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This exploratory study employed qualitative methodology to
analyze interview data that emerged from face-to-face inter-
views with eight parents of four children with autism spectrum
disorder. The study focused on the roles these parents played
as they monitored their children’s educational programs and in-
teracted with school professionals. The findings revealed that
parent participants, especially mothers, consistently engaged in
four roles: (a) negotiator, (b) monitor, (c) supporter, and (d) ad-
vocate. In addition, the degree of perceived parental trust in
education professionals affected the extent of their engage-
ment in the roles of negotiator, monitor, and supporter. The
data also indicated that parents’ education monitoring was
mediated by the trust the parents placed on the education
professionals. The authors discuss the implications of the find-
ings for the improvement of parent–professional interactions
and offer recommendations for future research.

Estimates of the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders
(ASD) have been increasing; for example, the Cen-
ters for Disease Control (CDC, 2005) have estimated 

the prevalence of ASD as 1 in 166 children. Approximately
141,000 children were served under the classification of
autism for special education services in 2003; however, the
CDC stated that “not all children with ASD receive special ed-
ucation services under the classification of autism, so the edu-
cation data underestimate the actual prevalence of the ASDs.”
The impact of the prevalence of autism on administrators who
provide support for services to children with ASD and on all
professionals who work with children with ASD cannot be un-
derstated. Families of children with this diagnosis are obviously
profoundly affected as well. An ASD diagnosis forges a rela-
tionship between education professionals and families that is
necessary, interdependent, and similar to an arranged marriage
with no possibility of divorce. This relationship can be tenu-
ous and fraught with conflict or it can be supportive, mutually
beneficial, and extremely rewarding.

The 1997 amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) mandated that parents of children with
disabilities have the legal right to be involved in all aspects of
their children’s education. Although the IDEA’s provisions are
straightforward and fundamental, attitudinal and implementa-
tion complexities often blur the law’s well-intentioned focus.
For example, increased prevalence rates for ASD have led to
an increased demand for educational services, in turn creating
an additional burden for education professionals charged with
providing needed services. Parents of children with ASD also
often believe that the educational system identifies them as ad-
versarial, demanding, and hostile (Muskat & Redefer, 1996;
Powell & Jordan, 1991; Starr, Foy, & Cramer, 2001). Not sur-
prisingly, cases involving parents of children with ASD and
local educational agencies (LEAs) are legally and emotionally
complex. Booth, Donnelly, and Horton (2000) noted, “No
other group of cases has presented a bigger challenge to spe-
cial educators and education lawyers” (p. i).

The importance and benefit of parental involvement in the
education of all children, regardless of their diagnoses, have
been well documented (e.g., Ainge, Colvin, & Baker, 1998;
Conderman & Katsiyannis, 1996; Dunlap, 1999; Lambie,
2000; Mahoney & Kaiser, 1999; Mundschenk & Foley, 1994;
Sheridan & Kratochwill, 1992; Snodgrass, 1991; Turnbull,
Turnbull, Erwin, & Soodak, 2006). The IDEA stipulates that
parents must be invited to participate on their children’s edu-
cation teams as these teams identify and evaluate children for
special education, set educational goals, and make service de-
livery choices (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation
Services [OSERS], 2000). In essence, the 1997 amendments
to the IDEA legitimized parents’ role in the education of chil-
dren with disabilities (Turnbull, Turnbull, Shank, & Leal,
1999). Furthermore, parents have been identified as serving a
key role in effective intervention strategies for children with
autism (Feinberg & Vacca, 2000; Lord & McGee, 2001).
Many researchers see parental involvement as a basic tenet of
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the special education system (e.g., National Center for Learn-
ing Disabilities, 2005; Turnbull et al., 2006).

Although parental involvement has been designated as
beneficial and is mandated by the IDEA, reports of parental
involvement have not been encouraging. In early studies of
parental involvement in special education, parents of children
with disabilities reported attendance at Individualized Educa-
tion Program (IEP) or Individualized Family Service Plan
(IFSP) meetings but claimed they had little or no involvement
in developing objectives, interventions, or methods of evalua-
tion (Goldstein, Strickland, Turnbull, & Curry, 1980; Yo-
shida, Fenton, Kaufman, & Maxwell, 1978). In more recent
studies, parents of children with disabilities, including ASD,
have reported no involvement with IEP or IFSP plans, lack of
choices in services, or lack of effective services (Able-Boone,
Goodwin, Sandall, Gordon, & Martin, 1992; Kohler, 1999;
McWilliam, Young, & Harville, 1995; Osher, 2005; Spann,
Kohler, & Soenksen, 2003).

Studies involving parents of children with ASD have re-
ported significant communication problems between home
and school (Feinberg & Vacca, 2000; Kohler, 1999), although
effective communication is vital to enhancing parental in-
volvement, partnerships, and family-centered approaches to
service delivery (e.g., Lambie, 2000; Mahoney & Kaiser,
1999; Murphy, Lee, Turnbull, & Turbiville, 1995; Turnbull
et al., 2006). Ineffective communication can often occur dur-
ing periods of conflict between professionals and parents of
children with disabilities. Lake and Billingsley (2000) identi-
fied communication difficulties as one of the contributing fac-
tors in the escalation of conflict to the point of mediation
within the due process system. Yet, conflict does not always es-
calate to the point of due process hearings, nor is it necessarily
something to avoid, for it may serve as an impetus for solving
problems and improving programming. Unfortunately, as
Feinberg and Vacca have pointed out, “Once conflicts begin,
the win–lose mentality of litigation has replaced the complex-
ity of cogent discussion” (p. 135).

