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Abstract 

Family engagement in schooling has academic benefits for students and has been cited in 

decreasing the achievement gap. Half of all study district first-grade students did not meet 

benchmark goals on continuous text reading assessments. Further, first-grade treatment 

school students performed below published benchmarks on measures of sight word 

identification fluency (WIF). The purpose of this study was to examine changes to WIF 

scores after participation in the Families and Schools Together in Academic Partnerships 

(FAST-AP) pilot and to examine the effect of parent participation on changes to 

continuous text reading scores. Emergent literacy and sociocultural learning theories 

provided the theoretical basis for this study. Research questions examined changes in 

WIF and continuous text reading scores after participation in FAST-AP using descriptive 

and causal comparative approaches. Nonprobability purposive sampling was used to 

identify 70 first-grade students attending two schools in a suburban Title I district in the 

Northeastern United States to provide archival data. Mean growth for timed (n = 34, M = 

34.18) and untimed (n = 33, M = 67.58) WIF scores exceeded the established benchmark 

(M = 31.5). One sample t-tests indicated timed WIF growth was not statistically 

significant, while untimed growth reached statistical significance [t(32) = 8.89, p < .001, 

d = 1.55]. An independent samples t-test indicated no significant difference between the 

continuous text reading scores of students whose families participated in FAST-AP (n = 

39) and those who did not (n = 31). Study results suggest a positive effect of FAST-AP 

participation on WIF.  This study may exert positive social change by providing a 

strategy that emphasizes collaborative family-school interactions to empower families in 

supporting foundational literacy skills and improvements in literacy achievement.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The call for family engagement in schooling is ubiquitous in political, scientific, 

and educational conversations. Active family engagement has been associated with many 

school success indicators, most notably academic achievement (Boonk et al., 2018). The 

benefits of parental involvement are thought to be instrumental in ameliorating the trend 

of declining student achievement, especially in schools with large nondominant cultural, 

language, and economic groups (Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). Research has also 

suggested positive effects on other academic and social problems such as low rates of 

student engagement (Park & Holloway, 2017), truancy (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018), 

behavior problems (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018), and school violence (Song et al., 2019). 

Parental engagement has been shown to contribute to more positive student attitudes 

toward school and lower dropout rates (Ross, 2016), and positively affect cognitive and 

emotional resilience (Wang et al., 2016). Educators and politicians suggest that 

partnerships with families can potentially close achievement gaps, particularly in students 

from ethnic minority and low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds (Calzada et al., 

2015; Epstein, 2018; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; Ishimaru et al., 2016; Pemberton & Miller, 

2015). Much research supports the benefits to students’ academic achievement when 

families and schools partner to support student learning both in and out of the classroom.  

That a consensus exists among educators regarding the positive effects of parental 

engagement on student achievement is undeniable. The problem is half of all first-grade 

students in the study district did not meet benchmark goals on the Fall 2018 Fountas and 

Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System 2nd edition (F & P BAS; Fountas & Pinnell, 
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2010) continuous text reading assessments. Further, the treatment school’s Fall 2018 F & 

P BAS benchmark reading data indicated that 73% of first-grade students were 

performing below grade-level expectations. Additionally, first-grade students from the 

treatment school scored below established goals on the Fall 2018 word identification 

fluency (WIF) assessments, with 61% scoring in the at-risk range on the Vanderbilt WIF 

assessment and 51% scoring below the end of kindergarten expectations on the Dolch 

sight word inventory assessment. Poor literacy achievement has been attributed to low 

rates of family engagement (Alexander et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Wang et al., 

2016), yet, according to the assistant superintendent at the study site, the study district 

lacked a global plan for engaging families in their children’s schooling.  

I addressed this gap in practice by providing a structure for aligning family 

engagement efforts across the study district to ensure equitable support for encouraging 

all families to become engaged in their children’s schooling with the goal of 

strengthening foundational literacy skills and improving benchmark literacy scores. I 

used a descriptive design to describe the change to WIF scores after family participation 

in the Families and Schools Together in Academic Partnerships (FAST-AP) family 

engagement pilot program. Timed Vanderbilt WIF pre- and posttreatment probes and 

untimed Dolch sight word inventory pre- and posttreatment assessments provided the 

data points for descriptive analyses. I also used a quasi-experimental design to examine 

the effect of participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes to continuous text 

reading scores. The independent variable was parent engagement in the FAST-AP family 
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engagement pilot program, and the dependent variable was score change on the F & P 

BAS assessment. 

