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Abstract
Family engagement is associated with improved student outcomes; however, sustaining
meaningful engagement remains challenging in high-poverty Title I elementary schools in
historically underserved rural communities. The problem addressed in this study was the
difficulty schools face in maintaining consistent family engagement despite its benefits for
students. The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine how educators and a school
administrator at a high-poverty Title I elementary school described family engagement practices,
contextual barriers to participation, and student outcomes when families were consistently
connected to the school. Ecological systems theory and the theory of overlapping spheres of
influence guided the study. This single instrumental qualitative case study employed semi-
structured interviews with educators and a school administrator, as well as a document analysis
of school-based artifacts related to family engagement. Data were analyzed through a systematic
coding process to identify patterns across participant perspectives and documents. Findings
indicated that engagement was strengthened through relational trust, accessible two-way
communication, culturally responsive practices, and shared leadership, all of which were
supported by community partnerships. Participants described barriers such as work schedules,
transportation limitations, and financial constraints as structural rather than motivational.
Participants also described connections between consistent engagement and improved student
motivation, attendance, behavior, and academic effort. The conclusions suggest that meaningful
family engagement in high-poverty Title I elementary schools is achievable when schools
prioritize trust, reduce access barriers, and implement responsive, context-aligned practices.
Keywords: family engagement, Title I, rural schools, ecological systems theory, school-family

partnerships
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Family engagement in education has been widely recognized as a critical factor in
improving student achievement and overall school success (Epstein, 1995, 2018; Smith et al.,
2022). Decades of research have demonstrated that when families were meaningfully engaged,
students experienced academic growth, positive social-emotional development, and sustained
school success (Bettencourt et al., 2023; Martinez-Yarza et al., 2024). Despite this evidence,
achieving equitable and sustained family engagement remained a persistent challenge in
historically underserved school settings, particularly in Title I elementary schools serving low-
income communities (Gross et al., 2022; Perrigo et al., 2022).

Schools designated as Title I under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
received federal funding to address inequities by supporting students from low-income
households (U.S. Department of Education, 2025). Although these resources were intended to
strengthen family—school partnerships, research indicated that persistent barriers such as
socioeconomic disparities, cultural differences, and systemic inequities continued to hinder
collaboration between schools and families (Baxter & Nolan, 2022; Beard & Thomson, 2021).
These barriers often weakened trust, limited consistent communication, and reduced
opportunities for authentic family—school partnerships, particularly in high-poverty contexts
(Brodsky et al., 2025; Sisson et al., 2022).

The broader context of this problem was evident in historically underserved regions of
the United States, where schools frequently encountered intersecting challenges related to
poverty, limited access to educational resources, and longstanding inequities (Iruka et al., 2020;
West et al., 2022). In these settings, schools faced additional demands related to staffing

instability, limited infrastructure, and community stressors that influenced engagement practices.



Within such contexts, effective family engagement required schools to adopt culturally
responsive strategies that acknowledged families’ strengths while addressing contextual
constraints (Hong et al., 2025; Kea et al., 2025).

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory emphasized the interconnectedness of
students’ development across family, school, and community systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979,
1986). Similarly, Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence highlighted shared
responsibility among families, schools, and communities in supporting student success (Epstein,
1995, 2018; Epstein et al., 2002). Together, these frameworks provided an organizing structure
for examining educators’ and administrators’ perspectives on family engagement practices
within a Title I elementary school context (Gregg et al., 2024; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
1997).

Within this broader context, the study was framed to examine the challenges associated
with fostering authentic and equitable family engagement in historically underserved Title I
elementary schools. This framing supported clear articulation of the research problem, the
purpose of the study, and the guiding research questions. It also emphasized the importance of
examining family engagement through the perspectives of educators and school leaders who
implemented and sustained engagement practices.

Statement of the Problem

The problem addressed in this study was the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools despite its documented benefits for
student achievement and school improvement (Gross et al., 2022; Peltier et al., 2024). Although
family engagement was associated with improved academic outcomes, student behavior, and

social-emotional well-being, schools serving economically disadvantaged communities faced



systemic barriers such as poverty, limited access to resources, and differing cultural perceptions
regarding parental roles in education (Baxter & Nolan, 2022; da Rosa et al., 2024; Iruka et al.,
2020). These barriers contributed to inconsistent participation and weakened family—school
relationships.

Students in Title I schools were impacted when family engagement was inconsistent, as
disengagement hindered academic success and social-emotional development (West et al., 2022).
Educators and administrators also experienced challenges building collaborative school cultures
when meaningful family participation was limited or absent (Smith et al., 2021). Although the
Every Student Succeeds Act allowed schools to implement family engagement initiatives
through Title I funding, implementation varied widely across contexts, and many schools lacked
sustainable, schoolwide engagement models that were responsive to their community needs
(Troppe et al., 2020).

Existing engagement frameworks often relied on standardized approaches that failed to
reflect the lived realities of families in high-poverty communities (Lynch & Prins, 2023).
Traditional measures of engagement also overlooked culturally grounded forms of participation
and undervalued families’ strengths (Gross et al., 2022). Additionally, unexamined assumptions
held by school staff limited participation unless addressed through culturally responsive
reflection and practice (Baxter & Nolan, 2022).

What remained insufficiently understood was how educators and administrators
experienced and interpreted family engagement strategies within the daily realities of a high-
poverty Title I elementary school. Without this understanding, schools in similar contexts

continued to experience low levels of family participation and misalignment between home and



school. These conditions limited equitable academic and developmental outcomes for students
(Iruka et al., 2020; Marschall & Shah, 2020).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this single instrumental qualitative case study was to explore practical
strategies for enhancing family engagement in a Title I elementary school serving Grades K—6 in
a historically underserved southern region. This study responded to the challenges identified in
the problem statement and sought to support the development and sustainability of family—school
partnerships in high-poverty contexts. The overarching goal was to identify barriers to
engagement and to highlight best practices for building meaningful and sustainable family
involvement.

A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit 9 educators, including classroom
teachers and 1 administrator, who had direct experience implementing family engagement
initiatives (Patton, 2015). The final sample size was guided by qualitative saturation principles to
ensure sufficient depth and variation in participants’ perspectives (Guest et al., 2006). Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and document analysis of school policies and
practices.

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2023) reflexive thematic analysis approach,
which emphasized the researcher’s active engagement with the data. Triangulation across
interviews and documents was employed to enhance credibility and trustworthiness (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Constructs of interest included family engagement, barriers to involvement, and
effective partnership practices. The findings provided school leaders, policymakers, and
educators with evidence-based strategies to improve and sustain family—school partnerships in

Title I elementary schools.



Introduction to Framework

This study was guided by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and
Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory explained human development as the result of dynamic interactions between
individuals and multiple layers of their surrounding environment. These layers were organized
into five interrelated systems: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and
chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). This theoretical lens supported examination of how
contextual conditions shaped family engagement opportunities within the study setting.

Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence complemented this
ecological perspective by defining family, school, and community as interconnected institutions
that jointly influenced student success. Epstein et al. (2002) identified six types of involvement
that supported this collaboration, including parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at
home, decision-making, and community collaboration. These involvement types provided a
practical structure for describing the engagement strategies discussed by participants and for
interpreting how school-based practices aligned with family and community partnerships.

Integrating these two frameworks provided a comprehensive lens for examining family
engagement in Title I schools. Bronfenbrenner’s framework emphasized systemic and contextual
influences, whereas Epstein’s model focused on relational practices at the school level. This
integrated perspective informed the development of the problem statement, supported the study
design, and guided the formulation of the research questions by framing the inquiry into
strategies, barriers, and outcomes associated with engagement efforts. Using these combined
frameworks, the study was grounded in theory and practice and supported a holistic examination

of sustained and equitable family—school partnerships in high-poverty educational settings.



Introduction to Research Methodology and Design

This study employed a single instrumental qualitative case study design to examine
family engagement strategies in a Title I elementary school setting. A qualitative approach was
appropriate for exploring participants’ perceptions and practices related to family—school
partnerships (Stake, 1995). The case study design facilitated an in-depth examination of family
engagement within its real-life context. It supported the use of multiple data sources to develop a
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Yin, 2017). This design also enabled the
study to capture how engagement practices were implemented within the constraints and
conditions of the local setting.

The research setting was a Title I elementary school located in a historically underserved
region of the United States. Participants included educators and administrators who were actively
involved in family engagement initiatives and had direct knowledge of engagement practices at
the site. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and document analysis,
including family engagement policies, communication logs, and school artifacts. These data
sources supported triangulation and strengthened the credibility of the findings (Yin, 2017).
Research Questions

The following research questions guided the study.

RO1

How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the strategies

used to foster meaningful family engagement?
RO2
What do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school perceive as barriers

to effective family engagement?



RQO3

How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the outcomes
of family engagement on student achievement?
Significance of the Study

This study was significant because it addressed the persistent challenge of fostering
sustained, meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools. Prior research
demonstrated that effective family engagement improved student achievement, increased
attendance, and contributed to a supportive school culture. However, these benefits were often
undermined by structural and socioeconomic barriers in high-poverty communities (Beard &
Thomson, 2021; Gross et al., 2022).

This single instrumental qualitative case study contributed to the field of education by
identifying practical strategies to promote family engagement, examining perceived barriers, and
documenting the outcomes of engagement efforts. The study also advanced theoretical
understanding by applying Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and Epstein’s theory of
overlapping spheres of influence within a Title I school context.

Definitions of Key Terms
Academic achievement

Academic achievement refers to students' educational outcomes as indicated by grades,
standardized tests, and classroom assessments (Iruka et al., 2020).

Barriers

Barriers are obstacles such as economic hardship, cultural perceptions of parental roles,
work-related scheduling conflicts, or resource shortages that limit effective family engagement in

education (da Rosa et al., 2024).



Collaboration

Collaboration involves educators, administrators, and families working cooperatively to
achieve shared educational objectives and support student success (Peltier et al., 2024).
Culturally responsive practices

Culturally responsive practices are educational approaches that recognize and adapt to
cultural differences, fostering inclusive environments for diverse student populations (Beard &
Thomson, 2021).

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 is a federal legislation that focuses on equal
educational opportunities, emphasizing accountability, state autonomy, and evidence-based
interventions (Troppe et al., 2020).

Family engagement

Family engagement entails active participation by families in educational activities and
decision-making processes that support student development and learning (Iruka et al., 2020)
Family-school partnerships

Family-school partnerships are collaborative relationships between families and schools
that support students' educational and developmental goals (Peltier et al., 2024).
Socioeconomic status

Socioeconomic status is a composite measure of an individual's or family's economic and
social position, based on income, education, and occupation, and it impacts educational

outcomes and opportunities (Iruka et al., 2020).



Title I schools

Title I schools are educational institutions that receive federal funding to support students
from economically disadvantaged families in achieving academic success (U.S. Department of
Education, 2025).

Summary

This study focused on enhancing family engagement in Title I elementary schools,
particularly in high-poverty communities. The study highlighted the importance of family—
school partnerships for strengthening student outcomes and supporting a positive school climate.
The problem addressed was educators’ ongoing difficulty implementing sustainable, culturally
responsive family engagement strategies in historically underserved contexts. The purpose of this
single instrumental qualitative case study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was to explore practical,
sustainable, and culturally responsive approaches to strengthening family engagement in a Title |
elementary school serving grades K—6 in a historically underserved southern region.

The study was significant for educators, administrators, and policymakers because it
offered evidence-based implications for strengthening family partnerships in high-poverty school
communities. Two guiding theoretical frameworks, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological
systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence, provided a
foundation for examining how family, school, and community systems influenced student
development and engagement practices. The research design, research questions, and definitions
of key terms supported the study’s focus and clarified the methodological approach. Chapter 2
presented a comprehensive review of the literature on family engagement, barriers to
involvement, culturally responsive practices, and school-based strategies that supported effective

family—school partnerships.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The problem addressed in this study was the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools despite its documented benefits for
student achievement and school improvement (Gross et al., 2022; Peltier et al., 2024). The
purpose of this single instrumental qualitative case study was to explore how educators and
administrators described the strategies and practices that strengthened family engagement in a
high-poverty Title I elementary school. This literature review supported the study’s problem and
purpose by synthesizing current research on family engagement practices in high-poverty
educational settings.

This chapter provided a review of the historical and policy background shaping family
engagement in Title I schools and examined the theoretical frameworks that guided the study.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of
overlapping spheres of influence were used to frame how systemic conditions and relationships
among schools, families, and communities influenced engagement. The chapter synthesized
research across five areas: (a) theoretical frameworks, (b) benefits of family engagement, (c)
barriers to family engagement, (d) culturally responsive engagement practices, and (e) strategies
for effective family—school partnerships.

A systematic search of peer-reviewed literature published between 2020 and 2025 was
conducted using academic databases accessible through the National University Library,
including ERIC, ProQuest, and EBSCOhost. Targeted keywords and Boolean operators included
family engagement AND Title I, parental involvement AND low-income, culturally responsive
education, school partnerships, qualitative case study methodology, and ecological systems

theory. Foundational and seminal references were identified through backward citation tracing
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and were included to provide theoretical and historical context. Sources were included if they
examined family engagement within K—12 settings, particularly in Title I or high-poverty
schools, and were excluded if they lacked empirical grounding, fell outside the publication
window, or were not relevant to culturally responsive strategies. Priority was given to equity-
centered studies and research that provided insight into collaboration between educators and
families.

Framework

This study was grounded in two guiding frameworks: Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986)
ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence.
Ecological systems theory conceptualized human development as occurring within a nested
structure of environmental systems that interact with and influence individual behavior
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986). These systems included the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem. Within this study, ecological systems theory
provided a lens for understanding how systemic, school-based, and community factors shaped
family engagement in a Title I school.

Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence emphasized shared
responsibilities among families, schools, and communities in promoting student success. The
model encompassed six types of involvement: parenting, communication, volunteering, learning
at home, decision-making, and community collaboration (Epstein et al., 2018). These domains
provided a practical structure for examining engagement strategies that aligned with families’
social and cultural realities.

Together, these frameworks complemented one another by acknowledging dynamic and

reciprocal relationships between individuals and their environments. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
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theory explained the contextual layers that shaped engagement, while Epstein’s (1995) model
offered actionable domains for partnership. The assumptions underlying these frameworks held
that all families, regardless of socioeconomic status or background, could support their children’s
education when equitable structures and respectful relationships were established. The selection
of these frameworks was endorsed by their prior application in family engagement research
conducted in high-poverty contexts.

Previous studies demonstrated the relevance of ecological and relational frameworks for
examining barriers and facilitators of school-family partnerships (Brodsky et al., 2025; Gregg et
al., 2024). Although alternative models, such as Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1997) parental
involvement process model, were available, ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
and the overlapping spheres of influence model (Epstein, 1995) were selected for their
comprehensive, context-sensitive, and practice-oriented relevance. These guiding frameworks
informed the study’s problem statement, purpose, and research questions by emphasizing
relational trust, systemic context, and shared responsibility (Beard & Thomson, 2021; Lynch &
Prins, 2023). Collectively, the frameworks provided a strong foundation for examining how
family engagement efforts were developed and sustained within a high-poverty school setting.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory provided a foundational lens
for understanding how multiple layers of environmental influence, including the microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem, interact to affect child development.
Ecological systems theory positioned the family within the microsystem, with the school as

another immediate environment that contributed to the child’s learning and growth
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The mesosystem, which encompassed connections between home and
school, was particularly relevant to this study’s focus on family engagement.

Bronfenbrenner (1986) emphasized the need for stronger, reciprocal relationships
between families and institutions such as schools and argued that such collaborations were
essential for developmental success. In high-poverty areas, these connections were often strained
by systemic inequities, cultural disconnects, and limited resources (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Gross
et al., 2022; Lara et al., 2025; Lynch & Prins, 2023).

In this study, the ecological systems framework served as a lens for examining how
educators acted as agents of connection across systems by intentionally cultivating trust, respect,
and mutual accountability with families. Recent studies affirmed the relevance of
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory in family engagement research. For
example, Lara et al. (2025) conducted a qualitative study of family—school partnerships and
found that positive mesosystem connections helped mitigate the effects of economic stress on
student outcomes. Interviews with teachers and parents indicated that consistent, respectful
outreach from educators played a critical role in building long-term engagement and resilience
among families in high-poverty settings.

Similarly, Iruka et al. (2020) emphasized the importance of microsystem and mesosystem
interactions in early childhood education and reported that strong family—school connections
supported student development despite contextual poverty. In addition, Chen et al. (2025) found
that culturally responsive engagement practices grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s framework helped
reduce the negative impacts of socioeconomic adversity by strengthening relational trust.

Together, these studies reinforced the value of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological perspective for
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understanding how family—school partnerships functioned in high-poverty, under-resourced
environments (Chen et al., 2025; Iruka et al., 2020; Lara et al., 2025).
Epstein’s Theory of Overlapping Spheres of Influence

Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence complemented
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems model by providing a targeted explanation of
the shared responsibilities among schools, families, and communities. Epstein (1995) explained
that these three domains overlapped, both formally and informally, to influence student learning
and development. The overlapping spheres of influence framework identified six key types of
involvement: parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and
collaborating with the community. These types provided schools with structured pathways for
building inclusive engagement practices (Epstein, 1995; Epstein et al., 2002). This model also
informed teacher preparation and professional practice by embedding family engagement as a
core component of effective education (Epstein, 2018). Epstein’s (1995) model was valuable for
this study because it provided a clear framework for examining school-level strategies that
facilitated engagement across cultural and socioeconomic boundaries. In Title I schools, where
families often experienced marginalization or mistrust of institutional systems, two-way
communication and shared decision-making were vital for building authentic partnerships (Beard
& Thomson, 2021; Epstein et al., 2002).