Parental involvement is a complex issue. Historically, re-
search has focused on what parents do to engage in their
children’s education and has not focused on the process
of parental involvement (Barton, Drake, Perez, St. Louis, &
George, 2004). Barton and colleagues suggested that parental
involvement is too narrow a term and should be broadened to
a more comprehensive term, such as parental engagement. Ac-
cording to Barton et al., parental engagement encompasses the
complexity of the relationship between parents and school and
is viewed as a “dynamic, interactive process in which parents
draw on multiple experiences and resources to define their in-
teractions with schools and among school actors” (p. 3).

Parental engagement is a critical issue in the education of
children with ASD. In this study, we investigated parental per-
spectives on interactions between parents of children with
ASD and education professionals. We employed qualitative
methodology and focused on the following research question:
How do parents of children with ASD describe their relation-
ships with education professionals and their roles in their

children’s educational programs? This report is intended to
initiate discussion concerning the complex, dynamic relation-
ships between parents of children with ASD and education
professionals.

Method

We selected a qualitative research design as the methodology
for this exploratory study because it lends itself to the system-
atic collection, organization, and interpretation of data gained
through interviews (Malterud, 2001). More specifically, col-
lective case study methodology allowed us to see processes and
outcomes across several cases and afforded opportunities to
develop a deeper understanding of the participants’ experi-
ences through more powerful descriptions and explanations
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The use of collective case study
methodology also gave us reassurance that events in only one
case were not “wholly idiosyncratic” (Miles & Huberman;
Stake, 2000).

Participants

To allow for maximum opportunities for comparable analysis
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), this study used purposive sampling
in the recruitment of participants. To be eligible to participate
in the study, parents had to meet the following selection cri-
teria: (a) be the biological parent of a child with ASD, (b) be
married, and (c) have a child with ASD enrolled in the public
school system at the preschool or primary school level at the
time of the initial interview. At a parent support group meet-
ing, we asked for volunteers to participate in the study. The re-
sult was four cases, each composed of a married couple, for a
total of eight individual participants for this study. Their chil-
dren ranged in age from 6 years to 8 years, with two children
in preschool and two children in elementary school at the time
of the initial interviews. All four children were boys. Although
the boys attended four different schools, the schools were lo-
cated in the same school district. The school district was lo-
cated in a Midwestern city with a population of approximately
150,000. The families were 

• Emily and Ned G. and their son, Pete,
• Gayle and Ron C. and their son, Scott,
• Kathy and Tim N. and their son, Ben,
• Linda and Ken S. and their son, Kip (see Note).

Specific demographic information on the participants and
the characteristics of their children are presented in Table 1. 

All participants were considered to be middle class in terms
of economic status. All of the fathers and one of the mothers
were employed in white-collar occupations; the remaining
three mothers were not employed outside the home. The par-
ticipants were members of a parent support group that pro-
vided information on topics of interest at each of its meetings.
These participants had little interaction or collaboration re-
garding their individual children’s educational programs.
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Interviews

We used semistructured interviews as the primary form of data
collection for this study. Fontana and Frey (2000) have de-
scribed interviews as “one of the most powerful ways in which
we try to understand our fellow human beings” (p. 645). The
first author conducted all interviews to establish trust between
the interviewer and the participants over time and to allow the
interviewer to probe issues that emerged across participants.
Each participant engaged in 3 individual semistructured inter-
views, for a total of 24 interviews over the course of the entire
qualitative study. Both mothers and fathers participated in the
study, allowing us to collect data for confirmability across
family members and, more important, to obtain a family
perspective.

Interviews consisted of broad, open-ended questions that
were designed to investigate parent perspectives regarding in-
teractions with education professionals. The initial interviews,
which lasted approximately 90 min each, were audiotaped,
transcribed, and analyzed. We developed questions for the sec-
ond and third interviews after analyzing the first interviews.
Each subsequent interview lasted approximately 90 min. In-
terviewing the participants three times allowed us to gather
numerous types of data to aid in confirmability, probe emerg-
ing themes, and establish rapport with the participants. We rig-
orously analyzed the interviews and continually reviewed the
data during the 3-month periods between interviews. Inter-
views were continued until “theoretical saturation took place”
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 292), that is, when we found no
new data that would generate new thematic categories.

Data Analysis

Miles and Huberman (1994) described cross-case analysis as
the study of each case as a whole entity, using line-by-line cod-
ing, followed by a comparative analysis of all the cases. For this
study, the first author analyzed each interview using line-
by-line coding, and a second researcher read the field notes,

discussed and concurred with the line-by-line coding, and
assisted with the development of major categories. This type
of coding procedure helped us stay in tune with the partici-
pants’ views as we continually studied the data (Charmaz,
2000).

Once the interviews had been transcribed and coded line
by line, we identified categories of perspectives. We used a flex-
ible standard of variables or categories to analyze each case in
depth (Coffey & Atkinson, 1992). We then compared cate-
gories across cases and refined, expanded, or deleted the cate-
gories by using the constant comparative method (Charmaz,
2000).

