents on the specific behaviors that they
consider as parent involvement and create opportunities for parents to meet those
expectations.
Implications for Practice
Parent and teacher focus group data were analyzed for perceptions of parent trust and
parent involvement. There was a clear discrepancy between what teachers believe is parent
involvement and what parents believe is parent involvement. Teachers believe that volunteering,
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awareness of resources, and attendance of and supporting students in school activities were all
forms of parent involvement. Barriers such as a lack of knowledge and education, different
socioeconomic background, an absence of trust, and cultural differences contribute to the
deficiency of parent involvement in the school. However, parents had a totally different view of
being involved in their child’s learning. Parents gauged their level of parent involvement through
their involvement with their child. They discussed making sure students were doing what they
were supposed to do--attending school, participating in school activities, and completing
assignments--as forms of parent involvement. They believed that the relationship that the teacher
has with the student was of great importance to trust and involvement. Parents felt as if teachers
should communicate more effectively and provide supports for families to improve parent
involvement efforts. These results provide reason to believe that the face of parent involvement is
changing in schools. Due to these differences, the following implications for practice are
presented:
1. School leaders may want to re-evaluate parent involvement in their schools to identify
concepts and strategies, such as teacher academic optimism, that have the potential to increase it.
2. School leaders will benefit from leading improved communication, trust, support, and
relationship building efforts among teachers, parents, and students.
3. Principals may wish to encourage teachers to improve teacher academic optimism
through professional development, providing time for collaboration, and supports.
Recommendations for Future Research and Practice
The span of this study focused on the development of teacher academic optimism, parent
trust and parent involvement, and the connection between the two variables in a middle school
setting. These recommendations would further enhance research and practice on the development
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of parent involvement in secondary schools. Based on the findings of this research study, the
researcher would like to offer the following recommendations for future research:
1. The research for this study was conducted in one middle school in Northeast Alabama.
The researcher recommends that a study of this nature be conducted using a larger sample of
secondary schools. This would increase the teacher and parent sample size also. This research
could be conducted in middle or high schools and focus on degrees of parent trust and parent
involvement on each level. The data from such a study could be used to develop parent
involvement plans that are middle level or high school level specific. By expanding the sample to
focus on schools as the unit of analysis more sophisticated statistical analysis can be done that
will confirm the nature of the relationship between the variables in this study.
2. Parent trust levels were high for this study. The school where the study was conducted
had a high Latino and African American student population. Future research could be expanded
to schools that have the same socioeconomic and achievement characteristics but with higher
populations of other ethnicities. It would be interesting to analyze the perceptions of parents of
other ethnicities. The results of a study of this kind would give school leaders opportunities to
develop more precise and intentional parent involvement plans.
3. The researcher recommends a study related to gender participation especially in focus
groups. Out of the eight parent participants and six teacher participants for the focus groups, only
one male participated in each group. There could be research on why there is a lack of
participation among males in studies of this nature.
4. Principals were not included in this study; however, it is important to consider their
influence on academic optimism and parent involvement. The researcher recommends additional
research be conducted which considers the impact of principals on these two variables. We were
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privy to parent trust in teachers and teacher trust in clients (parents and students). It would be
interesting to know parent and teacher perceptions of trust in principals and how that trust
impacts academic optimism and parent involvement.
The following recommendations for practice are based on the research results:
1. It is important for principals to know the level of academic optimism and parent
involvement in the school. Because school populations and staff can change, principals should
continuously assess and analyze parent involvement in the school. This would give school
leaders the opportunity to identify strategies to improve academic optimism and parent
involvement in the school. Surveys and questionnaires related to these variables are helpful.
School leaders are encouraged to organize parent and teacher focus groups or teams to gather
information.
2. Principals should implement plans to improve the academic optimism of teachers. The
plan can include professional development sessions on topics such as district and school-wide
strategic plans and academic optimism, a review of school programs, instructional audits, and
faculty collaborative retreats. Principals should lead faculty members in sharing sessions to
provide time for collaboration and celebrate accomplishments. Action evidence (walkthrough
evidence, benchmark test results, and professional development artifacts) should be a part of the
plan.
3. Principals should lead school-wide efforts to develop intentional parent involvement
plans that address stakeholder concerns and the findings from parent involvement data. Parent
involvement learning sessions, the organization of groups that represent the student and teacher
population of the school, protected time to develop plans and collaborate, a working
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implementation process, and room for mistakes, re-try’s, and growth are all actions that
principals can take to make sure that parent involvement plans are purposeful.
Concluding Comments
The purpose of this qualitative study was to fill in the gaps in the literature regarding the
formation of academic optimism and parent involvement in secondary school, specifically
middle school, and present a snapshot of the possible connection between academic optimism
and parent involvement. Utilizing a purposeful sample from one middle school, the researcher
used survey data from 16 teacher participants to analyze academic optimism, 118 parent
participants to analyze trust, and 124 parent participants to analyze parent involvement.
Interview data from six teacher participants and eight parent participants were used also. Coding
based on the study’s theoretical framework allowed the researcher to organize interview data
related to three themes: communication and trust, supportive environments, and relationships.
There is no doubt that parent involvement is important to student achievement, and what
it looks like in the school can be the key to its success. Factors such as parent trust are drivers in
sustaining high levels of parent involvement and support for student learning. For this study,
parent involvement centered on teacher-parent communication, parent trust, environments that
provide academic support for students as well as parent and family support, and teacher-student
relationships. How teachers and parents perceive these factors impact what transpires in the
schools. When seeking to improve parent trust and parent involvement levels in schools, we must
take into account how stakeholders feel. This will allow educators to create intentional and
productive parent involvement plans that work in our schools.
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APPENDIX F
TEACHER FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
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1.

How do you make parents feel welcome in the school?

2.

What do you believe is the level of parent involvement in the school?

3.

What are some ways that the school can assist in strengthening parent-teacher
relationships?

4.

What are some perceived barriers that keep parents from being involved with our school?

5.

What are some suggested activities that you believe will get parents more involved with
the school?

6.

How do you motivate your students to learn?

7.

How do you utilize community support programs to extend learning opportunities for
students beyond the regular school day?

8.

How have you involved your students’ parents in classroom level decision making?

9.

How have you supported parents to assist them in supporting their child’s learning?

10.

What are some factors that will lead to increased parent-teacher trust?

11.

What are your beliefs about teaching difficult students?

12.

What do you do to emphasize high academic achievement for all students?

13.

How do you implement academic optimism?

14.

How do you develop parent involvement?
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APPENDIX G
PARENT FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
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1.

What does your child’s school do to make you feel welcome?

2.

How are you involved in your child’s education?

3.

What are some ways that the school can assist in strengthening parent-teacher
relationships?

4.

What are barriers that keep parents from being involved in their child’s learning?

5.

What are some ways that you believe that you could be more involved in your child’s
learning?

6.

What strategies do teachers in your child’s school use to motivate him or her to learn?

7.

How does the school connect with the community to offer additional learning
opportunities?

8.

How have you been involved in making decisions pertaining to your child’s education?

9.

In what ways have you provided support to teachers in your child’s school?

10.

What are some factors that will lead to increased parent-teacher trust?

11.

What has your child’s teacher done to help him/her set high but achievable learning
goals?

12.

What does your child’s teacher do to emphasize high academic achievement?

13.

What are the parents’ perceptions of how the teachers trust them?

*14.

What can parents do to increase trust levels with teachers?
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