Multiple qualitative studies have used Epstein’s (1995) framework to examine how
family engagement programs were implemented and experienced by families and educators. For
example, Yotyodying et al. (2024) conducted a qualitative case study of a culturally responsive
engagement initiative at a Title I elementary school. Their findings indicated that families

reported greater confidence in supporting their children’s education when schools structured
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activities to align with Epstein’s six types of involvement, particularly communication and
collaborative decision-making. Similarly, Baxter and Nolan (2022) demonstrated that reframing
engagement as cultural work, when aligned with Epstein’s (1995) typology, empowered teachers
to bridge relational gaps and build trust with families from non-dominant communities. In
settings affected by poverty, applying Epstein’s (1995) framework often required intentional
adaptations to address limited resources and related challenges.

Gross et al. (2022) developed an equity-centered model based on Epstein’s (1995) theory
and modified its application to capture informal engagement practices standard in low-income
communities. Their qualitative findings revealed that traditional engagement metrics often
overlook families’ culturally embedded and meaningful contributions outside formal school
settings. These insights underscore the importance of broadening the definition of engagement to
include relational and culturally responsive practices (Baxter & Nolan, 2022; Gross et al., 2022;
Yotyodying et al., 2024).

Integrating the Frameworks

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of
overlapping spheres of influence provided a dual lens for examining the central phenomenon of
this study: educators’ fostering of sustained, culturally responsive family engagement.
Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986) conceptualized child development as shaped by interactions across
multiple nested environmental systems, including the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem,
macrosystem, and chronosystem. Within this model, the family and school are situated in the
microsystem, while the mesosystem encompasses the relationships and interactions between
these settings. These interactions were influenced by broader exosystemic and macrosystemic

conditions, such as economic opportunities, policies, and sociocultural norms (Bronfenbrenner,
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1986; Chen et al., 2025). The ecological framework was particularly relevant in under-resourced
settings, where systemic barriers and community dynamics significantly influenced school-
family partnerships (Iruka et al., 2020; Lara et al., 2025; Lynch & Prins, 2023).

Within this context, Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence provided
a practical framework for examining how schools, families, and communities collaborated to
support student success. Epstein (1995) identified six types of involvement: parenting,
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and collaborating with the
community. These involvement types have been widely implemented as core components of
family engagement strategies across diverse educational settings (Epstein et al., 2002). The
overlapping spheres of influence framework emphasizes that when institutional boundaries
between families, schools, and communities intentionally intersect, students are more likely to
experience academic and social success (Epstein, 2018). Epstein (2018) further argued that
embedding family engagement within teacher preparation and ongoing professional development
was essential for sustaining collaborative relationships and improving student outcomes.

The integration of these two theories enabled an examination of both macro- and micro-
level influences on family engagement. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory has
been utilized in multiple studies to explore how poverty, cultural dissonance, and institutional
inequities influence engagement practices (Gross et al., 2022; Lara et al., 2025). For example,
Iruka et al. (2020) found that family-school partnerships were more effective when educators
acknowledged local cultural values and adapted outreach efforts to the lived experiences of
under-resourced communities. Similarly, Chen et al. (2025) reported that relational trust,

supported by responsive practices, helped mitigate the adverse effects of socioeconomic
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instability on engagement. These studies supported the importance of analyzing environmental
and structural factors that influenced school-family partnerships.

At the same time, Epstein’s (1995) overlapping spheres of influence model served as the
foundation for empirical studies examining how school-based initiatives promoted engagement.
Yotyodying et al. (2024) found that schools implementing Epstein-aligned strategies experienced
stronger family participation and improved educator-family relationships. Baxter and Nolan
(2022) contended that when teachers adopted an engagement approach as cultural work, they
were more successful in reaching historically marginalized families. Gross et al. (2022)
expanded this work by developing an equity-centered model based on Epstein’s typology and by
modifying its application to include informal and culturally grounded practices often excluded
from traditional engagement assessments. Together, these frameworks offered a balanced
theoretical foundation for this study.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory supported the examination of
broader conditions that impact family engagement, including poverty, limited access to services,
and cultural disconnects. Epstein’s (1995) overlapping spheres of influence theory guided the
analysis of school-led practices that encourage family involvement, such as shared leadership,
inclusive communication, and community collaboration (Beard & Thomson, 2021; Epstein et al.,
2002; Gross et al., 2022; Yotyodying et al., 2024). This dual-theoretical approach informed the
development of the research questions, interview protocol, and coding procedures. The
ecological systems model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986) guided the interpretation of external
factors related to school engagement, while the overlapping spheres of influence framework
(Epstein, 1995) supported the identification and categorization of intentional school-level

strategies.
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These frameworks aligned with the study’s goal of identifying sustainable engagement
practices that were culturally relevant and appropriate for high-poverty school communities
(Lynch & Prins, 2023; Smith et al., 2022). By integrating Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory and Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence, this study examined how family
engagement unfolded across systems and relationships. The combined lens supported a
comprehensive understanding of how school personnel built, sustained, and adapted partnerships
that responded to the complex realities of families in Title I school environments
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Epstein et al., 2002; Gross et al., 2022; Lara et al., 2025; Yotyodying et
al., 2024).

Family Engagement Policies and Context

Family engagement policies in the United States continued to shape the structures and
practices of schools, particularly those serving students from low-income families, such as Title I
schools. Federal legislation, including the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), required
schools to implement meaningful family engagement initiatives as a condition for receiving Title
I funding. These requirements emphasized collaboration between schools and families to
improve student achievement and accountability outcomes. State-level mandates reinforced
federal requirements and were often tailored to the demographics and needs of individual school
communities.

At the local level, schools in historically underserved regions adapted these policies
within contexts shaped by poverty, limited resources, and systemic inequities. Research indicated
that implementation varied across schools and was influenced by factors such as administrative
leadership, educator perceptions, and family readiness to engage (Gross et al., 2022; Peltier et al.,

2024). Although some schools effectively translated policy into practice, others continued to
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experience persistent challenges due to limited capacity and insufficient culturally responsive
approaches (Baxter & Nolan, 2022; Iruka et al., 2020).

A critical strength of existing policy was its recognition of families as essential partners
in the educational process. However, a notable limitation was that mandates often lacked
specificity regarding how engagement should be implemented in contexts of concentrated
poverty. This lack of clarity left substantial discretion to school leaders and teachers,
contributing to inequities in how families were engaged across districts and communities (Banks
et al., 2025; Gross et al., 2022; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Peltier et al., 2024). Research
emphasized the need for policies to move beyond compliance and prioritize authentic, culturally
responsive engagement strategies that honored the voices and perspectives of diverse families
(Banks et al., 2025; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020).

Benefits of Family Engagement

Decades of empirical research consistently affirm that family engagement is a powerful
lever for improving student outcomes and enhancing school effectiveness, particularly in Title I
schools serving economically disadvantaged communities (Epstein, 1995; Henderson et al.,
2021). When families and schools partnered intentionally, benefits extended beyond academic
gains to include improvements in students’ emotional regulation, social development, and sense
of belonging (Iruka et al., 2020; Lara et al., 2025; Skinner et al., 2022). Engagement also
contributed to a more inclusive and affirming school climate, supported teacher well-being, and
increased retention, particularly in high-poverty environments where staff turnover and burnout
were persistent challenges (Haight et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2024).

Across diverse methodologies and school contexts, studies demonstrated that equitable,

culturally responsive family—school partnerships fostered resilience, academic persistence, and
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educator satisfaction. These partnerships strengthened student outcomes and the conditions that
supported effective teaching and learning, particularly in historically underserved communities.
When engagement was grounded in mutual respect, shared responsibility, and responsiveness to
family context, it became a sustainable driver of equity-centered school improvement. This
section explored benefits across five interrelated domains: academic and social-emotional gains,
strengthening school climate, supporting teacher efficacy and retention, promoting educator
well-being, and mitigating the effects of socioeconomic adversity (Haight et al., 2024; Hong et
al., 2025).

Academic and Social-Emotional Gains

Numerous studies highlighted the academic and emotional benefits of active partnerships
between families and schools. Such partnerships were associated with higher educational
achievement, improved emotional regulation, and increased classroom engagement, particularly
in high-poverty settings where students often required additional support (Iruka et al., 2020; Lara
et al., 2025; Skinner et al., 2022). Iruka et al. (2020) emphasized that respectful communication
between educators and families enhanced student engagement and reading fluency. Similarly,
Skinner et al. (2022) found that strong family partnerships supported students’ executive
functioning and goal-setting behaviors.

Lara et al. (2025) further demonstrated that culturally affirming engagement strategies
fostered emotional resilience and promoted students’ social development. Their findings
indicated that when schools honored families’ cultural identities, communication styles, and
community knowledge, students experienced stronger belonging and improved relational
outcomes. These findings suggested that culturally responsive engagement was not an add-on

practice but a meaningful lever for supporting whole-child development in historically
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underserved contexts. Although the studies varied in focus and methodology, they collectively
underscored the multifaceted benefits of family—school partnerships in advancing academic
performance and socioemotional well-being.

Iruka et al. (2020) employed a qualitative design grounded in ecological systems theory
and conducted interviews with families and educators to examine how family—school
partnerships influenced student learning. Their findings revealed that students whose families
received consistent, respectful communication from educators demonstrated improved reading
fluency, increased task persistence, and greater classroom engagement. The study also
emphasized that culturally responsive practices strengthened trust and participation among
families of color, highlighting the importance of inclusive outreach that reflected families’ lived
experiences.

Similarly, Skinner et al. (2022) conducted a longitudinal case study in a high-poverty
urban school district. They reported that family engagement initiatives led to measurable
improvements in students’ executive functioning, including self-regulation and goal-setting
behaviors. These gains were attributed to increased family support at home and consistent
collaboration between educators and caregivers. Teachers noted that students from actively
engaged families arrived at school more emotionally regulated, better prepared for academic
tasks, and more motivated to learn.

Lara et al. (2025) examined the influence of school, family, and peer networks on
children’s behavioral and emotional development within a high-poverty school context. Through
interviews and focus groups with educators and community stakeholders, the researchers found
that students whose families participated in structured, culturally affirming activities

demonstrated greater emotional resilience and social adjustment. Lara et al. concluded that
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consistent, culturally responsive engagement practices were essential for supporting academic
achievement and holistic student development.
Teacher Efficacy and Retention

Family engagement also benefited educators, particularly in contexts where teacher
burnout and turnover remained persistent challenges. Zhang et al. (2024) emphasized that
inclusive family engagement practices, particularly those centered on student voice, fostered
stronger relational trust among educators, students, and families. Smith et al. (2022) similarly
found that sustained family—school partnerships improved teacher morale and strengthened
school climate, especially in high-poverty schools.

Haight et al. (2024) identified essential conditions for successful school-community
partnerships, emphasizing that collaborative wraparound support systems fostered supportive
environments for both students and educators. Yotyodying et al. (2024) further demonstrated that
teacher engagement in family—school partnerships through empathetic communication and
educational collaboration was positively associated with increased job satisfaction and
professional self-esteem. Collectively, these findings indicate that meaningful family
engagement supports student success while also contributing to educators' efficacy, morale, and
retention.

Equity and Teacher Well-Being Through Family Partnerships

As schools in high-poverty environments increasingly struggle with teacher retention and
burnout, research has demonstrated the value of family—school partnerships not only for
improving student outcomes but also for sustaining favorable professional environments (Haight
et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022; Yotyodying et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). Specifically, studies

have shown that relationship-centered engagement practices can strengthen educators’ sense of
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purpose, increase job satisfaction, and reduce occupational stress in under-resourced settings. In
this way, family engagement serves as both a student-support strategy and a workforce-
stabilizing approach, contributing to a healthier school climate and long-term institutional
resilience.

Zhang et al. (2024) outlined student-centered models of family engagement, emphasizing
the role of student voice in fostering meaningful partnerships. Their findings indicated that when
engagement efforts were aligned with students’ authentic needs, educators experienced increased
motivation, a more profound sense of purpose, and greater investment in school improvement.
These inclusive partnership models contributed to improved staff morale and reinforced a
collective commitment to education.

In a related quantitative study, Yotyodying et al. (2024) examined the impact of prosocial
family engagement strategies on educator well-being. Teachers who regularly implemented
empathy-based communication, collaborative decision-making, and relationship-centered
practices reported significantly higher job satisfaction and lower occupational stress. The
researchers concluded that these prosocial approaches not only benefited students but also
functioned as protective factors for educators working in under-resourced schools.

Similarly, Smith et al. (2022) conducted a meta-analysis evaluating the effects of family
engagement interventions on parent-teacher relationships across diverse educational settings.
Their findings revealed that initiatives fostering interpersonal connection and effective
communication enhanced teachers’ perceptions of school climate and strengthened their sense of
professional efficacy. These positive outcomes were especially evident in high-poverty
communities, where increased family involvement mitigates feelings of isolation, reduces

behavioral disruptions, and helps prevent institutional fatigue.
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Further reinforcing these findings, Haight et al. (2024) explored family—school
collaboration in under-resourced schools and reported that structured, consistent engagement
practices foster supportive professional communities. Haight et al. (2024) found that intentional
family involvement increased teacher retention, strengthened professional identity, and reduced
teacher burnout. The authors emphasized that engagement efforts grounded in mutual respect
and continuity created emotional support systems for educators, which were particularly
beneficial in schools experiencing high staff turnover and limited institutional resources.

Collectively, these studies reported that family engagement improved student experiences
and served as a protective factor for teachers by enhancing emotional stability, job satisfaction,
and professional connection (Haight et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022; Yotyodying et al., 2024;
Zhang et al., 2024). The findings confirmed that robust, equity-centered partnerships are crucial
for cultivating resilient educators, fostering favorable school climates, and promoting
institutional well-being in high-stress and underserved educational environments.

Barriers to Family Engagement

Family engagement remains a cornerstone of student success; however, meaningful
school-family partnerships are hindered by persistent, multidimensional barriers, particularly in
high-poverty and Title I schools. Although research consistently affirms the academic and social
benefits of engagement, families in under-resourced communities often face challenges rooted in
systemic inequities, cultural disconnects, and limited access to communication tools,
transportation, and leadership opportunities (Banks et al., 2025; Brodsky et al., 2025; Gonzalez-
Gomez et al., 2025; Gregg et al., 2024; Gross et al., 2022; Lynch & Prins, 2023). In historically

underserved school contexts, these issues are further intensified by historical disinvestment,
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geographic isolation, educator turnover, and a lack of culturally responsive infrastructure
(Mullins & Panlilio, 2023).

A critical barrier to engagement is the mismatch between institutional expectations and
families' lived realities. Gross et al. (2022) found that traditional definitions of involvement often
exclude culturally embedded and informal practices common in low-income communities.
Gonzalez-Gomez et al. (2025) extended this finding by studying co-produced activity packs and
identified barriers related to time constraints, resource scarcity, and parental confidence. They
emphasized that engagement is more sustainable when designed around families’ strengths and
routines. When schools narrowly define engagement as event attendance or volunteerism, they
risk overlooking valuable forms of support that occur at home or in the community.

Language and communication practices also contribute to inequities in engagement. In
their multi-site case studies, Lynch and Prins (2023) and Yotyodying et al. (2024) reported that
many schools relied on one-way, standardized messaging systems that did not reflect the cultural
communication styles or multilingual needs of families. Even when language was not a direct
barrier, overly formal or impersonal communication discouraged sustained participation,
particularly for caregivers who had previously experienced negative interactions with the school
system. Brodsky et al. (2025) similarly noted that systemic misalignment between families and
schoolwide engagement models creates disconnects, particularly when family input was not
integrated into social-emotional learning (SEL) and multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS)
practices.

Historical mistrust also affects family-school relationships. Kea et al. (2025) found that
culturally dismissive school practices often triggered withdrawal from families, particularly

those who had experienced exclusion, racism, or punitive discipline systems. This mistrust is
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compounded when families do not see their voices represented in school decision-making
structures. Beard and Thomson (2021) emphasized that unless schools actively acknowledge and
include diverse expressions of family engagement, they may unintentionally reinforce
exclusionary norms.

Structural factors such as transportation, work schedules, and childcare remain persistent
barriers to family engagement. In historically underserved settings, geographic distance and
limited public infrastructure can exacerbate these obstacles, reducing families’ access to school
events and services. Mullins and Panlilio (2023) reported that schools with constrained funding
frequently lack the capacity to offer flexible engagement opportunities, thereby shifting the
responsibility for coordination onto families and school staftf who were already overextended. As
a result, engagement efforts may be inconsistently implemented and less accessible to families
facing the most significant logistical constraints.

Despite these barriers, research has documented the impact of trust-based, relational
engagement strategies. Jeynes (2024), in a meta-analysis of 76 quantitative studies, demonstrated
that relational forms of involvement were more strongly linked to academic and behavioral
outcomes than traditional forms, such as volunteering. Brodsky et al. (2025) reinforced this by
demonstrating that integrated SEL and behavioral frameworks foster stronger school climates
when families are included in systems-level planning. These findings are especially relevant in
high-poverty contexts, where warmth, consistency, and trust can serve as protective factors that
support both student and family well-being (Chen et al., 2025; Gonzalez-Gomez et al., 2025).