We discussed disagreements about the major categories,
returned to the data to again ascertain the participants’ view-
points, and continued this process until we agreed upon the
following categories: negotiator, monitor, supporter, and advo-
cate. An example of a category that was initially presented and
then merged into the category of monitor was that of observer.
After much discussion and returning to the data, we agreed
that the role of monitor was more inclusive and represented
the parental viewpoints and behavior more than that of ob-
server. This process of cross-checking coding of the major cat-
egories provided “thoroughness for interrogating the data”
and allowed for discussion that enhanced insights of the
coding (Barbour, 2001, p. 1116). We used Nvivo (Richards,
2002), a qualitative data management software program, to
organize the data.

Confirmability

We employed triangulation, respondent validation, and mem-
ber checking to confirm the findings. Creswell (2002) de-
scribed triangulation as the process of corroborating evidence
from different individuals, different types of data, and differ-
ent methods of data collection. In this study, corroboration
was achieved when the mother and father, who were inter-
viewed separately, provided the interviewer with the same in-
formation. Further corroboration occurred when incidences

TABLE 1
Selected Characteristics of the Participants’ Children

Parents Child Education setting Communication ability Age (years)

Emily Garrison Pete Self-contained kindergarten Limited single-word responses 6
Ned Garrison

Gayle Collins Scott Self-contained first-grade class Nonverbal 8
Ron Collins

Kathy Nelson Ben Self-contained kindergarten Limited single-word responses 6
Tim Nelson

Linda Smith Kip General education second-grade class Verbal, functional speech 8
Ken Smith

Note. Pseudonyms have been assigned to the parents and children to protect participants’ confidentiality.
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occurred across cases. Discrepancies between cases or married
participants were probed with follow-up interview questions.

We also studied various types of data for evidence of cor-
roboration. All participants provided documentation consist-
ing of IEPs, preparation notes for IEP meetings, modifications
of schoolwork, parent-made materials used in the classroom,
communication notebooks that traveled between home and
school, and evaluations and reports. We used these documents
to confirm participants’ self-reported behavior that had been
categorized into the roles of negotiator, monitor, advocate,
and supporter.

We secured respondent validation (Creswell, 2002) by pre-
senting the findings to the interviewees in the form of a con-
cept map once the data had been analyzed. We also engaged
in member checking (Janesick, 2000) as a means of confirm-
ing the findings and obtaining the approval of participants to
use their personal quotes in reports of the study.

Results

Over the course of 24 interviews, encompassing approximately
36 total hours, the eight parents who participated in this study

frequently reported certain behaviors that we assigned to roles.
These roles did not develop sequentially or simultaneously but
appeared to be part of an active and dynamic process. Parents
seemed to engage in these roles in proportion to their reported
levels of trust in the education professionals with whom they
interacted. As noted previously, parents described four distinct,
strategic roles that they utilized with education professionals:
negotiator, monitor, supporter, and advocate. A graphic rep-
resentation of the findings is presented in Figure 1.

Negotiator

A negotiator is one who brings about desired outcomes
through conferences, discussions, and compromises. Analysis
of the data suggested that the parents did not enter their ini-
tial IEP meetings, when their children were 3 years old, with
the ability to negotiate or even the knowledge that negotia-
tion was necessary or possible. Negotiation was a parental skill
that evolved, and its use was dependent on child-specific needs
and knowledge about related services and the educational
structure of their children’s particular schools. The following
are three critical findings concerning the role of negotiator: 

FIGURE 1. The perspective of parent participants concerning role engagement.
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1. All parents prepared for negotiation at IEP meetings.
2. All parents saw providing rationales for their requests as

an effective negotiation strategy.
3. Parents’ use of consultants as negotiators achieved

positive results.

Preparing for IEP Negotiation. All parents reported
preparing for IEP meetings. The amount of preparation for
each IEP meeting varied across individual participants, but
they all recognized and discussed the usefulness of preparation
in meeting the needs of their children. Kathy N., who spent
the most time of all the participants preparing for IEP meet-
ings, used an organized format, which she laughingly called
“my visual strategy.” She entered each IEP meeting with ap-
proximately 30 pages of notes that were color coded accord-
ing to her son’s areas of needs, such as speech and language,
social skills, and academics. Kathy’s notes included items she
requested in her son’s IEP and the reasons she felt they were
necessary. The extraordinary effort and time Kathy put into
preparing for IEP meetings was noted and confirmed by her
husband, Tim.

I remember when I couldn’t understand things and I would say,
“Well, why do you have to spend 96 hours getting ready for the
IEP? I don’t understand this and don’t tell me anybody else is
doing this.”

Preparations also included observing other educational
programs, such as self-contained classrooms, to identify more
appropriate placements for their sons.

So I am thinking, “Do we need to go to another school? And
kind of have him part mainstream, and part resource?”—when 
he can’t keep up like we had at his previous school. And we went
in, and we observed a special ed. room, a classroom. And you
know, it was very organized, very structured, and very slow paced.
You know, kids fidgeting in their seats, but still very organized.
(Linda S.)

Parents completed their preparations in advance, which
gave them the benefit of a clear focus on the desired outcomes
of their negotiations.

Effective Negotiation Strategies. All of the parents ne-
gotiated for issues such as classroom placement, related ser-
vices, and individual assistance for their children. Most of the
negotiation strategies involved some “give and take” between
parents and educators. Presenting reasons related services or
interventions were needed required the parents to have knowl-
edge of what was available and what would be beneficial for
their children.