This study has implications for positive social change because of its potential to 

improve the literacy growth scores of first-grade students. The FAST-AP pilot program 

provides a vehicle for empowering families to forge authentic family-school partnerships 

with the goal of improving literacy growth. The FAST-AP family engagement program 

(Reynolds, 2018) positions families as essential partners possessing a shared commitment 

and accountability to student literacy learning and growth. The central philosophy of the 

FAST-AP family engagement program advances a shift from deficit thinking about 

families as passive participants in student learning to a perception of families as authentic 

collaborators capable of meaningful contributions to student literacy achievement. This 

study may also contribute to positive social change as it provides educators with an 

improved understanding of effective family engagement practices that positively impact 

student achievement. Educators may use this awareness to hone their focus on high 

leverage, equitable family engagement behaviors, thus increasing the levels of 

engagement for all families and supporting improvements in student literacy 

achievement. 

In Chapter 1, I discuss the background literature regarding family engagement, 

the study problem, and its purpose. I also outline the study parameters, including the 

research question, theoretical framework, nature of the study, essential definitions, 

assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and the significance of the study.  
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Background 

Family engagement is a multifaceted construct. Social scientists, parents, and 

educators consistently identify parental involvement in school as an essential factor 

contributing to improved student achievement (Boonk et al., 2018; Dotterer & 

Wehrspann, 2016; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018). There is ample research to support a positive 

relationship between parents’ engagement in their children’s school or schoolwork and 

improved student achievement, motivation, and social/emotional outcomes (Barger et al., 

2019; Degol et al., 2017; Grijalva-Quiñonez et al., 2020; Mendez & Swick, 2018). Wang 

et al. (2016) identified parent engagement as a critical protective factor in fostering the 

development of cognitive and emotional resilience, especially in students from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds. In contrast, low rates of parental engagement, 

typically attributed to families of low socioeconomic status (SES), nondominant cultural 

groups, and English language learners (ELLs) may place these students at increased risk 

for lagging literacy achievement as compared to their White, English-speaking, higher 

SES peers (Alexander et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2016). The perception 

of lower rates of engagement from these marginalized groups may result from differences 

in how families and schools define engagement and the Eurocentric engagement 

activities typically associated with family engagement that limit the range of expected 

family engagement behaviors. 

The behaviors and activities associated with family engagement are manifold, 

resulting in varied definitions. Inclusive definitions of engagement encompass vague 

types of parental efforts to dedicate resources and invest time in student education 
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(Boonk et al., 2018). More specific definitions of engagement suggest that parental 

engagement activities supporting student education are home-based or school-based 

(Boonk et al., 2018). However, recent studies include parental dispositions, such as 

parental aspirations and expectations for their children’s education, as distinctive forms 

of engagement (Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). Parental aspirations are nuanced and can 

be exhibited as proactive parenting behaviors enacted in early childhood before students 

enter school (Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). These may include reading, engaging in 

enriching conversations, and creating a stimulating climate. In contrast, parental 

engagement behaviors related to parental expectations are reactive and occur in response 

to school problems (Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). Definitions of parent engagement 

typically include descriptions of school-based or home-based activities or parental 

dispositions that influence student outcomes. 

Park and Holloway (2017) dissected the family engagement construct even further 

to more precisely define school-based parenting behaviors as private-good or public-

good. Private-good school-based parenting behavior is distinguished by actions directed 

toward benefiting individual students (Park & Holloway, 2017). Attendance at academic 

conferences or participation in literacy or numeracy nights are private-good activities. 

These school-based events provide families with opportunities to learn skills and 

strategies for promoting their children’s academic growth. On the other hand, public-

good parenting behaviors describe involvement focused on schoolwide improvements 

and are positively influenced by parents’ SES and education (Park & Holloway, 2017). 
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Attendance at school governance meetings is a public-good behavior focused on 

conferring benefits to the schoolwide community. 

A consensus in the research literature supports students’ extensive benefits when 

parents are involved in their schooling. However, studies suggest that the provenance of 

parent engagement behaviors—school or home—may influence who is most likely to 

benefit and the degree to which benefits accrue (Ross, 2016). Though various sources and 

related outcomes of parental engagement behaviors have been widely studied, their 

specific influences on student academic achievement continue to be sources of debate. 

Commonly expected behaviors attributed to school-based family engagement 

practices include attending academic conferences, school governance meetings, and other 

events outside of the home hosted by the school (Vassallo, 2018). Ishimaru (2019) 

suggested that traditional parent engagement initiatives, which include school-based 

training, while well-intentioned, are primarily school-centered programs that promote a 

unidirectional relationship between families and schools. These models typically foster 

one-way communication that sets teachers apart from families, thus positioning school 

personnel as educational and child development experts and overlooking more culturally 

or context responsive strategies founded on bidirectional exchanges (Ishimaru, 2019). 

These models emerge from a deficit view of parent engagement and rely on interventions 

designed to fix parents (Gonzales & Gabel, 2017; Ishimaru, 2019). Traditional school-

based parent involvement initiatives often neglect the importance of family and culturally 

centered activities that have been found to promote academic achievement (Gonzales & 

Gabel, 2017; Ishimaru, 2019). Examples of family-centered forms of involvement 
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include setting high expectations for learning, parent-child communication about school, 

and promoting moral, spiritual, or cultural values. 