The findings of Brodsky et al. (2025), Gonzalez-Gomez et al. (2025), Jeynes (2024), and
Kea et al. (2025) emphasized the need for engagement frameworks grounded in cultural

humility, shared leadership, and relational trust. Rather than viewing family engagement as a
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compliance-based obligation, effective strategies prioritize co-created experiences that validate
families’ cultural and social capital, promoting sustained school-family collaboration.
Structural and Logistical Barriers

Families in under-resourced communities often face structural barriers that hinder their
meaningful involvement in schools. These barriers include inflexible work schedules, unreliable
transportation, limited access to childcare, housing instability, and inconsistent internet access.
Lara et al. (2025) found that parents in Title I schools often struggled to attend meetings or
participate in school activities due to low-wage employment that offered little scheduling
flexibility. These work constraints were exacerbated by limited transportation infrastructure,
especially in geographically isolated areas. Zhang et al. (2024) supported these findings. They
emphasized that logistical and communication breakdowns between families and schools
frequently result from unequal access to resources and missed opportunities for inclusive
practices that center on the needs of students and their families.

In addition to employment and transportation challenges, childcare responsibilities, and
housing insecurity, these factors compound difficulties in school engagement. Iruka et al. (2020)
noted that schools often assume families have autonomy over their schedules and resources,
overlooking circumstances such as multigenerational caregiving, temporary housing, and
employment across multiple part-time jobs. This disconnect between school expectations and
families’ lived realities can contribute to ongoing disengagement. Bettencourt et al. (2023)
expanded on these structural concerns by emphasizing that digital engagement platforms, while
well-intentioned, often assume consistent internet access and digital fluency. These assumptions
disproportionately affect low-income families who may lack access to broadband internet, up-to-

date devices, or consistent technological support in the home.
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Structural barriers are further magnified by systemic conditions within schools
themselves. In many economically distressed communities, limited staffing and high educator
turnover reduce schools’ capacity to implement family-centered practices. Mullins and Panlilio
(2023) found that teachers in under-resourced schools were frequently overburdened with
instructional demands, limiting their ability to initiate or maintain consistent outreach to families.

As aresult, the responsibility for engagement has unintentionally shifted onto families,
who are already navigating a web of socioeconomic and logistical stressors. These findings
suggest that structural barriers to engagement are multifaceted and deeply embedded in
socioeconomic and institutional contexts. Effective family engagement strategies must address
individual family needs and broader systemic inequities that constrain participation (Zhang et al.,
2024).

Cultural Disconnect and Educator Bias

A recurring theme in the literature was the disconnect between school culture and the
values, communication styles, and traditions of the families being served. Beard and Thomson
(2021) found that many educators misinterpreted low parental visibility as disinterest,
overlooking culturally embedded forms of involvement outside the school context. This deficit-
based perspective reinforced harmful stereotypes and discouraged families from forming
authentic relationships with schools. Similarly, Lynch and Prins (2023) emphasized that many
educators lacked preparation in family-centered and culturally sustaining practices. Baxter
(2024) further highlighted that teachers often experience stress and uncertainty when adapting
their instructional practices to engage families effectively, underscoring the importance of

supportive environments that encourage experimentation without fear of failure.
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As a result, many educators may continue to struggle to connect with families whose
languages, traditions, or norms differ from those prioritized within mainstream school
environments. Thornton (2025) extended this discussion by examining school leadership
practices across four detracking teams and found that inclusive, culturally responsive leadership
helped dismantle institutionalized barriers and foster trust among diverse families. These
findings affirmed the need for leadership development that prioritizes equity, affirms student
identity, and strengthens community-based engagement.

Educator bias, whether implicit or overt, has been shown to influence family-school
dynamics in high-poverty contexts. Banks et al. (2025) reported that teachers often internalized
deficit-based assumptions about families’ knowledge and capacity to engage in their children’s
education. These assumptions led to surface-level activities that excluded families from
leadership roles and decision-making processes. Gregg et al. (2024) further demonstrated that
educators frequently missed opportunities to support culturally responsive engagement practices
when they lack professional development in equity and inclusion. Beaulieu et al. (2024)
supported these findings through a pilot study using culturally responsive and trauma-informed
checklists and goal-setting tools to guide equitable practices. The work of Beaulieu et al. (2024)
illustrated how practical tools embedded in professional learning can reshape educator mindsets
and improve inclusive collaboration with families from historically marginalized backgrounds.

Several studies have demonstrated how unexamined assumptions contribute to structural
exclusion. Beard and Thomson (2021) noted that schools that fail to recognize informal or
culturally specific engagement practices often marginalize families whose contributions are not
visible during conventional school events. Slade et al. (2023) added that dominant engagement

frameworks typically reflect middle-class norms and unintentionally exclude families navigating
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poverty, racialized experiences, or linguistic barriers. Lynch and Prins (2023) reinforced this
conclusion by asserting that school-family partnerships must be designed around families’ lived
realities rather than institutional preferences.

In response to these challenges, researchers have emphasized the importance of
reflective, community-centered approaches to engagement. Haight et al. (2024) and Lynch and
Prins (2023) recommended that schools establish partnerships with families that are grounded in
mutual respect, shared leadership, and cultural responsiveness. These partnerships included
wraparound supports aligned with families’ strengths and needs while creating space for families
to contribute meaningfully to school improvement efforts. When schools recognize families as
collaborators rather than passive participants, they foster trust and lay the foundation for
sustainable engagement. These findings collectively emphasized the need to move beyond
school-centered definitions of family involvement. Creating equitable partnerships requires
schools to dismantle relational and structural barriers actively, affirm diverse forms of
engagement, and include family voices in shaping educational practices.

Measurement and Representation Bias

An additional barrier lies in how schools measure and define engagement. Gross et al.
(2022) argued that traditional engagement metrics disproportionately affect families from non-
dominant cultural backgrounds by failing to capture informal, culturally embedded practices.
These practices, such as neighborhood-based mentoring or family storytelling, are often
overlooked by formal rubrics that privilege event attendance or volunteer hours. When schools
rely exclusively on these narrow indicators, they risk rendering entire communities invisible and
reinforcing underrepresentation in school decision-making. Compounding this issue is the

widespread use of engagement tools designed for urban or middle-class norms.
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Yotyodying et al. (2024) found that such tools were poorly suited to reflect the lived
realities of multicultural families, leading educators to disregard culturally valued practices such
as elder involvement or multilingual home activities. These measurement blind spots contribute
to an incomplete picture of how families support their children’s learning and well-being.
Willemse et al. (2024) added empirical support to this concern through a study on implementing
school-wide positive behavioral interventions in Dutch elementary schools. Willemse et al.
reported that educators often lacked culturally sensitive indicators and mechanisms for family
input, thereby limiting their ability to evaluate engagement holistically. Research has also shown
that many teachers require structured support and professional development to confidently
implement flexible, culturally relevant engagement strategies (Baxter, 2024). These strategies
frequently emphasize compliance and documentation over trust-building and contextual
responsiveness, creating friction between school expectations and family contributions.

Similarly, Kuo and Stanley (2023) emphasized the need to reframe family engagement
through equity-centered, system-level partnerships. Grounded in the dual capacity-building
framework, their work advocated for expanded engagement models that integrate families,
schools, communities, and universities. Kuo and Stanley noted that when institutional metrics
narrowly define engagement, they often fail to capture relational and community-based forms of
participation that are essential in under-resourced contexts. As a result, traditional measurement
tools may reflect and perpetuate structural inequities.

Extending these findings, Gregg et al. (2024) observed that many engagement
assessments reflect dominant cultural norms and may overlook practices that promote emotional
safety, resilience, and community trust outside formal school structures. When narrowly defined

engagement assessments guide engagement policy, authentic participation may be constrained,
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and perceptions of family interest and investment may be distorted. Collectively, these findings
underscore the need for inclusive, flexible engagement frameworks that recognize and validate
the diverse ways families contribute to student success. Advancing equity also requires new
strategies and a reexamination of how schools define, assess, and respond to family engagement
in marginalized communities.

Summary

This chapter provided a comprehensive review of the theoretical and empirical literature
on family engagement in Title I schools, with a particular focus on high-poverty settings. The
discussion was grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and
Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence. These frameworks illuminated the
systemic, interpersonal, and contextual dynamics that shape how schools and families
collaborate to support student learning and well-being.

The literature affirms that family engagement yields academic, social-emotional, and
institutional benefits. Studies have demonstrated that meaningful partnerships promote student
achievement, improve emotional regulation, and strengthen behavioral outcomes (Iruka et al.,
2020; Lara et al., 2025; Skinner et al., 2022). Research has also shown that consistent
engagement fosters relational trust between teachers and families, enhances school climate, and
supports teacher morale and retention, particularly in under-resourced settings where educator
burnout is prevalent (Haight et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2024).

Despite these benefits, engagement remains uneven and often inequitable. Scholars have
noted that many approaches are grounded in compliance-based or urban-centered frameworks
that do not fully account for cultural diversity or the lived experiences of marginalized families

(Bettencourt et al., 2023; Lynch & Prins, 2023). Furthermore, measurement tools often exclude
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informal and culturally embedded practices, such as storytelling, elder mentorship, or spiritual
guidance, thereby limiting recognition of families’ authentic contributions (Fisher et al., 2022;
Gross et al., 2022; Yotyodying et al., 2024). These exclusionary metrics contribute to
underrepresentation and misalignment between institutional expectations and community norms.

Systemic barriers, such as inflexible work schedules, geographic isolation, and historical
mistrust, further constrain family engagement, particularly in Title I schools. These barriers are
often rooted in broader economic and social conditions that limit families’ time, transportation,
and access to school-based opportunities. Research suggests that equitable engagement must
address structural challenges while fostering relational trust through consistent, respectful
partnerships. Studies further emphasize that schools should involve families in designing
practices and policies that reflect families’ cultural strengths and daily realities (Gonzalez-
Gomez et al., 2025; Kuo & Stanley, 2023; Willemse et al., 2024).

To respond to these limitations, researchers have proposed equity-centered, culturally
responsive frameworks that prioritize shared leadership, asset-based communication, and co-
designed strategies tailored to specific community contexts (Chen et al., 2025; Hong et al., 2025;
Peltier et al., 2024). These models advocate for family engagement as an inclusive, reciprocal,
and contextually grounded process. Empirical evidence further confirmed that when families are
positioned as collaborators and their cultural assets are valued, school communities become more
inclusive, adaptive, and resilient (Kea et al., 2025; Slade et al., 2023; Thornton, 2025). This
growing body of literature highlights the need for Title I schools to shift their focus from
transactional approaches to sustainable, trust-based partnerships.

This single-instrumental, qualitative case study explored how educators and school

leaders in a high-poverty elementary school, situated in a historically underserved context,



34

implemented and sustained family engagement strategies responsive to the strengths, needs, and
cultural values of the communities they serve. The intersecting patterns of engagement,
challenge, and resilience discussed throughout this review underscore the need for a research
design that captures participants’ perceptions and the broader ecological contexts shaping
family—school partnerships in marginalized educational environments. Chapter 3 presented the
research methodology, including the single instrumental qualitative case study design, participant
selection, data collection procedures, and thematic analysis that guided the examination of

culturally responsive and inclusive engagement practices in this distinctive school setting.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The problem addressed in this study was the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools, despite its benefits for student
achievement and school improvement (Gross et al., 2022; Peltier et al., 2024). The purpose of
this single instrumental, qualitative case study was to explore practical strategies for enhancing
family engagement in a Title I elementary school serving grades K-6 in a southern, historically
underserved region marked by systemic inequities in education and opportunity. This chapter
presented the research methodology and design, population and sample, instrumentation, study
procedures, data analysis strategies, assumptions, limitations, delimitations, and ethical
assurances.

Research Methodology and Design

The research methodology employed in this study was qualitative, utilizing a single
instrumental qualitative case study design. A qualitative methodology was appropriate because it
facilitated an in-depth exploration of participants' perceptions and contextual practices related to
family-school partnerships. Denzin et al. (2023) asserted that qualitative research is a situated,
interpretive process rooted in the belief that reality is socially constructed, complex, and best
understood through the exploration of meaning in context.

Qualitative research involves material and interpretive practices that seek to understand
phenomena in their contexts, often producing layered, nuanced insights into participants'
perceptions (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). These practices reflected the moral and political nature of
inquiry, requiring researchers to function as instruments in observing and interpreting meaning
within participants’ realities. Brinkmann (2022) explained that qualitative research is not merely

a set of technical procedures but a morally and epistemically engaged activity that requires the
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researcher to act reflexively, ethically, and contextually. The researcher must navigate issues of
representation, positionality, and relational dynamics inherent in meaning-making while
remaining attentive to the co-construction of knowledge with participants. This methodological
orientation was particularly well-suited for the current study, which seeks to explore how family-
school partnerships are experienced and enacted within a high-poverty school context.

The single instrumental, qualitative case study approach aligned with the study’s intent to
examine a complex social phenomenon in its real-life context, using multiple forms of data. Yin
(2017) stated that qualitative case study research is particularly appropriate for answering "how"
and "why" questions, especially when the researcher has limited control over events and when
the phenomenon of interest is deeply embedded in its context. This study adopted a single
instrumental qualitative case study design, as defined by Stake (1978), in which the selected
case, a Title I elementary school in a historically underserved school context, was used to gain
insight into a broader issue: the enhancement of family engagement in high-poverty school
settings.

This single instrumental, qualitative case study design supported the use of multiple data
sources to achieve triangulation, which enhanced the credibility, depth, and completeness of the
findings by enabling the convergence of evidence from various sources (P. Baxter & Jack, 2008;
Ravitch & Carl, 2020). In qualitative research, triangulation involves intentionally designing and
sequencing methods to ensure alignment with the research questions and enhance the validity
and trustworthiness of the findings (Ravitch & Carl, 2020).

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and document analysis to capture

rich, descriptive accounts of participants’ perspectives (Patton, 2015). Interview questions were
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open-ended and purposefully aligned with the theoretical frameworks guiding the study.
Interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Document analysis included reviewing relevant materials, including family engagement
policies, communication logs, event sign-in sheets, newsletters, and meeting agendas. These
documents provided contextual information about the school’s family engagement practices and
served as an additional data source to triangulate with interview findings (Bowen, 2009). These
data sources supported the development of a thick description and identified emergent themes
grounded in participants’ perspectives.

Alternative methodologies, including quantitative and mixed methods, were considered
but deemed less appropriate for the aims of this qualitative inquiry. Quantitative research, which
emphasizes statistical measurement and generalizability, would not have adequately captured the
contextualized, practice-based perspectives of educators and administrators within a bounded
Title I elementary school setting (Pregoner, 2024). The purpose of the study was not to test
hypotheses, estimate effect sizes, or determine the strength of relationships among variables.
Instead, the study required close attention to how family engagement was interpreted, enacted,
and sustained within the everyday realities of a high-poverty school community. Quantitative
designs would have required standardized instruments and predetermined variables that could
have constrained participants’ meaning-making and limited attention to contextual influences
such as trust, relational history, communication norms, and school-community dynamics.

Mixed methods designs were also considered because they can integrate numerical trends
with an in-depth qualitative understanding. However, a mixed methods approach would have
required the design, administration, and analysis of a quantitative component in addition to

interviews and document analysis. This added component would have increased the scope of the
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study, introduced additional demands related to measurement decisions and data integration, and
shifted the study away from its central goal of producing thick description and practice-focused
insight within one bounded case (Denzin et al., 2023). Because the research questions were
addressed through educator and administrator perspectives and school-based documents, the
inclusion of a quantitative strand was not necessary for coherence or alignment.

Other qualitative designs were also explored to ensure methodological alignment with the
research questions, the study's context, and its practical conditions. Phenomenological research
was not selected because phenomenology aims to describe the essence of a shared lived
experience across individuals. In contrast, this study examined strategies, barriers, and perceived
outcomes associated with family engagement as they were implemented within a specific
institutional setting. Participants held different roles and responsibilities, and variation in
perspective was expected and analytically meaningful rather than something to reduce to a single
essential experience (Brinkmann, 2022; Rovamo & Mabrouk, 2025).

Ethnographic design was considered but was not selected because ethnography typically
requires prolonged immersion and sustained participant observation to interpret cultural patterns
over time. While culture and community context were relevant to engagement practices, the
study’s data collection plan relied on semi-structured interviews and document analysis rather
than extended fieldwork. The study’s timeline and access conditions supported targeted data
collection, and the purpose did not require producing a comprehensive cultural portrait of the
school community (Alam, 2021).

Grounded theory was also ruled out because grounded theory is designed to generate a
new theory through iterative cycles of data collection, constant comparison, and theoretical

sampling. The purpose of this study was practical understanding rather than theory generation.
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The study was guided by established theoretical frameworks, and the research questions were
designed to explore strategies, perceived barriers, and perceived outcomes within a single
bounded case rather than to construct a new explanatory model (Stake, 1978; Yin, 2017). Given
the contextual nature of the research questions and the need to examine family engagement
within its real-life setting, the single instrumental qualitative case study approach was deemed
the most suitable design for this study.

Population and Sample

The total eligible population at the study site consisted of approximately 18 certified
school personnel, including two administrators, two instructional coaches, and 14 classroom and
support teachers. These individuals were directly involved in instructional planning, direct
instruction, and family engagement activities. They met the inclusion criteria of having
completed at least one full academic year at the school. The study site was a Title I elementary
school in a historically underserved region, serving approximately 300 students in grades K-6,
most of whom came from low-income families.

The inclusion criteria included participants who (a) were employed at the study site as a
classroom teacher, instructional coach, or administrator; (b) had completed at least one full
academic year at the school; and (c) were directly involved in instructional planning, teaching, or
family engagement efforts. Individuals were excluded from the study if they had been employed
for less than one academic year or if their roles did not include instructional or family
engagement responsibilities (e.g., custodial, cafeteria, or clerical staff). The selected school
population closely mirrors the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of many Title I
elementary schools within historically underserved school contexts, thereby enhancing the

study’s relevance and the potential transferability of its insights to similar contexts.
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Participation in this single instrumental qualitative case study was voluntary; therefore, it
could not be assumed that all eligible individuals would provide consent to participate. If one or
both school administrators were unable to participate, insights from other leadership personnel,
such as instructional coaches, would be included to ensure representation of school-level
leadership perspectives. The anticipated sample size ranged from nine to 14 participants, aligning
with qualitative guidelines emphasizing depth over breadth in interview-based research.