We had to know what was out there to ask for, but we had to
learn what he needed. And I really found out that as long as you
have more whys than they have why nots, then you can get al-
most anything. And so that is one of the reasons why the docu-

ments have grown over the years. As to why does he need this,
“Well, let me tell you.” And it is kind of funny, because the teach-
ers and all the people are not offended if you give them those
whys because sometimes they don’t know. And I have learned
over the years that they want to know. (Kathy N.)

Parent participants realized that they must be sensitive to
the education professionals. Diplomacy, sensitivity, respect,
and autonomy were mentioned as integral to effective negoti-
ations. Parents gained knowledge from their experiences with
IEP meetings. They learned how to negotiate and they un-
derstood that how they approached education professionals
had a direct influence on the willingness of education profes-
sionals to implement their requests.

Use of Consultants. Parents also utilized consultants
during negotiations, particularly during IEP meetings. All par-
ent participants had used external consultants at IEP meetings
at some point in their sons’ education. Three of the families
(the C., N., and G. families) continued to use external con-
sultants at IEP meetings. The S. family had previously em-
ployed an external consultant but had also used a school
district employee (a special education administrator) to assist
them with their previous IEP meetings. This couple reported
that this administrator’s consultation was also beneficial.

But she was just so helpful in that IEP meeting. She is with spe-
cial services administration or something. And I think she just had
a lot of experience with IEP meetings—all that stuff. She came
there and was kind of like the clerk. And after I said what I wanted
to say, then it started. She ran the meeting. She offered sugges-
tions and it kind of spurred on that—well, “What do you think
about this?” and “What do you think about that?” (Ken S.)

All parent participants reported beneficial effects of using
consultants for negotiation purposes during IEP meetings.

Monitor

The role of monitor describes parental actions that involve
checking the quality and content of their children’s educa-
tional programs on an ongoing basis. Data analysis revealed
two types of monitoring: formal and informal. Formal moni-
toring occurred at scheduled, regular events, such as IEP meet-
ings and parent–teacher conferences, and through the use of
consultants during IEP meetings and in the classroom. Infor-
mal monitoring occurred through the use of communication
notebooks, parental assistance in their children’s classrooms
and schools, and monitoring changes in their children’s
behavior.

Formal Monitoring. Parent responses indicated the use
of formal monitoring in three situations: IEP meetings, parent–
teacher conferences, and use of consultants. All participants
engaged in formal monitoring. By its very nature, the IEP
process is conducive to formal monitoring as teams establish
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goals and objectives based on children’s needs and review chil-
dren’s progress on previously established goals and objectives.
Parents in this study reported becoming more efficient with
monitoring during IEP meetings as they gained more experi-
ence with the IEP process.

Data analysis revealed that behavior monitoring increased
when these parents expressed dissatisfaction with any aspect of
their children’s educational programs. For example, one cou-
ple, Ron and Gayle C., had IEP meetings scheduled monthly
after 2 years of dissatisfaction with their son’s educational pro-
gram. During these IEP meetings, Ron, Gayle, and the staff
reviewed graphic displays of the son’s behavioral performance
completed daily by the teacher, reviewed academic progress,
and established new goals and objectives as needed.

And you see, how she [the teacher] is doing all these extra graphs
and charts and things. These are not easy; they take time. 
(Ron C.)

This monitoring situation was the most intensive and for-
mal of all the participants’. Ron and Gayle had the most con-
cerns about and dissatisfaction with their son’s educational
program. When asked if one of his parental roles had become
that of monitor, Ron agreed and applied a stronger term to his
role:

Yes. Policing. Definitely. That was one of the first roles we took.
We left them alone for 2 years—you remember the story I told
you. They screwed up so bad. They wasted 2 golden years of this
child’s life. And then we wasted another 2 years, so they can come
around, and finally learn or figure out what it is they are finally
doing or they are supposed to do. Yes, definitely policing.

Parents reported monitoring the degree to which they felt
the teachers were aware of and working toward their children’s
IEP goals and objectives.

And I know with some teachers, I have gotten the sense that
maybe they didn’t really read the IEP, until 10 minutes before the
meeting. Now the teacher this year, when she sends home notes,
I actually see, “We’ve been working on Goal #8.” So I know she
is looking at that IEP a lot. So she is really trying to reach his
goals. Now, if she doesn’t make it 100%, fine. But at least I know
that she has that in mind, and she is getting him where he needs
to be. (Emily G.)

Kathy N. scheduled two IEP meetings a year. The benefit
of two meetings was the opportunity to revise goals as her
child progressed and to address any problems that may have
arisen between meetings. Kathy saw the benefit not only for
her child but for the education professionals as well:

And it seems like every year we end up doing a totally new IEP
in January because he has met most of his goals. Which is exactly
the way I would like to see it. Because you see him meeting the
goals. And it keeps everybody motivated. So, that means we are

making successful goals. And maybe, you know, maybe we are set-
ting our standards too low, but I don’t think so. I think you just
let him surprise people. And that motivation is for everybody. It
is for us, and for the teachers, and for the aides. And it is like, “Oh
we have done this, and let’s do more.” So it works nice. And we
always keep this updated.

Formal monitoring also occurred during parent–teacher
conferences. These conferences were not as formal as IEP
meetings, but they were scheduled at regular intervals during
the year. The number of conferences varied according to the
monitoring needs of the family. For example, Gayle C. met
weekly with Scott’s teacher to monitor his progress. The other
families met an average of four times per year.