Brinkmann (2022) underscored the importance of prioritizing “fewer interviews that are
thoroughly analyzed” (p. 48) rather than conducting numerous superficial interviews. Brinkmann
further noted that a sample of approximately 15 participants is often practical and sufficient to
achieve data richness and support analytical rigor in qualitative inquiry. The final sample size
was determined by data saturation, defined as the point at which no new themes or insights
emerge from additional interviews (Guest et al., 2020). This approach ensured depth and breadth
of understanding while maintaining methodological rigor. A purposeful sampling strategy was
employed to recruit participants, as this approach intentionally selects individuals with
knowledge most relevant to the research questions (Patton, 2015).

Participants were recruited through direct email invitations sent to eligible individuals.
These emails included an IRB-approved recruitment script outlining the study’s purpose, its
voluntary nature, the participation criteria, and the confidentiality protections in place. Interested
individuals were invited to contact me directly if they wished to participate. Informed consent
was obtained privately from each participant before data collection to ensure voluntary

participation and maintain confidentiality.
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Materials and Instrumentation

Data collection for this single instrumental qualitative case study involved two primary
sources: semi-structured interviews and document analysis. These complementary methods were
selected to support a comprehensive understanding of educators’ and administrators’
perspectives on family engagement practices in a Title I elementary school. Semi-structured,
researcher-designed interviews served as the primary data source (see Appendix A). This
flexible, participant-centered approach facilitated in-depth exploration of individuals’ beliefs,
perceptions, and social interactions. This method was particularly well-suited for qualitative case
study research because it yielded rich, contextualized data that standardized instruments may
overlook (Brinkmann, 2022; Rovamo & Mabrouk, 2025).

The interview protocol was developed for use with all participants, regardless of their
role at the study site, to obtain detailed accounts of educators’ and administrators’ strategies and
perceptions related to family engagement. Questions were grounded in the theoretical
frameworks of Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986) and Epstein (1995) to examine how ecological
systems and overlapping spheres of influence shape school-family partnerships. The protocol
was informed by a comprehensive review of the literature on family engagement and aligned
with the study’s purpose and research questions (see Appendix B).

In semi-structured interviews, researchers used a protocol to guide the conversation while
remaining open to emerging insights. This structure enabled tailored probing questions, co-
construction of meaning, and conversational depth that was uniquely responsive to participants’
perceptions (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). This consistency supported comparability across participant
roles and was appropriate because individuals in different positions at the study site contributed

to and implemented family engagement practices. While the same core questions were asked of
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all participants, the protocol included flexible prompts that enabled tailored probing based on
each participant’s responsibilities and context. This strategy promoted consistency in data
collection while allowing for meaningful cross-role comparisons (Seidman, 2019).

To ensure clarity, neutrality, and relevance, I reviewed and refined the interview protocol
internally, applying best practices in qualitative interview design. Following the internal review,
a field test was conducted with two expert reviewers who were not study participants. The
reviewers included an experienced elementary school administrator with extensive expertise in
family engagement initiatives and a classroom teacher with more than 10 years of instructional
experience in Title I schools. The reviewers evaluated the interview protocol for content validity,
clarity of language, alignment with the research questions, and potential bias. The reviewer's
feedback indicated that the questions were clear and appropriately focused; however, minor
revisions were suggested to enhance specificity and encourage open-ended responses. For
example, one question was rephrased to be more exploratory, and additional clarifying probes
were incorporated to facilitate participants’ elaboration on their perceptions. These modifications
enhanced the protocol’s ability to generate detailed, trustworthy narrative data that aligned with
the study’s objectives.

Document analysis served as a secondary data source and included family engagement
policies, communication logs, event sign-in sheets, newsletters, and meeting agendas. These
materials were obtained with permission from school leadership and reviewed to supplement and
triangulate the interview data. A structured document analysis protocol, adapted from Bowen
(2009), guided the process and included criteria for selecting relevant documents, organizing
content aligned with family engagement themes, and recording analytic memos regarding

emphasis and alignment with interview findings. Document analysis contributed to the
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credibility of the findings through methodological triangulation by providing additional insight
into organizational and contextual factors influencing family engagement within the bounded
case.

Study Procedures

Data collection for this single instrumental qualitative case study followed a structured,
step-by-step process consistent with National University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
guidelines. Formal written site authorization was obtained from the school district and the
building-level administrator. This permission authorized the recruitment of participants, the
conduct of interviews, and access to school-related artifacts relevant to family engagement
practices. The signed permission letter was submitted with the IRB application, as required by
the university’s research approval process.

Following site approval, a formal application was submitted to the university’s IRB. The
application included all required documentation, including the site permission letter, the study’s
purpose and research questions, the informed consent form, participant recruitment materials, a
detailed description of data collection procedures, the interview protocol, and the data protection
plan. No recruitment or data collection activities occurred until formal IRB approval was
received (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

After IRB approval, participants were recruited using email invitations with confirmation
from the site administrator. The recruitment email outlined the study’s purpose, participant
responsibilities, estimated time commitment, and confidentiality protections. Individuals who
volunteered to participate received an informed consent form describing the study’s purpose,
procedures, potential risks and benefits, and the voluntary nature of participation, including the

right to withdraw at any time without penalty (National Commission for the Protection of Human
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Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). All participants signed the informed
consent form before data collection.

Data collection occurred in two phases. The first phase involved individual, semi-
structured interviews with nine participants, including educators and administrators. Each
interview lasted 45—60 minutes and was scheduled at a time convenient for each participant. To
maintain confidentiality and reduce the risk of perceived coercion, interviews were conducted
off-site at neutral, private locations, such as reserved study rooms at public libraries, or via Zoom
at the participant's preference. With participants' permission, interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim to support accurate analysis (Patton, 2015).

The second phase involved document analysis. Relevant materials were collected
following the interviews and included Title I family engagement plans, school-family
communication logs, newsletters, parent-teacher event records, and staff-parent meeting notes.
These records provided contextual information regarding family engagement practices and
served as an additional data source for triangulation with interview findings (Bowen, 2009).
Formal permission to access these materials was obtained in writing from the site administrator
following IRB approval.

Member checking occurred after interview transcription. Participants received their
interview transcript via email and were invited to review it to confirm accuracy and clarify or
elaborate on any statements as needed. Participants were given up to 2 weeks to return
corrections or comments (Birt et al., 2016). This process strengthened the credibility of the
interview data and supported an accurate representation of participant perspectives.
Confidentiality was maintained throughout the study. All participants were assigned pseudonyms

using alphanumeric identifiers to protect their identities in transcripts, field notes, and reports.
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Audio recordings, transcripts, and collected documents were stored in secure, password-
protected formats, and any printed materials were secured in a locked file cabinet in the
researcher’s private office. Data will be retained for three years following completion of the
study and then permanently deleted or destroyed in accordance with IRB requirements and the
informed consent form.

Data Analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2023), guided the
exploration of how educators and families in a Title I elementary school perceived and engaged
in family—school partnerships. This approach aligned well with qualitative case study research
because it emphasized the researcher’s active and interpretive role in deriving meaning from the
data. Rather than prioritizing objectivity or replicability, reflexive thematic analysis emphasized
transparency, reflexivity, and depth, which were essential for examining complex, context-
dependent educational phenomena. Brinkmann (2022) further asserted that reflexive practice
involved continuously and critically examining the researcher’s assumptions, values, and
influence across all stages of the inquiry process.

Braun and Clarke’s (2023) six phases of reflexive thematic analysis guided the
exploration of meaning within the interview data. During the familiarization phase, I read and
reread interview transcripts and study artifacts, took notes, and wrote early reflections to build
familiarity with the dataset. During the second phase, initial codes were generated, and NVivo
software was used to support inductive coding. According to Braun and Clarke (2023), inductive
coding involves the organic development of codes from the data rather than the application of

pre-existing theoretical categories.
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This approach enabled themes to remain connected to participants’ narratives and
contextual realities, which supported an authentic, data-driven understanding of the phenomenon
under study. Inductive coding was particularly appropriate for exploratory qualitative case
studies because it fostered openness to unanticipated patterns and meanings while allowing
flexibility in theme development (Braun & Clarke, 2023). Although reflexive thematic analysis
recognized that complete inductiveness was impossible, the process prioritized coding as an
active, interpretive practice shaped by the researcher’s theoretical and experiential perspectives
(Braun & Clarke, 2023).

As Braun and Clarke (2023) described, codes were collated into broader categories that
represented repeated and meaningful patterns across the data during theme construction.
Attention was given to how participants constructed meaning within their educational and social
contexts. In the reviewing themes phase, preliminary themes were evaluated for coherence,
conceptual clarity, and alignment with the research questions. Themes lacking strong support or
clear distinction were revised or removed.

In the defining and naming themes phase, each theme was refined to articulate its scope,
significance, and core organizing concept. During the final phase, producing the report, |
developed a compelling narrative using illustrative quotes, theory-informed interpretation, and
alignment with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory
of overlapping spheres of influence. Each code and emergent theme were aligned with the
research questions to maintain analytical focus (Braun & Clarke, 2023). This alignment
supported coherence between the analytic decisions and the study’s guiding aims.

Document analysis complemented the interview data through qualitative content analysis

to systematically examine patterns across school artifacts (Bowen, 2009). A structured document
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analysis protocol guided this process by outlining criteria for selecting materials, procedures for
appraising authenticity and relevance, and steps for extracting and coding data. The process
involved iterative phases of skimming, detailed reading, and interpretation to identify meaningful
excerpts and develop themes aligned with the research questions. This approach allowed for
examining the frequency, emphasis, and alignment of documentary evidence with interview
findings, thereby supporting methodological triangulation and enhancing the credibility of the
results (Bowen, 2009).

To ensure analytic rigor and trustworthiness, the study was guided by Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was
strengthened through prolonged engagement with the data, integration of multiple data sources,
peer debriefing, and member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability was supported
by providing detailed contextual descriptions of the school setting, participant backgrounds, and
data collection procedures, which enabled readers to evaluate applicability across contexts
(Nowell et al., 2017). These strategies supported a trustworthy interpretation of participant
perspectives.

Dependability was established by maintaining an audit trail that documented research
procedures, coding frameworks, theme development, and interpretive decisions. The audit trail
provided transparency and allowed the analytic process to be traced in detail (Bowen, 2009;
Nowell et al., 2017). Confirmability was strengthened through the use of a reflexive journal,
which facilitated critical examination of personal assumptions, reactions, and evolving
interpretations. The journal served as an internal accountability tool separate from the audit trail

and supported ongoing self-monitoring and positionality (Ortlipp, 2008).
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This study also followed the guidance of Sun et al. (2025), who emphasized integrating
reflexive thematic analysis with theory-informed, systematic theme development. Their work
enhanced analytical depth by encouraging researchers to explore configurational patterns across
cases and to maintain transparency about how meaning was constructed and synthesized.
Consistent with this guidance, the study employed Braun and Clarke’s (2023) reflexive thematic
analysis while integrating trustworthiness strategies outlined by Bowen (2009), Lincoln and
Guba (1985), Nowell et al. (2017), Ortlipp (2008), and Sun et al. (2025). Together, these
approaches supported credibility and generated contextually rich insights into educators’
perspectives on family engagement practices within a high-poverty Title I elementary school.
Assumptions

Qualitative research is an interpretive approach used to understand how individuals make
meaning of their experiences within a particular social and institutional context (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). In qualitative case study research, the phenomenon is
examined within a bounded setting, and findings are shaped through sustained engagement with
participant perspectives and contextual evidence (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because qualitative
inquiry acknowledges the inevitability of subjectivity and the researcher’s interpretive role,
reflexivity is essential for making analytic decisions transparent and for strengthening the
credibility of interpretations (Brinkmann, 2022; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Consistent with reflexive
thematic analysis, the analytic focus emphasized transparency, reflexive engagement, and depth
of interpretation rather than claims of objective neutrality or exact replicability (Braun & Clarke,
2023).

Assumptions are conditions accepted as accurate or taken for granted without direct

evidence, but they are necessary for a study to proceed (Alam, 2021). In qualitative research,
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assumptions often reflect beliefs about the nature of reality, the role of participants, and the
processes of data collection and interpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). In
this study, it was assumed that participants provided honest and authentic responses during
interviews and that their perspectives reflected their views and interpretations of family
engagement within a Title I school context. It was also assumed that documents collected for
analysis were authentic, accurate, and representative of the school’s family engagement practices
and policies during the study period (Bowen, 2009). Given the single instrumental case study
design, it was further assumed that the bounded setting provided sufficient depth to generate
contextually grounded insights relevant to schools serving similar Title I populations and
operating within comparable historically underserved contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Ravitch
& Carl, 2021).

Initially, it was assumed that family engagement would be limited and difficult to sustain
in this context based on prior professional experience in similar Title I settings. Because this
assumption had the potential to shape interpretation, reflexive practices were used to document
assumptions, monitor subjectivity, and support analytic decision-making throughout coding and
theme development (Brinkmann, 2022; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). These assumptions were
necessary because a qualitative single instrumental case study relied on the trustworthiness of
participant accounts, the authenticity and accuracy of documents, and a transparent interpretive
process to construct meaning from the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Ravitch & Carl, 2021).
Limitations

In qualitative research, limitations refer to inherent constraints in a study’s design,
methodology, or contextual scope that may influence how findings are interpreted or applied

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). One limitation of this study was its single-site design, which hindered
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generalizability beyond the immediate setting. In qualitative inquiry, transferability refers to the
extent to which findings can be applied to other similar contexts rather than generalized across
populations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although the study sought to generate deep, contextually
rich insights into family engagement within a Title I elementary school in a historically
underserved area, differences in school culture, community structure, and resource availability
may limit its applicability to other settings.

The findings included thick description to support transferability by providing detailed
accounts of the school context, participants’ roles, and family engagement practices described by
participants and documented in school artifacts. Presenting rich contextual detail allowed readers
to understand how engagement strategies were shaped by the setting and the conditions
influencing participation. This approach enabled readers to determine the relevance of the
findings to their own contexts and to make informed judgments about applicability (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). A further limitation was the potential for researcher bias. This limitation was
addressed through a reflexive journal, peer debriefing, and the systematic documentation of
analytic decisions via an audit trail. These strategies strengthened credibility, dependability, and
confirmability and helped minimize the influence of subjective interpretation (Patton, 2015;
Tracy, 2010).

Delimitations

This study was delimited to one Title I elementary school in a historically underserved
context. Delimitations are the researcher’s intentional boundaries that narrow the scope of the
study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study included only educators and administrators with at
least one year of experience at the study site who were actively involved in instructional

planning, teaching, or family engagement initiatives. These parameters excluded direct
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perspectives from families and students. This delimitation enabled a rich, in-depth exploration of
school-based strategies and educators’ insights on family engagement.

Focusing on educator and administrator perspectives aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) framework of overlapping spheres
of influence, which emphasize the role of school personnel within a broader engagement system.
The decision to center educators’ voices was also supported by the literature, which indicates
that educators often serve as key facilitators of meaningful and sustained family partnerships
(Gross et al., 2022; Willemse et al., 2024). Within this bounded context, educator perspectives
provided insight into how engagement was interpreted, encouraged, and operationalized through
school-based practices.

To enhance trustworthiness within this delimited context, multiple strategies were
employed to promote transparency and analytic rigor. These strategies included thick
description, triangulation across data sources, peer debriefing, an audit trail, and a reflexive
journal documenting analytic decisions and the researcher's positioning throughout the study.
Collectively, these procedures supported credibility, confirmability, dependability, and
transferability within the boundaries established by the research design (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Tracy, 2010).

Ethical Assurances

Approval from the National University Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained
before any data collection procedures were initiated. Permission from the research site was also
secured to conduct the study and access relevant documents. Informed consent was obtained

from all participants and included the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation,
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confidentiality protections, and the right to withdraw at any time without consequence or
penalty.

The study was guided by the three core ethical principles outlined in The Belmont Report
(National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral
Research, 1979): respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. Respect for persons was upheld
by ensuring that participants voluntarily agreed to participate after receiving adequate
information through the informed consent process. Beneficence was maintained by minimizing
potential risks and ensuring that participants were not harmed. The study involved minimal risk
because it focused on professional perspectives within an educational setting. Justice was upheld
by selecting participants equitably based on their roles and relevance to the research questions,
thereby ensuring that no group was disproportionately burdened or excluded.

To protect participant confidentiality, alphanumeric identifiers were assigned to
participants and were used in all records and reports. All digital data, including interview
recordings, transcripts, and field notes, was stored in password-protected files on a secure,
encrypted device. Hard copy materials were stored in a locked cabinet accessible only to the
researcher. Data were retained securely for 3 years following the conclusion of the study,
consistent with the approved IRB protocol.

Reflexivity was maintained throughout the study to acknowledge and mitigate potential
bias. Strategies used to support trustworthiness and minimize bias included memo writing during
data collection and analysis, maintaining a reflexive journal, and engaging in peer debriefing

with experienced qualitative researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017). These



53

strategies supported transparency, strengthened analytic rigor, and enhanced the credibility of the
findings.
Summary

Chapter 3 outlined the research design and methodology for this single instrumental,
qualitative case study, which explored strategies to enhance family engagement in a Title I
elementary school within a historically underserved context. The chapter provided the rationale
for selecting a single instrumental qualitative case study approach, highlighting its
appropriateness for examining participants’ perspectives within a specific sociocultural and
educational setting. A detailed justification was provided for selecting the single instrumental
qualitative case study design over alternative methodologies, including phenomenology,
ethnography, grounded theory, quantitative methods, and mixed methods.

The chapter presented the target population and sample, supported by a purposive
sampling strategy to ensure diversity of roles and relevant experience. The development of the
semi-structured interview protocol was grounded in the theoretical frameworks of
Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Epstein et al. (2002), with expert validation incorporated to enhance
the protocol's credibility. The data collection process was structured and aligned with ethical
research practices, including obtaining informed consent, maintaining participant confidentiality,
and adhering to the procedures outlined in the IRB approval. Data were analyzed using Braun
and Clarke’s (2023) reflexive thematic analysis, supported by NVivo software. NVivo
qualitative data analysis software was used to support transcript organization, coding
management, excerpt retrieval, and analytic memoing, consistent with its use as a supportive tool
in qualitative case study research (Alam, 2021). A reflexive journal was used to ensure

transparency and rigor in the process. Limitations and delimitations were acknowledged, and
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strategies such as thick description, peer debriefing, and content validation were used to enhance
credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability. These strategies were applied
throughout data collection and analysis through documented analytic decisions, repeated checks
of codes and themes against full transcripts, and triangulation of interview and document data.
The chapter concluded with ethical assurances. Chapter 4 presented findings from the interviews

and document analysis, organized by themes that addressed the research questions.
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Chapter 4: Findings

The problem addressed in this study was the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools despite its documented benefits for
student achievement and school improvement. The purpose of this single instrumental qualitative
case study was to explore practical strategies for enhancing family engagement in a Title I
elementary school serving grades K—6 in a historically underserved southern region. This chapter
presented the study’s findings, which were organized around the three research questions that
guided the study. The chapter began with a description of the procedures used to establish
trustworthiness, followed by an overview of the research setting, participants, and analytic
approach. Findings were then presented in direct alignment with each research question. The
chapter concluded with a comparison of the findings to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 and a
summary that transitioned to Chapter 5.

Trustworthiness was established using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was strengthened through
triangulation across nine semi-structured interviews, institutional artifacts, and archival
documents, consistent with Yin’s (2017) assertion that convergence across multiple data sources
enhances case study validity. Member checking supported accuracy and authenticity, as
participants reviewed and verified their interview transcripts in alignment with Birt et al. (2016).

Reflexive memoing and analytic journaling, as recommended by Ravitch and Carl
(2020), enhanced transparency and supported ongoing reflection on the researcher's positionality
and decision-making. Transferability was supported through detailed descriptions of the school
context and participant characteristics. Dependability was reinforced through a detailed audit

trail that documented methodological decisions and coding procedures. Confirmability was
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strengthened by grounding all interpretations in participant interview excerpts and triangulating
them with documentary evidence.

Document analysis provided additional contextual insight and supported the credibility of
the findings. This process involved iterative cycles of skimming, close reading, and
interpretation to identify meaningful excerpts aligned with the research questions. This analytical
approach supported methodological rigor and triangulation, aligning with Bowen’s (2009)
recommendations for document analysis. In accordance with Baxter and Jack (2008) and Stake
(1978), the use of multiple forms of evidence strengthened the validity of the case study. Braun
and Clarke’s (2023) reflexive thematic analysis guided the coding and theme development
procedures, as well as the researcher’s active role in interpreting participants’ meaning and
constructing themes aligned with the research questions.

The study's results included information about the participants, their perspectives, and the
seven themes that emerged through the reflexive thematic analysis. These themes described how
educators experienced and interpreted family engagement practices within a high-poverty Title I
setting. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of
overlapping spheres of influence informed the interpretation of educators’ perspectives,
particularly across microsystem and mesosystem interactions.

The seven themes that emerged were relationship-building and trust, two-way
communication practices, culturally responsive engagement, empowerment and shared voice,
community collaboration, socioeconomic and contextual barriers, and student impact and school
climate. The themes were aligned with the corresponding research question. Each theme

incorporated descriptive summaries, participant excerpts, and documentary evidence to illustrate
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educators’ perspectives on engagement practices, barriers to participation, and strategies that
supported partnerships in the Title I setting.
Trustworthiness of the Data

Establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research ensured that the analysis accurately
reflected participants’ perspectives and that the findings were credible, dependable, transferable,
and confirmable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this single instrumental qualitative case study,
trustworthiness was strengthened through multiple strategies aligned with the approved
methodology in Chapter 3, including triangulation, member checking, an audit trail, reflexive
journaling, and detailed documentation of study procedures. Credibility refers to the extent to
which the findings accurately represent participants’ perspectives. Credibility was enhanced
through triangulation across nine semi-structured interviews and multiple institutional
documents, including family engagement plans, school improvement plans, policy documents,
and communication artifacts (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2017). Member checking was conducted
by providing participants with a summary of their interview responses for review to confirm
accuracy and intent, consistent with the approved IRB protocol. In addition, interview transcripts
were reviewed against audio recordings and reflexive notes to ensure interpretations remained
grounded in participants’ voices rather than the researcher’s assumptions (Patton, 2015).

Transferability was addressed by providing detailed contextual descriptions that allowed
readers to determine whether the study’s findings could apply to similar settings (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Transferability was supported through detailed descriptions of the school context,
participants’ roles, the community’s demographic characteristics, and the engagement practices

observed in a high-poverty Title I elementary school. These contextual descriptions enabled
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readers to determine whether the findings might apply to other Title I schools with similar
populations or community conditions.

Dependability was strengthened through consistent and transparent procedures across
data collection and analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Dependability was supported by a clearly
documented methodological process, as outlined in Chapter 3. This process included the
consistent use of a semi-structured interview protocol, standardized transcription procedures, and
systematic coding phases following Braun and Clarke’s (2023) reflexive thematic analysis
approach. An audit trail was maintained to document coding decisions, theme development, and
procedural steps, demonstrating that the study was conducted logically and consistently
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Confirmability was demonstrated by ensuring that findings reflected participants’
accounts rather than researcher bias (Bowen, 2009; Patton, 2015). Triangulation, reflexive
journaling, and verbatim participant quotations reinforced confirmability by grounding
interpretations in participants' voices. Reflexive memos documented assumptions and analytic
decision points, and thematic interpretations were repeatedly checked against the complete data
set to ensure alignment with participants’ accounts. The triangulation of multiple data sources,
including interviews and documents, further reduced reliance on any single perspective and
enhanced confirmability (Stake, 1978; Yin, 2017).

Collectively, these strategies strengthened the study’s credibility, dependability,
transferability, and confirmability. Each approach aligned with the qualitative case study design
and supported a rigorous and transparent research process. Together, these efforts strengthened
the overall trustworthiness of the results presented in this chapter. Because qualitative findings

are shaped by context and the researcher's positioning, steps were taken to minimize potential
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response bias during the interviews. Participants were reminded that participation was voluntary,
responses were confidential, and there were no penalties for nonparticipation. The researcher
also employed reflexive journaling to monitor assumptions and document analytic decision
points, thereby reducing unintended influence on interpretation.

Results

This single instrumental qualitative case study explored how educators and an
administrator at a Title I elementary school described the strategies used to foster meaningful
family engagement, the barriers to participation, and the perceived outcomes of engagement for
students. Data were collected from nine semi-structured interviews and a review of institutional
documents related to family engagement. The findings were organized around the three research
questions and presented descriptively, without added interpretation or speculation.

After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (see Appendix G), data
collection proceeded according to the procedures outlined in Chapter 3. Recruitment took place
at the participating Title I elementary school, where educators were invited to participate via
email in accordance with the IRB-approved procedures. A total of nine educators, comprising
eight teachers and one administrator, agreed to participate, which aligned with the projected
sample size described in the research design. All data were collected through individual, semi-
structured interviews conducted off campus, either in person or via a secure video-conferencing
platform (e.g., Zoom). Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and followed the
approved interview protocol grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems
theory and Epstein’s (1995) overlapping spheres of influence.

All interviews were audio recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim,

resulting in approximately 120 pages of transcript data. Interview transcripts were returned to
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participants for member checking to verify accuracy, and each participant was allowed to clarify
or amend any of their responses. All participants indicated that the transcripts accurately
represented their responses and did not request any changes. In addition to interviews,
institutional documents related to family engagement and school improvement were collected to
support triangulation. These documents included the Family Engagement Plan, the Title I Parent
Compact, the family engagement components of the Alabama Continuous Improvement Plan
(ACIP), Family Literacy Day artifacts, communication logs, newsletters, parent meeting
minutes, and archival records such as the 2023-2024 Title I Annual Evaluation and the 2023—
2024 ACIP Report. These documents provided contextual information about family engagement
practices and supported verification of recurring patterns observed in the interview data.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Participant Role Years of Experience Education Level
ETI Teacher Less than 5 years Bachelor’s

ET2 Teacher Less than 5 years Bachelor’s

ET3 Teacher Less than 5 years Bachelor’s

ET4 Teacher Less than 5 years Master’s

ET5 Teacher 5-10 years Bachelor’s

ET6 Teacher 16-18 years Bachelor’s

ET7 Teacher 16-18 years Bachelor’s

ETS8 Teacher 16-19 years Master’s

EP Principal 11-15 years Master’s

Nine educators participated in the study, including eight classroom teachers and one
administrator. Participants represented a range of professional backgrounds, with teaching and
leadership experience spanning from less than 5 years to more than 18 years. Educational

preparation included bachelor’s and master’s degrees in elementary education, special education,
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literacy, and instructional leadership. To protect confidentiality in accordance with IRB
requirements, participants were assigned alphanumeric identifiers (ET1 to ETS for teachers and
EP for the administrator). Demographic information was reported in generalized categories to
reduce the risk of identifying individual participants.

Table 2

Themes Identified for Research Question 1

Description

Themes Participants

Daily greetings, visibility, empathy, and

Relationship-Buildi .
clationsiip-Butiding consistent follow-up strengthened trust ET1-ETS8, EP

d Trust .

and s between families and staff.

o Multlp.le. (fommumcatlon.methods improved ET1-ETS, EP
Two-Way Communication accessibility and responsiveness.

ET1, ET3

) Plain-1 ication, flexibl ’ ’

Culturally Responsive ain a‘nguage c.omml‘mlca on .ex1 © ET4, ETé6,
scheduling, and inclusive events increased

Engagement ET7, ET8

family participation.

Families were engaged through shared inputin  ET2, ET4,

Title I planning, ACIP 1 t, and ET6, ET
Shared Decision-Making itle I planning, ACIP development, an » ET7,
school governance. ETS, EP
Partnerships with churches, civic groups, and
. : . o ET3, ET6,
Community Collaboration local businesses expanded opportunities for ETS. EP
engagement. ’

Note. ET = experienced teacher, EP = experienced principal. Participant codes reflect those who
contributed evidence aligned to each theme.
Research Question 1

How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the strategies

used to foster meaningful family engagement?
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Data for this research question were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, following
the framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2023). Analysis began with repeated readings of
all interview transcripts to build familiarity with participants’ perspectives. Line-by-line coding
was used to identify initial codes related to family engagement strategies. These codes were
clustered into categories based on conceptual similarity and refined through iterative comparison
across the full data set. Themes were generated by comparing codes across participants and
identifying recurring points of emphasis. Themes were verified through cross-checks with
transcripts, analytic memos, and institutional documents to ensure credibility and alignment with
participants’ perspectives.

Theme 1: Relationship-Building and Trust. Participants consistently emphasized that
strong family—school relationships formed the foundation for meaningful engagement at the Title
I school. Daily gestures, such as greeting parents upon arrival and dismissal, using their names,
and checking in on family needs, were described as essential to building trust over time.
Educators characterized these practices as intentional and relational rather than transactional,
noting that families were more likely to participate when they felt known and cared for by school
staff. As one participant summarized, families responded positively when staff “take time to
greet them and show we care,” and trust increased when the school consistently followed up.

ETI, ET3, and ET4 described how simple acts of kindness and consistency shaped
parents’ willingness to engage. ET1 explained that “parents respond when we show kindness and
consistency every day,” highlighting that families noticed when teachers remained steady and
respectful in their interactions. ET3 shared, “When I talk to my parents and build relationships,
they start trusting me. They text and call,” describing how proactive outreach and ongoing

contact encouraged families to share both concerns and positive updates with the school. ET4
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noted that being “authentic and transparent” with families and focusing on “solving the parents’
and students’ problems” helped parents feel that staff were on their side rather than judgmental.
ET2 echoed this emphasis on reliability, explaining that parents became more open and
communicative when she followed up after difficult conversations and checked in to see whether
supports were working at home.

Visibility and accessibility were also key factors in educators' descriptions of trust. ET5
stated that “being visible in the morning and afternoon helps parents trust us and feel
comfortable coming into the school,” emphasizing the importance of being physically present
during key transition times. Another teacher explained that having regular conversations at car
dismissal and on the sidewalk allowed them to “keep in contact” and “promote support from
home to school,” which deepened relationships with families over time. ET6 added that taking
time to understand each family’s situation, including single-parent and grandparent-led
households, helped her “fill in the gaps™ and tailor support so that parents felt respected and
understood. ET7 highlighted that maintaining a calm, nonjudgmental tone during challenging
interactions helped families feel safe sharing concerns about behavior, attendance, or academic
struggles. ETS8 similarly described that slowing down, listening carefully, and acknowledging
families’ efforts communicated respect and strengthened relationships even when there were
disagreements about student discipline or expectations.

EP underscored the importance of ongoing, relational contact as a core leadership
practice. EP described standing outside daily to greet students and families, explaining that these
routines were intentional efforts to make families feel welcome and to signal that the school was
approachable. EP highlighted the cumulative effect of consistent relational practices, noting that

trust developed “when families see that the school follows up, checks on students, and
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communicates respectfully” and emphasizing that “it is not one big event that builds trust but the
small things we do every single day.” These cumulative practices led families to view the school
as a partner and to reach out more frequently with questions, updates, and concerns.

Document analysis further supported this theme by showing that relationship-building
was embedded in the school’s formal commitments and routines. The family engagement plans,
school improvement plans, and communication artifacts such as newsletters and school-wide
messages consistently highlighted a welcoming, relationship-centered climate, including an
open-door philosophy, regular invitations for families to visit classrooms, and frequent
expressions of appreciation for parent involvement. These documents aligned with participants’
descriptions of daily greetings, visibility, and follow-up, reinforcing the intentional priority of
trust and relational care rather than incidental practices.

Theme 2: Two-Way Communication. All nine participants described ongoing, two-way
communication as central to fostering meaningful family engagement. Participants emphasized
that communication occurred across multiple platforms, enabling families to both receive
information and respond in ways that best suited their needs. One participant explained that
Remind and text updates kept parents informed and “gave them a way to talk back to us,”
highlighting that accessibility and responsiveness were key features of effective communication.
Participants described a wide range of tools used regularly to communicate with families. ET1
explained, “We send out flyers and daily and weekly updates; I have given my personal number
for parents to contact me by email and Remind app. We have an open-door policy and set up
conferences as well,” showing how written updates, digital tools, and in-person meetings worked
together to keep parents informed. ET2 similarly noted that “Remind, newsletters, Facebook”

were used and that “our communication is very transparent through face-to-face conferences, and
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walking to the cars,” emphasizing that messages were shared through both digital and face-to-
face channels. Hence, parents had multiple ways to stay updated. ET3 noted, “We make sure
when we have different events, we send out flyers, use the Remind platform, send a calendar for
the entire year, make sure we greet them and keep them updated, and make sure we are
communicating,” underscoring that families received information well in advance and were
reminded multiple times. ET4 reported that the school used “Remind, Dojo, newsletters,
Facebook, phone calls, and hard copies” to engage parents, indicating that communication
strategies were intentionally varied to accommodate varying levels of technology access. ETS
explained that communication extended into daily routines, noting that “phone calls, newsletter,
flyers, Remind, and car ride visits at dismissal” helped keep parents informed and provided
opportunities to ask questions during pickup. ET6 added that the school used “Remind, a school
newsletter, email, and sometimes we talk to them at the car,” which further illustrated how
scheduled messages and informal conversations worked together to sustain ongoing
communication with families.

Participants also stressed that communication practices were intentionally structured to be
two-way rather than one-sided. ET7 described that “communication at their school is ongoing
and responsive. We use phone calls, Remind messages, classroom updates, email, and school
media to communicate with families. We also talk with parents in person during dismissal and at
events. Families know they can contact teachers or the principal anytime,” emphasizing that
parents were encouraged to reach out rather than only receive information. ET8 echoed this
focus on dialogue, explaining that the school used “phone calls, sending home flyers, Remind, so
parents can know exactly what is going on in our school, and face to face sidewalk reminders,”

and that these strategies helped families stay informed about events, PBIS activities, and field
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trips. Together, participants described two-way communication as a routine part of their work,
enabling families to ask questions, share concerns, and receive real-time clarification.

EP reinforced two-way communication as a schoolwide expectation and leadership
priority. EP explained that communication at the school was not “a one-way message” but “a
dialogue,” maintained through Remind, school newsletters, personal phone calls, and daily
conversations at school arrival and dismissal. EP also noted that teachers were expected to
support weekly communication with families and document outreach to ensure that contact with
parents remained consistent, respectful, timely, and purposeful. These expectations positioned
communication as an ongoing partnership between home and school rather than a series of
isolated announcements.