The use of consultants also allowed parents to formally
monitor their sons’ educational programs. In addition, con-
sultant use assured parents that effective intervention was pro-
vided. The N. family used a consultant to train a teacher
assistant in applied behavior analysis (ABA) procedures. The
C. family used a consultant to establish a behavioral interven-
tion program, and the G. family used a consultant during their
son’s transition between first and second grades. The S. fam-
ily used a consultant for negotiation purposes only. All the
families reported positive results from using consultants in a
monitoring capacity.

Informal Monitoring. Informal monitoring was accom-
plished through the use of communication notebooks, moni-
toring of changes in children’s behavior, and parental assis-
tance in classrooms and schools. The following were critical
findings concerning informal monitoring: 

1. All parent participants used informal monitoring.
2. Parents stressed the need for honest and balanced

communication between home and school.
3. Children’s behavior was one of the most reliable monitor-

ing tools the parents used.
4. The mothers spent time in the schools to further monitor

their children’s education.

All of the participants maintained daily communication
notebooks that traveled between home and school. These
notebooks basically followed similar formats, with divisions of
the child’s daily schedule and comments written by the teacher
or the teacher’s assistant. Parents also wrote notes to the teach-
ers on issues of concern.

So she can anticipate, okay, where this kid is coming from. Or the
sensory issue, let us say; like this morning, Scott was really press-
ing, really hard on his ears. And he doesn’t do it on an everyday
basis, and so I think, so I say, watch for this, he is really pressing
on his ears. (Gayle C.)

The parents felt that the daily communication was helpful
as long as it was honest and balanced.
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If it was all just good I would start to wonder if they were just
trying to, you know. I mean I don’t want to hear that he is bad.
I think he is perfect [laughing]. But you know he is going to have
his off days. And they might say, well, he seems tired and not real
attentive today. Or I think he is getting sick. And he wasn’t pay-
ing very good attention in social studies. And you know. And I
guess I would rather know. (Emily G.)

Two families reported two major, separate incidents in
which communication from home to school did not fully in-
form the parents of conflicts at school. These incidents both
involved conflict between the teacher and a teacher assistant.
Parents reported first becoming aware of the conflict issue by
noticing a change in their sons’ behavior. This theme appeared
as a type of informal monitoring after the first interview, and
we asked follow-up questions to verify and further probe this
role of all participants. We asked the parents if they monitored
their child’s behavior to gain insights into how things were
going at school. All participants answered affirmatively, em-
phasizing the need to view behavior as communication since
their sons’ language use was severely impaired.

Yeah, it [behavior] was definitely there and it just kept increasing.
And little things, minor things to begin with, and then a little
more crying fits. Not wanting to go to school and then more to
really throwing fits about going to school and biting at school.
And things like that. [Question: Is that always your first clue?]
With him? Yeah, his actions. Absolutely. And that, a lot of people
I think don’t realize that, that the kid’s behavior will tell me a lot
about what is going on at school. And how he acts by the time
he goes to school and how he acts when he gets home from
school. Are they having more trouble at school? Things like that.
(Kathy N.)

Informal monitoring also occurred when the mothers were
in the schools assisting in the classroom or in other areas of
the school. For example, Linda S. assisted weekly in the class-
room of Kip’s brother, Gayle C. was Scott’s teacher assistant
for 1 full year in second grade, and Kathy N. frequently ac-
companied Ben’s class on field trips. With the exception of
Emily G., the mothers did not work full-time outside the
home. This informal contact allowed them to monitor their
sons’ educational programs and maintain consistent contact
with education professionals. Linda S. reported on the bene-
fit of her presence at Kip’s school:

Yes, and actually it is like the rest of the crew knows I am there
on Wednesdays. And they will see me there filing things or what-
ever. And so even the SLP [speech–language pathologist] will
come over, and the teacher. And so they will come in and pop by
and say, “Well, you know I had a question” and that has helped
out a lot.

Monitoring, formal or informal, was a role performed by
all parent participants, with the mothers engaging in the role
to a greater degree than the fathers. More intense monitoring

occurred when the parents believed there were problems. All
of the parents felt that a change in their son’s behavior was a
reliable indicator of problems at school.

Supporter

The role of supporter in the context of this study’s findings can
be defined as parents encouraging, assisting, or acting as an ad-
vocate for teachers. Critical findings related to the supporter
role are as follows:

1. All parent participants engaged in the supporter role by
encouraging their children’s teachers.

2. Parents provided direct assistance, such as producing
classroom material, purchasing items for the classroom,
and reinforcing classroom intervention strategies in the
home.

All of the parents engaged in the role of supporter, al-
though the degree varied across the participants. Kathy N. ap-
peared to perform this role most consistently, but all of the
parents offered support and encouragement to the education
professionals and to the special education administrator when
they perceived that the school was providing an effective edu-
cational program for their children. The supporter role was ev-
ident in various forms.

The teachers know that [they can call on me] if they need any
kind of help, let’s say they need somebody to laminate things for
them, or to do copying. There is a lot of stuff that I have at home
that the Board of Education doesn’t even have in their class-
rooms. If they ask me, I will not even hesitate. I will send it right
away. (Gayle C.)

This type of support also benefited the teacher, by either
saving time or providing materials that were otherwise un-
available. Gayle C. also assisted the teacher by taking some ma-
terial requests directly to the principal.