Document analysis further supported this theme by demonstrating that two-way
communication was embedded in the school’s formal systems and routines. Communication
artifacts such as school newsletters, Remind messages, printed flyers, yearly calendars, and
social media posts documented frequent updates about academic expectations, school events, and
family engagement opportunities. Many of these documents included invitations for parents to
contact the school with questions, attend conferences, or provide feedback through surveys and
open-ended comment sections. Title [ and ACIP parent input forms, parent—teacher organization
notices, and event flyers regularly listed multiple ways to respond, including returning forms,
calling the school, or replying through Remind. Together, the interview data and communication
artifacts indicated that maintaining two-way communication across multiple platforms enhanced
accessibility and accountability between families and educators, serving as a core mechanism for

sustaining family—school partnerships.
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Theme 3: Culturally Responsive Engagement. Culturally responsive engagement
emerged as a key strategy among six participants, who emphasized that family participation
increased when school practices respected families’ cultural and contextual experiences. ET1
noted that “keeping things simple and short works best,” explaining that families were more
likely to respond when messages were “factual and straight to the point” rather than written in
complex language. ET4 similarly described that “many parents participate more when
information is simple, clear, and not overwhelming,” emphasizing the importance of plain-
language communication that families could quickly understand and act on. ET3 reaffirmed this
focus on accessibility, explaining that most families shared similar backgrounds and that “we
have to keep it simple, so everyone understands what is expected.”

Participants also highlighted flexible scheduling and inclusive event design as culturally
responsive practices that acknowledged families’ work demands and community realities. ET6
explained that many caregivers “work late or work multiple jobs,” which required the school to
plan flexible times and make sure resources are available for all parents, even if they did not
finish high school.” ET8 described how adapting events to family needs increased participation:
“When we host events at different times and make them relevant, more parents attend because it
fits their needs.” ET 8 summarized the combined effect of these practices by stating, “When we
simplify information and host events at different times, more families show up.”

Document analysis supported these perspectives, as the Title I family engagement plan
and school improvement documents emphasized plain-language communication, multiple
scheduling options for family events, and targeted outreach to families with limited
transportation or varying work schedules. Event flyers, calendars, and sign-in sheets consistently

reflected these commitments by using precise wording, offering sessions at different times of



68

day, and documenting increased participation at events that were scheduled flexibly and
designed to be welcoming to all families.

Theme 4: Shared Decision-Making. Six participants identified shared decision-making
as an essential dimension of family engagement and described multiple structures through which
families could influence school plans and priorities. These participants emphasized that families
were not only invited to attend events but were also encouraged to contribute ideas, provide
feedback, and participate in planning processes. Across their responses, shared voice was
described as both a formal requirement through Title I and school improvement processes and a
relational practice that communicated respect for families’ perspectives.

The participants consistently pointed to parent organizations and planning meetings as
key spaces for shared decision-making. ET4 described having “a PTO committee” that was
“involved in the Title I ACIP processes” and that “voted and put input on what they would like
to see, what the scholars should have to be successful.” ET4 added that families “make
suggestions regularly” and that these suggestions were used to “make sure everything comes
together as well as addressing concerns,” indicating that parent input functioned as more than
symbolic participation. ET2 similarly described that families were invited to participate through
“PTO meetings” and “one-on-one time at open house that are held monthly,” noting that these
opportunities allowed parents to receive updated information and ask questions about
expectations and plans. ET6 emphasized that there was “a platform where the parents can come
out and say what they want for the students,” concluding that “they have a voice,” underscoring
that families were encouraged to express their priorities rather than just listen.

Participants also highlighted the specific types of decisions and ideas families

contributed. ET7 shared that “parents are giving ideas about things they want to see take place,
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field trips, conferences, one-on-one parent data meetings,” and added that families were “asking
what they can do at home to help with their child,” illustrating that parent input extended to both
school-based activities and home-support strategies. ET 4 echoed this emphasis on shared voice,
explaining that “families participate in decision-making through PTO, Title I parent input
meetings, and ACIP planning sessions” and that “parents help plan events, suggest resources,
and provide feedback that shapes school goals.” ET6 also noted that parents were asked what
support they needed at home and that “their voice is valued and used in school planning,”
reinforcing the idea that family input was incorporated into decisions rather than merely
collected.

EP described shared decision-making as a deliberate feature of school governance. EP
explained that families served on the Title I parent advisory committee, the ACIP school
improvement team, and PTO, and that they participated in “budget planning, school event
planning, and review of engagement policies annually.” EP further noted that families helped
determine “which resources are purchased with Title I funds, including take-home learning kits
and literacy tools,” and that their “voices influence academic priorities and engagement
activities.” These examples showed that families were involved not only in event planning but
also in decisions about how resources were allocated to support students and caregivers.

Document analysis supported this theme by showing that shared decision-making was
embedded in written plans and communication artifacts. Title I family engagement materials and
the ACIP narrative referenced parent advisory roles, parent input meetings, and opportunities for
families to review and comment on proposed uses of Title I funds and family engagement
activities. Notices and flyers for PTO and parent advisory meetings invited families to attend

sessions where budgets, resources, and school goals would be discussed and explicitly requested
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their feedback. Sign-in sheets and parent input forms documented family participation, recording
comments and suggestions on funding priorities, needed resources, and preferred workshop
types. Together, these documents aligned with participants’ descriptions by demonstrating that
families were formally invited to participate in decision-making and that their ideas were used to
shape school plans and resource allocations.

Theme 5: Community Collaboration. Four participants described community
collaboration as a key mechanism for supporting family engagement. They explained that
partnerships with local churches, civic groups, and businesses increased resources for families,
enriched school events, and signaled to parents that the broader community was invested in their
children. Across their responses, community collaboration was framed as extending the school’s
capacity, responding to families’ needs, and strengthening trust among home, school, and
community.

Participants highlighted how community partners contributed tangible resources and
helped create meaningful experiences for families. ET6 explained that community partners
“helped bring in resources and activities that families appreciated,” noting that outside
organizations donated items and supported events that the school could not provide on its own.
ET3 described family-focused events, such as “Muffins with Moms” and “Doughnuts with
Dads.” It noted that these activities made students excited to see their parents at school and
encouraged parents to be more willing to participate in family engagement events. ET3
emphasized that when students saw their families welcomed and celebrated through these events,
they viewed the school as a place where both families and community members were valued.
Participants also noted that community collaboration increased turnout and strengthened family—

school partnerships. ET8 noted that partnerships with outside groups made events more



71

meaningful and visible, stating, “When the community shows up, parents show up too.” ET8
explained that community representatives often attend family events, volunteer, and support
activities, which helps families feel more comfortable participating. ET8 further indicated that
having familiar community faces at school events communicated that “we are all working
together” on behalf of students, which encouraged families who might otherwise be hesitant to
attend.

EP described community collaboration as a deliberate component of the school’s
engagement strategy. EP explained that the school has maintained community partnerships,
including STEM career days and family resource workshops. EP noted that these opportunities
enabled local organizations to provide direct services, information, and mentorship to families.
EP also described collaborations with churches and civic groups that supported families by
donating uniforms, school supplies, and food baskets, and by providing transportation to key
events. According to EP, these partnerships “extended support beyond the school walls” and
reinforced a culture in which families saw that the broader community was committed to their
children’s success.

Document analysis supported this theme by showing that community collaboration was
embedded in the school’s planning and communication artifacts. The family engagement
calendar and school improvement documents listed events such as STEM career days, Numeracy
Nights, family resource workshops, and family celebrations, all hosted in collaboration with
community organizations. Title I and ACIP materials referenced community partnerships as part
of the strategy for meeting student and family needs, including references to local churches, civic
groups, and businesses that provided services and sponsorships. Newsletters, flyers, and social

media announcements frequently acknowledged community partners by name, invited families
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to attend events sponsored or supported by these groups, and highlighted available resources
such as school supplies, food distributions, and informational booths at family events. Together,
the interview data and documents indicated that community collaboration functioned as a key
mechanism for broadening support for families, enhancing the quality of engagement activities,
and signaling that students are surrounded by a network of school and community advocates.
Table 3

Theme Identified for Research Question 2

Theme Description Participants

Work schedules, transportation

limitations, childcare needs, and ET1-ETS, EP
financial constraints reduced

families’ ability to participate

consistently.

Socioeconomic and
contextual barriers

Note. ET = experienced teacher, EP = experienced principal. Participant codes reflect those who
contributed evidence aligned to each theme.

Research Question 2

What do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school perceive as barriers
to effective family engagement? Data were analyzed using the same reflexive thematic analysis
process following Braun and Clarke’s (2023) framework. Transcripts were read multiple times,
followed by line-by-line coding to identify all statements related to challenges that hindered
family participation. Codes that reflected similar ideas, such as work demands, limited
transportation, childcare concerns, and financial constraints, were grouped into broader
categories. Categories were refined through iterative comparison until one overarching theme
emerged that represented the predominant barriers described by all participants. The theme was

reviewed against transcripts, researcher memos, and institutional documents to ensure accuracy
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and confirm its validity. Thick descriptions were developed to represent the depth of participant
perspectives.

Theme 6: Socioeconomic and Contextual Barriers. All nine participants identified
socioeconomic and contextual conditions as the primary barriers to consistent family
engagement. They described how work schedules, transportation issues, financial strain, and
childcare responsibilities limited families’ ability to attend school events or respond to
invitations. Collectively, their accounts portrayed families as caring and committed but
constrained by circumstances beyond their control rather than by a lack of interest.

Participants frequently emphasized that many parents worked long or nontraditional
hours, which limited their availability for school-based activities. ET2 explained that “a lot of
parents are working late or working more than one job, so the times we offer meetings do not
always work for them.” ET5 similarly noted that “some parents want to come, but they cannot
leave work in the middle of the day,” illustrating how hourly schedules and inflexible
employment conditions interfered with participation. ET1 further explained that many families
could “get necessities, but not extra,” and that “transportation and jobs are a big factor in whether
they can come,” highlighting how work demands and limited resources intersect to shape
engagement. Transportation emerged as another common barrier across participant accounts.
ET3 stated that “some families do not have a car, and if they do not have a ride, they just cannot
get here,” underscoring the challenges faced by caregivers who relied on others or lived farther
from the school. ET6 added that “even when we plan events, getting to the school is hard for
families who live farther away or rely on others for transportation.” ET8 noted that “some are not

able to come because of the situation they are in from working or transportation, but they do call
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and follow up,” emphasizing that families often seek alternative ways to stay connected even
when they cannot attend in person.

Childcare responsibilities and financial pressures were also described as limiting factors
for family engagement. ET7 shared that “parents sometimes have younger children at home and
no one to watch them, so they stay home even if they want to be involved,” indicating that
caregivers often had to choose between meeting caregiving responsibilities and attending school
events. ET4 explained that “families are trying to manage bills, food, and everything else, and it
can be overwhelming to add school meetings on top of that.” Participants noted that these
financial and caregiving demands could make school involvement feel like an added burden,
even for families who strongly value education.

EP confirmed these observations by noting that “families are balancing many
responsibilities, and it is not that they do not care. Life circumstances make it hard for them to be
here every time we ask.” In response to these barriers, participants noted that offering virtual
meeting options has increased participation in parent PTO sessions and grade-specific meetings
by providing more flexible ways for families to join. Institutional documents, including
components of the Alabama Continuous Improvement Plan and family engagement reports,
referenced transportation, scheduling conflicts, and competing responsibilities as ongoing
challenges for caregivers and described efforts to adjust meeting times and offer alternative
engagement options. Taken together, participant accounts and documentary evidence provided a
coherent description of the socioeconomic and contextual barriers that affected family

engagement at the school.
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Table 4

Theme Identified for Research Question 3

Theme Description Participants

Participants described improvements in
Student Impact and School  attendance, motivation, behavior, and
‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ET1-ET8, EP
Climate academic performance alongside consistent

family engagement.

Note. ET = experienced teacher, EP = experienced principal. Participant codes reflect those who
contributed evidence aligned to each theme.
Research Question 3
How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the

outcomes of family engagement on student achievement? Data were analyzed using the reflexive
thematic analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2023). Transcripts were read multiple times,
followed by line-by-line coding to identify all statements related to student outcomes, including
academic performance, attendance, motivation, behavior, and school climate. Codes with similar
meanings were grouped into categories, which were refined through iterative comparison across
the nine participants. This process led to the development of one overarching theme that captured
how educators and the administrator described the outcomes of family engagement. The theme
was reviewed against transcripts, researcher analytic memos, and institutional documents to
ensure consistency and confirmability. Thick descriptions were developed to represent the depth
of participants’ perspectives.

Theme 7: Student Impact and School Climate. Participants described family

engagement as positively related to student outcomes. They described observable changes in
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student effort, behavior, and attendance when families were consistently involved in school
activities and communication. Participants emphasized that students appeared more motivated
when they knew their caregivers were actively connected to the school. ET3 emphasized that
“students try harder when they know their parents are checking in with us and asking about their
progress.” ET6 shared that “when families attend events or respond to messages, students seem
more focused and willing to complete their work.” ET1 noted that “students take their
assignments more seriously when they see that teachers and parents are working together.” ET2
described a similar observation, stating, “When parents check in or come to events, students
behave better and take more pride in their work.”

Participants also described improvements in attendance linked to family engagement.
ETS5 stated that “students come to school more regularly when parents feel welcomed and
involved.” ET7 emphasized that “families who stay in contact are more likely to make sure
students are present, even when there are challenges at home.” Across participants, descriptions
emphasized that stronger home—school connections often coincided with more consistent
attendance.

Behavioral outcomes were mentioned frequently. ET8 explained that “behavior issues
decrease when parents respond to our calls and messages and follow up with their child.” ET4
described that “when families participate in meetings or school events, students tend to make
better choices in the classroom.” EP described a similar observation at the school level, noting
that “students behave differently when they know their families and the school are on the same
page.” Institutional documents, including school attendance reports and behavior logs, were
consistent with participants’ descriptions by reflecting changes in attendance and behavior over

time within the school records. Across interviews and documents, participants described stronger
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attendance, fewer behavioral concerns, and a more positive school climate when families
maintained consistent engagement.
Comparison of Results to the Literature Review

Research Question 1. How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary
school describe the strategies used to foster meaningful family engagement? The findings for this
question were consistent with the existing literature and the theoretical frameworks used in this
study. The emphasis on relationship-building aligned with Epstein’s (1995, 2018) theory of
overlapping spheres of influence, which highlights the importance of trust and shared
responsibility between families and schools. Participants’ descriptions of daily relational
practices also aligned with research indicating that relational trust and positive school climates
contribute to stronger family engagement in high-poverty schools (Gross et al., 2022; Iruka et al.,
2020).

The results further reflected Epstein’s (1995, 2018) involvement in various forms of
communication, home learning, decision-making, and community collaboration. Educators’ use
of multiple communication platforms, intentional outreach, and ongoing follow-up with families
was consistent with research showing that clear, frequent, and two-way communication
strengthens partnerships and supports student outcomes in Title I schools (Beard & Thomson,
2021; Gross et al., 2022; Uzzell et al., 2024). Participants’ descriptions of flexible
communication methods and the use of tools such as newsletters, digital messaging, and phone
calls were also consistent with studies demonstrating that maintaining reciprocal communication
through multiple channels helps reduce communication barriers and sustain family—school

engagement in high-poverty contexts (Gross et al., 2022; Iruka et al., 2020).
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The culturally responsive engagement strategies identified in this study also align with
prior research. Participants reported using plain language, offering flexible event times, and
designing inclusive activities that reflected the needs and realities of families in the school
community. These practices were consistent with the literature, which emphasized affirming
families’ cultural identities while recognizing the constraints of poverty (Baxter & Nolan, 2022;
Lynch & Prins, 2023). These results were consistent with research indicating that when schools
adopt responsive practices and create spaces for families to participate meaningfully,
engagement can be more sustainable in historically underserved communities (Iruka et al., 2020;
Peltier et al., 2024).

Shared decision-making and community collaboration also reflected the frameworks and
research supporting this study. Participants indicated that families contributed to Title I planning,
Alabama Continuous Improvement Plan activities, and school-based committees, which aligned
with Epstein’s (2018) emphasis on decision-making and community collaboration as key forms
of engagement. These practices were consistent with studies indicating that when parents were
invited to participate in planning and governance, they reported stronger connections to the
school and a greater sense of ownership in school improvement efforts (Beard & Thomson,
2021; Uzzell et al., 2024). Overall, the results for RQ 1 supported the theoretical and empirical
foundations that highlighted relationship-building, communication, cultural responsiveness,
shared voice, and community partnerships as core components of effective family engagement in
Title I settings.

Research Question 2. What do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary
school perceive as barriers to effective family engagement? The findings for this question

showed that educators and administrator perceived structural and socioeconomic conditions as
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the primary barriers to consistent family engagement. Participants explained that work schedules,
transportation limitations, childcare responsibilities, and financial strain were frequent obstacles
that prevented families from attending school events or responding to all engagement
opportunities. These results align with research that documents families in high-poverty
communities often face multiple external stressors, which limit their access to school-based
engagement activities (Baxter & Nolan, 2022; da Rosa et al., 2024; Kelty & Wakabayashi,
2020). Within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory, the barriers identified
in this study reflect influences from the exosystem and macrosystem.

Iruka et al. (2020), using a bioecological lens in rural low-wealth districts, found that
community-level conditions such as limited time for families due to low-wage and nonstandard
employment, distance between home and school, restricted access to childcare and pre-K, and
scarce transportation and social services constrained families’ opportunities to engage with early
learning settings and schools. These findings aligned with participants’ descriptions of barriers
shaped by broader structural inequities, including caregivers working multiple jobs, lacking
reliable transportation, and managing significant caregiving demands under economic hardship,
rather than individual family disinterest (Marschall & Shah, 2020; West et al., 2022).

The findings also supported the literature that distinguishes between a lack of access and
a lack of interest. As noted in prior studies, families in Title I schools often valued education and
sought to support their children; however, structural constraints hindered their participation
(Gross et al., 2022; Lynch & Prins, 2023). Participants in this study consistently described
families as caring and invested, even when they were unable to attend events or respond to every
invitation. This finding was consistent with scholarship indicating that contextual constraints,

rather than disinterest, can limit family engagement in high-poverty settings.
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Research Question 3. How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary
school describe the outcomes of family engagement on student achievement? The results for this
research question indicated that participants perceived family engagement as positively
associated with student behavior, attendance, motivation, and academic performance.
Participants described students as more focused and responsible when families maintained open
communication with the school or participated in school events. They also noted that students
were more likely to attend school regularly when their caregivers felt a sense of connection to the
school community. These findings align with research demonstrating that strong family—school
partnerships are linked to improved academic outcomes, better behavior, and enhanced social—
emotional development, particularly in Title I schools (Gross et al., 2022; Iruka et al., 2020;
West et al., 2022).

From an ecological perspective, the results were consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979,
1986) assertion that coordinated support across home and school environments fosters positive
developmental trajectories. In this study, greater alignment between families and educators, as
reflected in shared expectations, regular communication, and collaborative problem-solving,
appeared to support stronger student outcomes. This alignment was consistent with literature
highlighting the influence of supportive mesosystem relationships on students in high-poverty
communities (Iruka et al., 2020; Marschall & Shah, 2020).

The findings also reflected Epstein’s (2018) theory of overlapping spheres of influence,
particularly the benefits of meaningful engagement across various involvement types, including
communication, learning at home, and community collaboration. Participants’ descriptions of
improved attendance, reduced behavior incidents, and more substantial academic effort were

consistent with studies showing that when families are engaged in multiple ways, students
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experience a more supportive and coherent learning environment (Beard & Thomson, 2021;
Peltier et al., 2024; Uzzell et al., 2024). Overall, the results for RQ 3 supported the literature's
evidence base by reinforcing the positive relationship between family engagement and student
outcomes in a Title I elementary school context.

Summary

This chapter presented the findings of the single instrumental qualitative case study on
family engagement in a Title I elementary school. The chapter began by restating the problem
and purpose of the study, and then described the procedures used to establish trustworthiness,
including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The results were
organized by research question and supported by thick descriptions, participant quotations, and
institutional documents.

For RQ1, the findings showed that educators and the administrator described meaningful
family engagement as grounded in relationship-building, two-way communication, culturally
responsive practices, shared decision-making, and collaboration with community partners. For
RQ2, the results indicated that structural and socioeconomic conditions, such as work schedules,
transportation limitations, childcare responsibilities, and financial strain, were the primary
barriers to families’ consistent engagement with the school. For RQ3, participants reported that
when families were engaged, students demonstrated stronger attendance, improved behavior,
increased motivation, and greater academic effort, which contributed to a more positive school
climate.

The chapter concluded by comparing the findings to the theoretical frameworks and
empirical literature presented in Chapters 1 and 2. Overall, the results were consistent with

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of
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overlapping spheres of influence, as well as prior research on family engagement in high-
poverty, Title I schools. Chapter 5 contains the interpretation of the findings, the implications for

practice and policy, and recommendations for future research and action.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Study Summary

The problem addressed in this study was the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful family engagement in Title I elementary schools despite its benefits for student
achievement and school improvement (Gross et al., 2022; Peltier et al., 2024). The purpose of
this single instrumental qualitative case study was to explore practical strategies for enhancing
family engagement in a Title I elementary school serving grades K-6 in a historically
underserved southern region. This investigation was designed in direct response to the challenges
identified in the problem statement, with a focus on how educators and administrators foster and
sustain family-school partnerships in high-poverty contexts. The overarching goal was to identify
barriers to engagement and highlight practices that support meaningful and sustainable parental
involvement.

A single instrumental qualitative case study design was employed to explore the
perceptions of educators and administrators who played key roles in family engagement at the
selected Title I elementary school (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and document analysis of school-level materials, including family
engagement artifacts, attendance records, and behavior reports. Reflexive thematic analysis was
used to code the transcripts line by line, develop categories, and generate themes (Braun &
Clarke, 2023) that aligned with the research questions and guiding theoretical frameworks
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986; Epstein, 1995). This led to the development of a detailed,
contextualized understanding of how participants described strategies, challenges, and outcomes
related to family engagement.

The results indicated that participants consistently viewed family engagement as essential

for student success and school improvement. The major findings indicated that relationship
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building and trust, two-way communication, culturally responsive and inclusive practices, shared
decision-making, community collaboration, socioeconomic and contextual barriers, and student
impact and school climate were central to family engagement at the site. The findings
emphasized the importance of intentional relationship building, culturally responsive outreach,
and consistent communication as foundational elements of effective practice. Participants also
described structural challenges, including limited time, staffing constraints, and socioeconomic
stressors, which influenced families’ ability to participate regularly. Findings from the document
analysis were consistent with the interview data and reflected improvements in attendance and
behavior for students whose families demonstrated consistent engagement.

Limitations of the study included its single-site setting, which limited the scope of
perspectives to a single school community. The sample focused on educators and administrators,
excluding parents, which limited the findings to school-based perspectives. Additionally, the use
of self-reported data may have been influenced by participants’ perceptions of their roles or their
desire to present school practices in a positive light. These limitations were identified and
considered during analysis to maintain credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

In this chapter, the findings are interpreted in relation to the research problem, purpose,
theoretical frameworks, and existing literature. The chapter also includes recommendations for
practice, suggestions for future research, and a summary of the study’s contributions to the field.
The chapter concludes by highlighting the significance of the findings for educators, school
leaders, and stakeholders committed to strengthening family engagement in high-poverty, Title I

school settings.
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Discussion

This single instrumental qualitative case study clarified how meaningful family
engagement was sustained in a high-poverty, Title I elementary school context and identified the
constraints on participation. The study problem focused on the persistent challenge of sustaining
meaningful engagement in Title I elementary schools despite the documented benefits for student
outcomes and school improvement (Gross et al., 2022). The purpose of the study was to identify
practices that support engagement and to understand the barriers that limit participation. This
discussion is organized around the research's major findings and presents conclusions supported
by the study’s interview evidence and document analysis. Findings are interpreted through
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (2018) theory of overlapping
spheres of influence.

Major Findings of the Study. One major finding indicated that engagement was
sustained when families experienced the school as relationally consistent over time. Participants
described respectful communication, empathy, and follow-through as conditions that
strengthened trust and increased families’ willingness to participate and communicate openly.
Engagement was less dependent on isolated events and more dependent on sustained relational
reliability. This major finding was consistent with prior research that identified trust-based
relationships as foundational to family engagement in high-poverty contexts (Gross et al., 2022).
This major finding supported a practice implication that schools should operationalize relational
trust through intentional routines for positive contact and consistent follow-through.

Another major finding of the study indicated that engagement increased when
communication practices reduced barriers and supported two-way exchange. Participants

described greater responsiveness when communication was timely, direct, personal, and
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accessible across multiple formats. Communication operated as an access mechanism that shaped
whether families could realistically engage with the school. This major finding was consistent
with research indicating that accessible, two-way communication strengthens home—school
partnership and supports sustained engagement (Lynch & Prins, 2023). This major finding
endorsed a recommendation to standardize two-way communication expectations by establishing
consistent opportunities for family response and follow-up.

In addition, another major finding of the study indicated that engagement improved when
flexibility and culturally responsive practices were treated as core engagement structures rather
than optional events. Participants described that plain-language messaging, inclusive
opportunities, and flexible scheduling increased participation among families facing
socioeconomic constraints. This major finding indicated that participation barriers were
primarily structural and contextual rather than motivational. This major finding was consistent
with research emphasizing that engagement in high-poverty contexts is often constrained by
contextual factors rather than lack of interest (Chang, 2023). This major finding has practical
implications for districts and schools, suggesting that they should provide flexible engagement
options, including virtual, asynchronous, and community-based opportunities, to reduce access
barriers.

The findings further indicated that engagement deepened when caregivers had
meaningful opportunities to influence school improvement efforts and when collaboration
expanded shared responsibility. Participants reported increased investment when caregivers
engaged in planning and decision-making. Engagement strengthened when families were
positioned as partners whose input was consequential. This major finding aligned with Epstein's

(2018) seminal research, which emphasized authentic family voice and shared decision-making
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as mechanisms for strengthening engagement and shared responsibility. This major finding
supported a recommendation that schools create multiple and accessible avenues for caregiver
input, including options that accommodate varied schedules and caregiving responsibilities.

The last major finding indicated that, among structural conditions, stronger home-
constrained engagement—school connections were associated with improved student outcomes
and a more positive school climate. Participants emphasized that time, transportation, work
schedules, and caregiving responsibilities limited their participation, and that inconsistent
attendance at events did not necessarily reflect a lack of interest. At the same time, participants
associated engagement with improvements in attendance, behavior, and learning persistence, and
document analysis supported these perceptions through school records. This major finding was
consistent with research linking family engagement to academic and social outcomes, including
in high-poverty contexts (Jeynes, 2024). This major finding supported the implication that
schools and districts should pair engagement expectations with supports that reduce structural
barriers and strengthen family access.

Factors Influencing Interpretation. Several factors may have influenced the
interpretation of the results. The study was conducted at a single site. It relied primarily on
educator and administrator perspectives, limiting interpretation to school-based viewpoints and
excluding caregiver and student voices. Self-reported interview responses may have reflected
social desirability or differences in how participants conceptualized effective engagement.
Document analysis strengthened credibility through triangulation and reduced the likelihood of
overinterpretation (Bowen, 2009).

Consistency With Prior Research and Theory. Overall, the findings were consistent

with the guiding theoretical frameworks and the research base presented in Chapter 2. No
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unexpected or divergent results were identified. Variation in engagement appeared most strongly
related to caregiver availability and structural constraints, providing a plausible explanation for
why participation differed across families, even when caregivers valued education. This pattern
supported the conclusion that engagement should be understood within families' realities rather
than as a proxy for motivation.

Implications and Societal Outcomes. The impact of this study was significant for
educators, school leaders, policymakers, and community partners seeking to strengthen family
engagement in high-poverty Title I schools. Consistent with ecological and partnership
frameworks, the findings suggested that sustainable engagement is most likely when schools
strengthen the relational and structural conditions that shape caregiver participation across home,
school, and community systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986; Epstein, 2018).

The findings suggested several key implications for strengthening family engagement in
high-poverty contexts. A primary implication is that engagement may be more sustainable when
schools prioritize relational trust as an ongoing practice rather than a single initiative. This
interpretation aligns with evidence that relational parental involvement and strong parent-teacher
relationships are associated with meaningful outcomes for students and families (Jeynes, 2024;
Smith et al., 2022). Participants emphasized that engagement improved when caregivers
experienced respect, consistency, and responsiveness from school personnel, indicating that
trust-building routines can support sustained partnerships.

Another implication is that engagement may be strengthened when communication is
reciprocal, accessible, and responsive across multiple formats. This interpretation aligns with
scholarship that frames family engagement as a two-way process and emphasizes reciprocal

strategies as central to sustaining partnerships, particularly when structural barriers limit in-
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person participation (Huber et al., 2024; Sisson et al., 2022). In practice, this implication
supports communication systems that create feedback loops rather than one-way messaging.

Additionally, the findings suggested that engagement may be strengthened when
culturally responsive engagement structures are institutionalized through schoolwide routines
and shared expectations rather than treated as optional or event-based. This implication aligns
with literature emphasizing culturally sustaining approaches and schoolwide practices that
support meaningful connections with diverse families (Banks et al., 2025; Hong et al., 2025). A
related implication is that engagement may deepen when caregiver voice is consequential in
planning and decision-making, consistent with research emphasizing inclusive strategies that
elevate and validate family contributions (Peltier et al., 2024).

Further, school-community collaboration may strengthen engagement when it expands
wraparound supports and shared problem solving. This interpretation aligns with evidence
identifying conditions for effective partnership collaboration within school-community models,
especially when families face barriers that schools cannot address alone (Beard & Thomson,
2021; Haight et al., 2024). These implications may be especially salient in rural Title I contexts,
where ecological constraints and access issues can intensify engagement challenges (Iruka et al.,
2020; West et al., 2022).

Collectively, these implications suggested societal outcomes that extend beyond
attendance at events. When relational trust, reciprocal communication, culturally responsive
structures, caregiver voice, and school-community collaboration are institutionalized, schools

may strengthen school-family relationships that support student engagement and enhance school
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climate, with potential benefits for social-emotional development (Jeynes, 2024; Martinez-Yarza
et al., 2024).

Less likely implications include large-scale systemic change without corresponding
structural supports. While this study identified actionable school-level conditions, sustained
improvement at scale typically requires coordinated policy alignment, resources, and
implementation infrastructure beyond individual schools' efforts (Troppe et al., 2020; Uzzell et
al., 2024). These interpretations should be considered in light of the single-site design and the
study’s emphasis on educator perspectives rather than caregiver or student voices.
Recommendations for Practice

The findings of this study provide practical recommendations for educators, school
leaders, and district personnel seeking to enhance family engagement in high-poverty Title I
elementary schools. Each recommendation is derived directly from the study’s major findings
and is framed to reflect actions feasible within typical school constraints, without overstating
transferability. The recommendations are also interpreted through the theoretical lenses used in
this study, emphasizing shared responsibility across home, school, and community systems
(Epstein, 2018). Consistent with the research base presented in Chapter 2, these
recommendations prioritize relationship-centered engagement structures, accessible two-way
communication, and barrier-responsive practices that support sustained participation (Gross et
al., 2022).

Prioritize Relationship Building as a Foundational Practice. Relationship building
emerged as central to meaningful engagement; therefore, schools should intentionally
incorporate routines that help families feel welcomed, respected, and valued. Practical examples

include greeting caregivers during arrival and dismissal, using caregivers’ names, and
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conducting brief, strength-based check-ins that invite families to share needs or concerns. This
recommendation reflects the study’s findings and is consistent with research emphasizing trust as
a foundation for effective family—school partnerships in Title I contexts (Gross et al., 2022).
Strengthening relational interactions also supports the home—school microsystem and
mesosystem connections described in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory.

Strengthen Two-Way Communication Systems That Are Accessible and Consistent.
Participants explained that families responded more consistently when communication was
timely, personal, and accessible. Schools should implement communication approaches that
support two-way exchange, including text messaging, personal phone calls when needed,
simplified newsletters, and flexible conference scheduling. This recommendation is grounded in
the study’s findings and aligns with Epstein’s identification of communication as a core
component of family involvement and partnership (Epstein, 2018, 1995; Epstein et al., 2002).
Providing communication in accessible formats helps ensure that families receive and can
respond to information in ways that meet their needs, thereby reducing barriers to sustained
engagement (Lynch & Prins, 2023).

Implement Culturally Responsive and Inclusive Engagement Practices. The findings
indicated that culturally responsive practices increased participation among families
experiencing socioeconomic barriers. Schools should simplify written communication using
plain language, offer flexible event times, and design inclusive family activities that
acknowledge caregivers’ varied schedules, transportation needs, and caregiving responsibilities.
This recommendation aligns with the study’s findings and with the literature, which indicate that
families in high-poverty communities often face structural barriers that constrain participation

rather than a lack of motivation to engage (Chang, 2023). Designing culturally responsive
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engagement structures supports equitable access to school involvement by reducing practical
barriers and strengthening the home—school connection (Epstein, 2018).

Expand Opportunities for Families to Participate in Shared Decision-Making.
Participants noted that involvement in Title I planning and continuous improvement processes
increased caregiver investment in school initiatives. Schools should expand opportunities for
families to provide input by offering virtual meeting options, brief surveys, and varied meeting
times. This recommendation is grounded in the study’s findings and aligns with Epstein’s
emphasis on shared responsibility and meaningful partnership through decision-making and
collaboration (Epstein, 2018). Providing multiple pathways for participation can help address
caregivers’ time constraints and increase representation by reducing access barriers (Chang,
2023).

Strengthen Community Partnerships to Support Engagement. Because community
partnerships were found to be beneficial for meeting family needs and reducing barriers to
participation, schools should continue to develop and sustain relationships with churches, civic
groups, local agencies, and businesses. These partnerships can expand support for families by
increasing access to resources, strengthening communication networks, and creating additional
entry points for engagement in school activities. Strengthening school-community collaboration
aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory by reinforcing mesosystem
connections among families, schools, and community settings.

Address Structural Barriers by Providing Flexible and Accessible Engagement
Options. Participants emphasized that work schedules, transportation challenges, and caregiving
responsibilities influenced family participation. Schools should consider offering flexible event

times, virtual engagement options, and off-site meeting locations when feasible. This
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recommendation is grounded in the study’s results and aligns with the literature, which indicates
that family participation in high-poverty contexts is shaped by contextual and socioeconomic
barriers (Gross et al., 2022). Addressing these constraints can create more equitable opportunities
for meaningful school engagement.

Use Family Engagement Strategies to Support Student Outcomes. Participants
perceived that increased family engagement had a positive influence on student behavior,
attendance, motivation, and academic effort. Schools should use engagement strategies that
connect caregivers to instructional expectations, attendance monitoring, and behavior supports
through clear communication routines, shared goal-setting, and follow-up. This recommendation
is based on the study’s findings. It is consistent with evidence that family involvement is
associated with academic and social-emotional gains for students in high-poverty school
contexts (Iruka et al., 2020). Strengthening the connection between home and school can support
improved student outcomes by reinforcing consistent expectations and support across settings.
Recommendations for Future Research

Future research can build upon the findings and implications of this study by examining
additional perspectives, contexts, and methodological approaches that deepen understanding of
family engagement in high-poverty Title I schools. These recommendations are grounded in the
study’s findings and limitations and are conceptually aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979,
1986) ecological systems theory and Epstein’s (1995) theory of overlapping spheres of influence.
Future studies should extend this work by broadening participant perspectives and settings, and
by using designs that capture engagement processes over time and across outcomes.