And also it helps because the teacher, when you talk to your
teacher, you will find out what the problems are and if they need
anything. Sometimes they do need lots of things, and they can-
not get it from school. But if they know the parents are behind
the teacher, then that makes it a little easier for them to get the
stuff they need.

Parental support extended beyond the classroom, to the
school and to the district. Participants reported that they sup-
ported school functions much like typical parents. Emily G.
and Kathy N. served on committees at the district level.

Another form of support was reinforcing classroom inter-
vention strategies in the home. Parent participants stressed the
importance of carryover from school to home:

I think if Scott is ever going to be progressing, it is the time you
do it both at home and school—at the same time and in the same
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direction. That is the only way he is going to progress. If I do it
alone, by myself at home, he is not going to get it. If she does it
at school by herself, alone, he is not going to get it. It has to be
together and in the same direction. That is really, really impor-
tant for Scott, that we are going in the same direction, that we
are not pulling him apart by going in two different directions.
And I think she [the teacher] knows that. (Gayle C.)

The supporter role benefited the teachers by providing
them with materials and assistance in their classrooms, and it
helped reinforce and strengthen teacher requests with the ad-
ministration. The supporter role was extended to the district
by parental participation on committees focused on autism.

Advocate

In this study, we used the term advocate to reflect parental par-
ticipation in supplemental advocacy activities related to ASD
beyond those directly affecting the couples’ children. The fol-
lowing critical findings emerged in the area of advocacy: 

1. All of the mothers in the study participated in some form
of supplemental advocacy.

2. The fathers were not as active, but they supported their
wives’ efforts.

Emily G. and Linda S. contacted parents of newly diag-
nosed children with ASD to offer support. While working in
her son’s classroom, Gayle C. also worked with other children
through a reading software program and spoke to classes of
university students. Kathy N. was very active in advocacy. She
served on the boards of state and local organizations and had
developed a parent handbook. This handbook had been pub-
lished and was distributed and used throughout the local
school districts. Kathy N. described her ability to advocate: 

It is just because I tend to say what I think and, well, if you don’t
like it. . . . Sometimes you have to. I used to be really shy around
people that were like, well, _______, the professor. And people
like that really intimidated me a lot. Or doctors; they intimidated
me a lot and, really, because of my son, how can I expect things
of him, if I don’t have the guts to do it? You know, if I can’t over-
come these little things, how can he overcome these big things.
So, okay, you are all just people, so forget it.

Although all of the fathers in this study were employed
outside their homes, they were still actively involved with their
children when they were at home, supported their wives’ ad-
vocacy activities by assuming childcare responsibilities, and re-
ported pride in the advocacy efforts of their wives:

And she is really on this crusade to educate herself and be an ad-
vocate for the disability and that kind of thing. And she is not
working, and she focuses on the child and everything she can do.
And she really puts her heart and soul into it. And it is fortunate
that she has that attitude because I don’t have the time to deal
with it, to tell you the truth. (Ken S.)

Trust in Education Professionals

Trust was a prevailing theme throughout all 24 interviews. Al-
though the parents were not asked for their definition of trust,
their responses to questions concerning whether they trusted
education professionals offer insight into how they understand
the concept of trust. Parents reported that their trust in edu-
cation professionals increased when they perceived these pro-
fessionals as competent, having the best interests of children
at the center of their decisions, and keeping their word. The
parents indicated that education professionals, whom they
considered experts, did not necessarily know as much about
autism intervention as the parents. They also described their
experiences and their challenges in obtaining related services
for their children. All of the parents responded negatively or
conditionally when asked if they trusted education professionals:

Do I trust them? To an extent. I always feel like they are always
answering your question and giving you input, but you never
know if they are sharing full knowledge. You know what I mean?
I trust them to an extent, but I don’t trust them fully. Because I
know the bottom line is that they have budgets and they have per-
sonnel and they only have so many resources. (Tim N.)

It is not that you don’t always trust them, but there is a sense of
if you don’t get it written down, it will be forgotten 10 minutes
after the meeting. (Emily G.)

It kind of gave you a warning at that time that you had to always
be on your guard. You can’t trust them all. (Ned G.)

Trust also affected the degree of parental engagement in
the parental roles that directly involved education profession-
als: negotiator, monitor, and supporter. Parents said they re-
laxed their engagement in the roles of monitor and negotiator
and increased their engagement in the role of supporter when
they had more trust in education professionals. Conversely,
when parents reported not trusting education professionals,
engagement in the roles of negotiator and monitor increased
and reported engagement in the role of supporter decreased.
Parental reports concerning engagement in the role of advo-
cate appeared to be fairly constant, perhaps owing to the
nature of the role, which involved activities not directly asso-
ciated with their particular children.

Discussion

Roles have been defined as a comprehensive pattern of behav-
iors and attitudes constituting a strategy for coping with a re-
current set of situations (Turner, 1990). This study identified
four roles in which parent participants consistently engaged:
negotiator, monitor, supporter, and advocate. Previous stud-
ies on role theory have indicated that engagement in multiple
roles may have a definite advantage by attenuating the stress-
ful impact of any single role (e.g., Kandel, Davies, & Ravies,
1985; Marks, 1977; Sieber, 1974). Marks postulated that
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human resources of time and energy are flexible and can be
personally constructed and controlled, depending on the level
of commitment to a certain role. Several quantitative studies
have found that the more roles an individual holds, the better
the individual’s psychological well-being (e.g., Adelmann,
1994; Miller, Moen, & Dempster-McClain, 1991). In our
study, the parents, particularly the mothers, engaged in nu-
merous roles as they interacted with education professionals.