Include Caregiver Perspectives to Complement Educator Insights. Because this study

primarily focused on educators' and administrators' perspectives, future studies should include
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caregiver voices to provide a more comprehensive understanding of home—school relationships.
Caregiver perspectives may clarify how families interpret school communication, relational
efforts, and engagement structures, and would directly address the limitation of relying on
school-based viewpoints. Including caregiver voices would also strengthen understanding of
mesosystem interactions between home and school within an ecological systems perspective
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986).

Conduct Multi-Site Studies to Explore Engagement Across Diverse Contexts. This
The study took place in a Title I elementary school located in a historically underserved region.
Future research should include multiple schools or districts to examine the extent to which the
findings are consistent across different geographic and demographic contexts, thereby
strengthening their transferability and generalizability. Multi-site designs are significant for
understanding engagement patterns in rural and high-poverty settings and for identifying how
context shapes barriers and supports (Iruka et al., 2020).

Utilize Mixed Methods to Investigate the Relationships Between Engagement and
Student Outcomes. Future researchers should consider mixed methods designs that integrate
qualitative perspectives with quantitative indicators such as attendance, academic performance,
and behavioral data. This approach would allow researchers to examine whether specific
strategies identified in this study, including two-way communication and flexible engagement
structures, are associated with measurable improvements in student outcomes. Mixed methods
research may strengthen claims about outcomes while preserving contextual understanding of
engagement processes (Peltier et al., 2024).

Examine Student Perspectives on Family Engagement. Participants perceived that

family engagement influenced student motivation, behavior, attendance, and academic effort.
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Future studies should examine these outcomes from students' perspectives to better understand
how students experience home—school connection and how engagement shapes their daily
learning experiences. Including student perspectives would broaden the ecological lens and
strengthen understanding of microsystem factors related to student functioning (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 1986).

Investigate Community Partnerships as a Central Focus of Inquiry. Findings
indicated that community organizations supported family engagement by helping reduce
structural barriers and expanding participation opportunities. Future research should examine
community partnerships as a primary focus to understand how local agencies, churches, civic
groups, and businesses contribute to sustained engagement and how these supports interact with
school efforts. This line of inquiry would extend understanding of mesosystem and exosystem
influences on engagement (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986).

Explore Approaches That Reduce Structural Barriers to Engagement. Participants
identified work schedules, transportation challenges, childcare needs, and limited resources as
significant constraints on participation. Future studies should evaluate which interventions most
effectively reduce these barriers, such as virtual meeting options, flexible scheduling, and off-site
engagement opportunities. This research would support the development of engagement
structures that are equitable and responsive to contextual constraints in high-poverty
communities. Yin (2017) supports the use of designs that examine complex, real-world
engagement systems across contexts, and Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986) and Epstein (2018)
provide theoretical grounding for examining how family, school, and community systems shape

access to engagement.
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Next Logical Step in This Line of Research. A logical next step is a qualitative,
embedded, multiple-case, multi-site study examining family engagement across multiple Title I
elementary school contexts. Within each school case, researchers could include embedded units
of analysis by integrating caregiver, educator, and student perspectives to develop a deeper
understanding of how engagement systems function across settings. This design facilitates the
investigation of complex, real-world phenomena within and across bounded contexts, thereby
strengthening transferability through cross-case comparison (Yin, 2017). This approach would
extend the current single-site instrumental case study by examining how ecological systems and
overlapping spheres of influence operate across diverse school environments (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 1986; Epstein, 2018).

Study Summary

This study explored how educators and one administrator at a high-poverty Title I
elementary school in a historically underserved rural region in the southern United States
described family engagement, the contextual barriers that shaped engagement, and the outcomes
participants perceived for students when families remained consistently connected to the school.
The study addressed the problem that meaningful and sustainable family engagement remains
challenging to achieve in historically underserved communities, where socioeconomic
constraints, limited access to resources, and competing responsibilities often hinder participation
in school-based activities. Using a single instrumental qualitative case study design informed by
Bronfenbrenner in 1979 and 1986 and Epstein in 1995, the study generated an in-depth
understanding of how engagement was enacted within a Title I elementary school context.

The findings indicated that relationship building, two-way communication, cultural

responsiveness, shared decision making, and community collaboration were central to



97

strengthening home—school partnerships. Participants described barriers such as work schedules,
transportation limitations, childcare needs, and financial constraints as structural rather than
motivational. Participants also perceived that consistent family engagement was associated with
improvements in student motivation, attendance, behavior, and academic effort. These findings
underscore the importance of schoolwide practices that reduce access barriers and foster
relational trust.

The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the literature on family
engagement in high-poverty school settings and its focus on a rural region that remains
underrepresented in existing research. The overarching conclusion from this study was that
meaningful family engagement in high-poverty Title I schools is achievable when schools
prioritize relational approaches, accessible two-way communication, culturally responsive
practices, shared responsibility in school improvement, and community-based support. For
school districts, state education agencies, and professional organizations, family engagement
should be resourced and implemented as a sustained system of partnership rather than a series of
events, with routines designed to reduce structural barriers and strengthen ongoing home—school

connection to support equitable student success.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Beyond Barriers: Strengthening Family Engagement in a Title I Elementary School
Theoretical Frameworks: Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) Ecological Systems Theory and
Epstein’s (1995) Theory of Overlapping Spheres of Influence
Introduction to Interview
Hello, thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. My name is Tamera Carter, and I
am a doctoral candidate at National University. I am conducting a research study to explore how
educators and administrators foster and sustain meaningful family engagement in Title I
elementary schools. Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and your responses will
be kept confidential. The purpose of this interview is to better understand your perceptions, and
practices regarding family engagement in a high-poverty school context. The interview will last
45-60 minutes. With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded to ensure accuracy.
At the end of the interview, I may ask to follow up with you to clarify any responses and/or
conduct member checking to confirm the accuracy of the data. You may choose to withdraw at
any time. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Interview Questions
Q 1: Can you describe the strategies your school uses to promote family engagement?

Probe: What practices have been most successful in encouraging family participation?
Q 2: How do you engage families from diverse cultural and economic backgrounds?

Probe: What culturally responsive practices have you found effective?
Q 3: What are the biggest challenges you face in engaging families at your school?

Probe: How do these challenges vary across different family populations?

Q 4: What role do socioeconomic factors play in family engagement at your school?
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Q 5: How does family engagement influence student learning and overall school culture?
Probe: Can you share specific examples of changes you have observed in students or the
school community?
Q 6: How are families involved in school decision-making and planning?
Q 7: How does your school ensure two-way communication with families?
Q 8: Can you describe any school-wide initiatives or events aimed at fostering family-school
partnerships?
Probe: How are these initiatives evaluated for effectiveness?
Closure to Interview
Thank you for sharing your insights and perceptions. Your responses will contribute to a deeper
understanding of family engagement in Title I school settings and may help other educators and
leaders implement strategies that are inclusive and effective. If you are open to it, I may reach
out in the coming weeks to follow up for clarification. You will receive an emailed transcript of
your interview within two weeks for your review and verification of its accuracy. At that time,
you may add or revise any of your responses as needed. Do you have any final thoughts or

questions before we conclude?
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Interview Questions

RQ
1

RQ
2

RQ
3

Bronfenbrenner

Epstein

Can you describe the strategies your
school uses to promote family
engagement?

X

X

X

Probe: What practices have been most
successful in encouraging family
participation?

i

How do you engage families from diverse
cultural and economic backgrounds?

Probe: What culturally responsive
practices have you found effective?

What are the biggest challenges you face
in engaging families at your school?

Probe: How do these challenges vary
across different family populations?

What role do socioeconomic factors play
in family engagement at your school?

How does family engagement influence
student learning and overall school
culture?

o] I Bl ) B

Probe: Can you share specific examples
of changes you have observed in students
or the school community?

How are families involved in school
decision-making and planning?

How does your school ensure two-way
communication with families?

Can you describe any school-wide
initiatives or events aimed at fostering
family-school partnerships?

Probe: How are these initiatives evaluated
for effectiveness?
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Appendix C: Document Analysis Form

Document
Section

Criteria/Code

Evidence

Overview of

Family Engagement

The document outlines the school’s

Capacity Building

Policy Expectations commitment to involving families in student
learning and school decision-making, consistent
with ESSA mandates and Title I program goals.

Communication Two-Way Includes multiple forms of communication,
Practices Communication; including newsletters, digital apps, meetings,
Inclusive Practices and home visits. Emphasizes creating
accessible formats and opportunities for
reciprocal dialogue with families.
Participation Collaborative Invites families to serve on school planning
Opportunities Practices: Shared teams and participate in engagement events.
Decision-Making Opportunities appear limited in frequency and
do not explicitly describe roles for co-
leadership or culturally responsive input.
Addressing Socioeconomic Acknowledges transportation and scheduling
Barriers Constraints; Equity challenges. Offers limited detail about how
Considerations these are addressed beyond providing flexible
meeting times. No reference to childcare,
multilingual support, or informal engagement
pathways.
ESSA Alignment | Policy Compliance and | References Title I, Part A of the Every Student

Succeeds Act (ESSA). Mentions joint
development and annual review but does not
provide data-based evaluation of engagement
effectiveness or community voice integration.

Researcher’s Reflections:

This document will be a foundational data source for examining how the study site institutionally

defines and structures family engagement under Title I mandates. It will provide insight into how

responsibilities are communicated, how families engage in school processes, and how the policy

aligns with the federal requirements of the Every Student Succeeds Act. The content is
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anticipated to reflect how current practices align with Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of
influence, particularly in terms of two-way communication, parenting support, and collaborative
decision-making.

Additionally, the policy will be reviewed through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, with particular attention to interactions within the microsystem, such as family-
school relationships, and the mesosystem, including connections between home and school. The
document is anticipated to provide contextual understanding of how engagement is
institutionally framed and may inform how educators describe or interpret these expectations
during interviews. Furthermore, this document will support methodological triangulation by
offering a formal perspective to compare with emergent themes in participant narratives during

data collection and analysis.
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Appendix D: Recruitment Email

Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Research Study on Family Engagement in Title I
Elementary Schools
Dear [Participant Name],
My name is Tamera Carter, and I am a doctoral student at National University. [ am conducting a
research study to explore how educators perceive family engagement practices in a Title I
elementary school.
I am recruiting individuals who meet all the following criteria:
1. You are age 18 or older.
2. You are a current or former educator or staff member.
3. You have experience with family engagement in a Title I elementary school.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the following activities:
1. Participate in a 45-60-minute interview, either in-person or via a secure video conferencing
platform (e.g., Zoom).
2. Review a summary of your interview responses (member checking) to confirm accuracy,
which will take 10-15 minutes and will be sent via email.
During these activities, you will be asked questions about:

e Your perceptions of family engagement practices.

e Any barriers or challenges to family engagement that you have observed.

e Institutional supports or strategies that promote family-school partnerships.

e General demographic information, including your role and years of experience.
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If you are interested in participating in this study, or if you have any questions, please contact me
at:

Tamera Carter

Email: T.Carter2043@o0365.ncu.edu

Phone: (205) 928-1096

Thank you for considering participation in this study. Your insights will be valuable in helping to
improve engagement between schools and families in Title I settings.

Warm regards,

Tamera Carter

Doctoral Candidate, National University
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Appendix E: Informed Consent Form
My name is Tamera Carter, and [ am a doctoral student at National University (NU). I also serve
as principal at a Title I elementary school in the study region.
I am asking you to participate in a research study about educators’ perceptions of family
engagement in a Title I elementary school. The name of this research is “Beyond Barriers:
Strengthening Family Engagement in a Title I Elementary School.”
You may participate in this research if you meet all the following criteria:
1. You are age 18 or older.
2. You are a current or former educator or staff member.
3. You have experience with family engagement in a Title I elementary school.
I plan to include 6 to 10 people in this research.
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part
in the study.
What you will be asked to do:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do the following activities:
1. Participate in a 1:1 interview (in-person or via Zoom) for 45-60 minutes.
2. Review your interview transcript via email for 10-15 minutes to confirm accuracy (member
checking).
During these activities, you will be asked questions about:
* Your perspectives on family engagement.
* Barriers and supports for school-family partnerships.
* Institutional policies and practices that shape engagement.

* Demographic questions, such as your current role and years of experience.
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Risks:

There are minimal foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with this research. You can skip
any question you do not wish to answer, skip any activity, or stop participating anytime.
Benefits:

If you participate, there are no direct benefits to you. This research may increase knowledge of
family engagement in Title I schools.

Recording:

I would like to audio record your responses with Zoom during the interview. You can turn off the
video function of the online meeting platform at any time.

Mandated Reporting:

My professional role outside of NU requires me to report suspicion of child or elderly abuse,
suspicion of harm to self or others, and committed crimes to the appropriate authorities.
Confidentiality:

I will keep the records of this study private and take reasonable measures to protect the security
of all your personal information. In any report I make public, I will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify you. Your name will be replaced with a pseudonym in
transcripts and reports. Data will be stored in a secure, password-protected location and deleted
three years after the conclusion of the study.

Taking part is voluntary:

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may quit at any time.

If you have questions:

Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, contact me at

T.Carter2043@o0365.ncu.edu or (205) 928-1096.
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If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) via email at irb@nu.edu

Statement of Consent:

I have read the above information and have received answers to any questions I asked. I consent
to take part in the study.

To indicate your consent, please reply to this email with the words “I Consent.”
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Appendix F: Codebook for Reflexive Thematic Analysis

RQ 1 Focus: How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the strategies
used to foster meaningful family engagement?

Code Category Participants Representative Theme
Excerpt
Daily greetings; Relationship- ETI1, ET2, ET | “Families respond | Theme 1: Educators
empathy; Building & 3,ET4,ETS5, | when we take time | described that family—
visibility; Trust ET 6, ET 7, ET | to greet them and school partnerships
personal 8, EP show we care. They | were strengthened as
acknowledgment; trust us more when | they intentionally built
consistent follow- we follow up.” relationships
up characterized by trust,
consistency, and
personal connection.
Remind Communication | ET1, ET2, ET | “Remind and text Theme 2: Educators
messages, phone | Practices 3,ET4,ETS5, | updates keep explained that
calls, newsletters, ET 6, ET 7, ET | parents informed maintaining two-way
Class Dojo, two- 8, EP and give them a communication across
way way to talk back to | multiple platforms
communication us.” improved accessibility
and accountability
between families and
educators.
Plain-language Cultural ET1, ET3, “When we simplify | Theme 3: Educators
communication; Responsiveness | ET4, ET6, information and noted that family
flexible ETS, host events at engagement increased
scheduling; different times, when they used
inclusive events more families show | culturally responsive
up.” practices that affirmed
parents’ identities and
respected their lived
experiences.
Title I, ACIP, Empowerment | ET2, ET4, “Parents like Theme 4: Educators
PTO & Shared Voice | ET6, ET7, having a say in our | reported that families
participation; ETS8, EP school plans; they | felt empowered when

shared decision-
making

feel respected when
their ideas are
used.”

given meaningful
opportunities to share
input and participate in
school decision-making.
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Partnerships with
churches,
businesses, civic
organizations

Community
Collaboration

ET3, ET6,
ETS, EP

“Local partners
help us provide
more resources for
our families and
students.”

Theme 5: Educators
reported that
partnerships with
community
organizations expanded
the resources available
to families and
strengthened the overall
support network for
students

RQ 2 Focus: What do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school perceive as barriers to
effective family engagement?

Code Category Participants Representative Theme
Excerpt

Work schedules; | Socioeconomic/ | ET1, ET2, ET | “Some parents Theme 6: Educators
transportation; Contextual 3,ET4,ETS5, | can’tattend described that family
multiple jobs; Barriers ET 6, ET 7, ET | meetings because participation was often
childcare; 8, EP they work two jobs | limited by work
financial or don’t have schedules,
limitations transportation.” transportation issues,

and financial hardship,
yet many parents
remained deeply
committed to their
children’s education.

RQ 3 Focus: How do educators and administrators at a Title I elementary school describe the outcomes
of family engagement on student achievement?

Code Category Participants Representative Theme
Excerpt
Attendance; Student Impact | ET1, ET2, ET “When parents Theme 7: Educators
motivation; & School 3,ET4,ET S5, | check in or come to | reported that consistent
behavior; Climate ET6,ET 7, ET events, students and active family
academic 8, EP behave better and | engagement led to
progress take more pride in | noticeable

their work.”

improvements in student
behavior, attendance,
and academic
performance.
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Appendix G: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval

N

National

UNIVERSITY

9388 Lightwave Ave.
San Diego, CA 92123
irb@nu.edu

Notice of Exemption
September 26, 2025

To: Tamera Carter

Project Title: Beyond Bamiers: Strengthening Family Engagement in a Title | Elementary School
NU IRB Number: IRB-F¥25-26-193
Modification Determination: Exempt from furtherreview 45 CFR 46.101

Status: Active -Research activities may begin as of September 26, 2025
Dear Tamera Carter:

The study referenced above has been reviewed by the National University IRB. The IRB has detemmined the
proposed modification to your research is exempt from further review under 45 CFR 46.101, which means you
will not need to renew your study and may begin your study effective immediately. However, if you find the need
to change your study in any way, you will need to submit a modification to the IRB prior to implementing the
changes. This will allow the IRB to determine whether or not the study still meets exemption criteria.

Please review your Post Approval Responsibilities here: Approved Documents Guidelines

For any questions regarding your protocol, please reach outto the IRB at irb@nu.edu.

Sincerely,
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7

Dr. Joseph Marron, IRB Chair

E eI (-

Dr. Brianne Mongeon, Director, HRPP & IRB
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Jenessa Eberhardt, Associate Director, HRPP & IRB
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