Roles

Fiedler’s (2000) research investigating parental participation
in IEP meetings indicated that these meetings tend to func-
tion as a formal, legal process that presents parents with a pre-
viously developed IEP for their information and signature. In
their discussion of parent–school collaborative efforts, Turn-
bull and Turnbull (2001) concluded that “the dominant
theme of all the research and testimony is that schools try to
comply with the legal mandates and procedures but do not
make an effort to foster empowerment through collaboration”
(p. 231). Findings that emerged in the current study support
the Turnbulls’ conclusion. The role of negotiator developed
over time, in response to the belief that it was necessary for
parents to negotiate to obtain all of the services that their chil-
dren needed.

Parents monitored their children’s behavior through in-
formal means, such as communication notebooks and assis-
tance in classrooms or schools and with their children’s work,
as well as through more formal monitoring during IEP meet-
ings and parent–teacher conferences. It should be noted that
all children, with the exception of Kip, had severe limita-
tions in their communication skills. Kip was verbal, with high-
functioning autism; however, he had communication diffi-
culties, such as expressing his feelings and talking about
occurrences at school. To date, researchers have not investi-
gated how parents of nonspeaking children, those with either
ASD or another disability, monitor the education of their chil-
dren. In this study, all parents reported that the most effective
form of monitoring was the behavior of their children. When
a problem arose at school, parents reported knowledge of it
before the teacher told them by noticing changes in their
child’s behavior. Parents viewed behavior as the most reliable
form of monitoring. Education monitoring was mediated by
parents’ trust in the education professionals: Monitoring in-
creased when parents perceived problems and decreased when
no problems were perceived.

Support for teachers increased when parents reported
trusting them. This support was demonstrated through vari-
ous means, such as buttressing requests between teachers and
administrators, sending materials to teachers, and assisting
teachers in their classrooms. Benefits to the children appeared
to be the prime motivation for these types of support. Previ-
ous research in the area of support has focused on professional
support to families (e.g., Fiedler, 2000; Turnbull et al., 2006)
rather than on family support to professionals. The current

study revealed that intensity of parent support was mediated
by the degree of trust the parents reported.

The role of advocate varied among participants; however,
all parents engaged in some form of advocacy. These advocacy
efforts did not focus solely on their own children. Parents in
this study spoke to university classes and talked with parents
of newly diagnosed children. One parent developed a hand-
book of information about ASD. Most of the research on par-
ent advocacy has focused on advocacy training for parents
(e.g., DiGregorio Hixson, Stoff, & White, 1992; Kalyanpur &
Harry, 2004), but not on the individual advocate role parents
assume. This study’s findings clearly identified the parental
role of advocate; however, additional research is needed to in-
vestigate the process of assuming this role, levels of advocacy
among parents of children with all disabilities, and the func-
tionality of this role for parents.

Parental Roles and Trust

The degree of perceived parental trust in education profes-
sionals correlated with the degree of engagement by parents
in the roles of negotiator, monitor, and supporter. When par-
ents described low levels of trust, an increase in the time spent
as negotiators and monitors occurred. Conversely, when par-
ents indicated higher levels of trust, their time spent as sup-
porters increased. Parents demonstrated higher levels of
support for their children’s special educators by sending teach-
ers more positive notes, gifts, or tokens of appreciation and 
by increasing their advocacy efforts on behalf of teachers. Sev-
eral researchers have emphasized the importance of trust in
parent–school collaboration (e.g., Blue-Banning, Summers,
Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle, 2004; Dominique, Cutler, &
McTarnaghan, 2000; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). Par-
ticipants in the current study emphasized the importance of
trust, and the construct of trust emerged as vital to effective
relationships between parents and education professionals.

Parents in the current study desired and sought a strong
bond of trust with education professionals because they felt
such a relationship would benefit their children. Their re-
peated and often negative interactions with experts and pro-
fessionals (from the medical and educational arenas), however,
had left them skeptical and cautious (Stoner et al., 2005). The
existing research on trust suggests that interpersonal relation-
ships are the primary avenue for building trust (Tschannen-
Moran & Hoy, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995) and that trust
is built incrementally through personal interactions, encoun-
ters, and exchanges (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camen, 1998).
This study’s findings support the importance of interpersonal
relationships in building trust between parents and education
professionals.

Scope of the Research and Limitations

Even though this study was limited to eight parents of young
children with ASD who lived in a specific geographic area and
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who had developed high levels of involvement in their chil-
dren’s education, implications of the findings for the im-
provement of parent–professional interactions are extensive.
This exploratory study sheds light on the roles in which par-
ents engaged as they interacted with education professionals.
Further investigation with a broader sample population is
needed to extend this research to children and youth of dif-
ferent ages and with other types of exceptionalities, to parents
of different ages and from different geographic locations and
types of school systems, and to different education profes-
sionals.

The first limitation of this study is related to the sample.
By virtue of their being involved in a parent support group,
the parents who were investigated demonstrated a commit-
ment to involvement that may not be representative of the
broader population of parents of children with ASD. Logically,
these parents may be more action-oriented or problem-
focused and less likely to assume passive roles than may be the
case with other parents. Action-oriented parents may be the
impetus for changes in policy at the district level, and listening
to their perspectives can often contribute to enhanced pro-
gramming. Similarly, this study’s findings are limited by the
fact that although the children of these parents attended dif-
ferent schools, the schools were located within the same school
district. The education community’s response to these parents
may be conventional practice for that school district.

Another limitation is the lack of a systematic means to mea-
sure trust to determine how magnitude of trust may affect par-
ents’ role performance. Parents reported levels of trust, but
without a structured matrix, it is unclear how reported levels
compared to each other and, subsequently, how subtle varia-
tion may have influenced parental involvement. Future stud-
ies should incorporate structured definitions and measures of
trust. In addition, in future studies, researchers should seek to
validate assertions that the parents were performing in sup-
portive roles by soliciting teachers’ perceptions as well.

Another possible limitation is a lack of generalizability,
which is inherent in qualitative research. Use of purposive sam-
pling yielded participants whose children with ASD exhibited
a great deal of variation in their abilities and disabilities. Lim-
ited information was provided about the four children, so it is
difficult to ascertain how the degree of disability may have in-
fluenced the roles that the parents assumed. Also, we limited
the study to four cases (total of eight parents) in an effort to
provide a deep, rich description of the interaction between the
parents and the education professionals. Furthermore, all of
the participants were married and from a middle-class socio-
economic background, with three of the four mothers not
working outside the home. Inferences may be drawn, but cau-
tion must be exercised not to generalize the experiences, per-
ceptions, and responses of families included in this study to the
larger population of parents of children with ASD. That said,
we will offer recommendations for professionals who are work-
ing with parents of children with ASD.

Recommendations for Professionals

The following recommendations are based on previous litera-
ture, our professional experiences, and perhaps most impor-
tant, the themes that emerged from our interviews with the
parents in this study.

Recommendation 1. Recognize the potential benefit of
parents’ assuming multiple roles within the education setting
and encourage parents to be fully engaged in their children’s
education. The enhancement hypothesis (Marks, 1977) con-
tends that multiple roles have positive effects on individuals,
such as increased self-esteem, increased recognition associated
with multiple roles, and so forth. Other researchers have found
that multiple roles may produce greater well-being, particu-
larly for women, as long as the roles are well balanced and
without role conflict or role overload (Barnett, 1982; Gove &
Zeiss, 1987; Krause & Geyer-Pestello, 1985). Gottlieb (1997)
investigated the effect of multiple roles (e.g., mother and em-
ployee) on single mothers of children with developmental dis-
abilities. The findings indicated that, in general, multiple roles
were associated with more optimal outcomes for single moth-
ers of children with developmental disabilities. Unfortunately,
we did not find a study that focused on the value of multiple
roles within the education setting, and our study indicates that
this is an area in need of further investigation. Professionals
should acknowledge the fact that parents may want to be en-
gaged in their children’s education in various ways and with
varied intensity. Regardless of the extent to which parents want
to get involved, education professionals need to welcome
them, keep them informed, and allow them to be as partici-
pative as they desire.

Professionals should communicate with parents about ser-
vices that would benefit their child, inform them of options,
respect their need to monitor their child’s education, and en-
courage them to be fully functioning members of IEP teams.
They should recognize that if parents perceive dishonesty, trust
will be diminished—and the cost of repairing trust is much
higher than preventing its loss. Professionals should commu-
nicate openly and honestly with parents, especially concerning
services. Trust is vital for effective cooperation and communi-
cation, and one of the recurring themes in the numerous
definitions of trust is that of honesty (Baier, 1986; Butler &
Cantrell, 1984; Cummings & Bromily, 1996; Tschannen-
Moran & Hoy, 2000). Whether education professionals were
or were not fully disclosing the availability of all services is not
as relevant to trust as the perception by the parents that they
were not informed of all services that could benefit their chil-
dren. In this study, the primary factor that increased parental
monitoring and distrust was a belief that the school district was
holding something back. This finding is consistent with the re-
sults of previous research on trust, which have indicated that
when distrust is present, anxiety and insecurity can result in an
increase in monitoring the behavior and possible motives of
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others (Govier, 1992; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy). Whereas it
may take a great number of positive interactions to build trust,
it may take only one or two negative interactions to under-
mine it.

Recommendation 2. Recognize that parents will vary in
their levels of engagement in their children’s education. The par-
ents have the right and responsibility to monitor the quality
and content of their children’s educational programs. Some
parents may choose to do this on a regular, ongoing basis;
others may monitor less closely. As members of their children’s
IEP teams, parents who engage in formal or informal moni-
toring can help professionals provide appropriate, quality ser-
vices and opportunities to establish a relationship that is built
on trust.

Conclusions

This study revealed that parents of children with ASD engaged
in multiple roles (i.e., negotiator, monitor, supporter, and ad-
vocate) as they interacted with education professionals. Parent
participants emphasized the importance of trust as vital to ef-
fective relationships between parents and education profes-
sionals, and the degree of perceived parental trust in education
professionals affected the degree of parental engagement in
the roles of negotiator, monitor, and supporter. The parents
in this study also reported that repeated past negative interac-
tions with medical and education professionals negatively af-
fected their tendency to trust other professionals. Current and
past research has shed much light on correlations between and
among personal life experiences, trust, interpersonal relation-
ship building, and the multiple roles played by parents and
professionals, but further research is needed to enhance pro-
fessionals’ understanding of the construct of trust as it affects
the mutual engagement of parents and professionals in the
education of children with disabilities.
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