Several studies suggested that parental involvement in home-based student 

activities (i.e., homework help, reading with children, playing games) leads to significant 

academic and social/emotional gains (Boonk et al., 2018). Although some research 

suggested that school-based parental involvement confers little benefit to students 

compared to the benefits from home-based support (Park & Holloway, 2017; Petridou & 

Karagiorgi, 2018; Portwood et al., 2015), there is research to suggest that volunteering at 

school and attending programs initiated as school-based training designed to equip 

parents with instructional strategies carried out in the home result in specific literacy 

gains (Fagan et al., 2016). Informal observations of teacher modeling and parent 

workshops that focused on assisting parents in developing skills that support student 

literacy development at home had a more significant impact on student achievement than 

courses designed to promote parents’ personal development and well-being (Fagan et al., 

2016). In each of these cases, parent engagement is defined by activities that are viewed 

as the responsibility of parents or as the shared responsibility of parents and educators 

(Crosby et al., 2015; Park & Holloway, 2017; Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018; Portwood et 

al., 2015). 

Recent findings point to collective parent engagement (CPE) as having 

significant, positive effects on many aspects of student social/emotional and academic 

development (Alameda-Lawson, 2014; Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2016; Lawson & 

Alameda-Lawson, 2012). CPE programs focus on establishing adult social networks as 
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vehicles for facilitating the development of parents’ child advocacy and leadership skills, 

thereby promoting achievement for all students (Ishimaru, 2019). Fostering the 

development of positive relationships among parents in the school community not only 

reduces barriers to parent engagement. It also may provide increased motivation for 

parent involvement that shifts foci from unilateral activities aligning to narrowly defined 

school agendas to include those that leverage reciprocal, multidirectional interaction 

(Hamlin & Flessa, 2018). Collective, reciprocal relationships among parents and between 

families and schools may lead to improved student achievement in critical academic 

domains such as numeracy and literacy (Ishimaru, 2019; Ishimaru et al., 2016).  

However, CPE programs implemented as the sole intervention for improving parent 

involvement and student achievement can be problematic. Ishimaru et al. (2016, p. 852) 

suggested that such a narrow focus can “default to assimilating (parents) into the 

dominant norms, expectations, and behaviors, thereby inadvertently re-inscribing 

asymmetric power dynamics and constraining parent voice and leadership,” limiting the 

effectiveness of CPE. Additionally, CPE is ineffective when implemented as an isolated 

intervention (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2016, 2019). The transformative potential of 

CPE is evident when implemented with other parent engagement initiatives (Alameda-

Lawson & Lawson, 2016). 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) suggested that parents become involved in 

their children’s schooling for three primary reasons:  they have developed a role 

construction for involvement, parental self-efficacy for supporting student learning, and 

perceive both opportunities and demands for their involvement. Hoover-Dempsey et al. 
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(2005) defined parental role construction as a parent’s perceptions regarding their 

responsibility about how they should engage in their children’s schooling. Role 

construction influences the types of activities parents elect to participate in and may 

include participating in school-based activities or supporting student learning at home 

(Yamamoto et al., 2016).  Parental self-efficacy for being involved in schooling is related 

to the belief that they possess the requisite skills to provide the appropriate support for 

promoting their children’s academic achievement (Yamamoto et al., 2016). Hence, 

parents with low perceived efficacy may choose not to support student learning despite of 

having a robust parental role construction (Yamamoto et al., 2016). In addition to 

parental role construction and self-efficacy, parents become involved when they perceive 

that their children’s school provides opportunities to become involved and that their 

involvement is welcome and expected (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Yamamoto et 

al., 2016). Colgate et al. (2017) found that invitations from teachers and students had a 

significant effect on active involvement in a home reading challenge. For parent 

engagement programs to be effective, then, parental role construction and parental self-

efficacy for supporting student academic achievement must be addressed (Hoover-

Dempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Additionally, 

involvement programs should also include consistent opportunities or 

invitations/demands for involvement that communicate the school’s strong desire or need 

for involvement (Yamamoto et al., 2016). 

One popular family engagement program is Academic Parent-Teacher Teams 

(APTT). APTT is a hybrid engagement program that combines elements of home- and 
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school-based activities with opportunities for collective parent engagement (APTT, 2017; 

Paredes, 2017). According to Paredes (2017), this engagement model replaces traditional 

parent-teacher conferences and offers families opportunities to collaborate with teachers. 

APTT is premised on the accountability principle that families who possess a clear 

understanding of their children’s current academic performance and target performance 

standards, coupled with resources and strategies for supporting student learning at home, 

shift from being merely involved in education to having the capacity to authentically 

partner with schools in educating their child (APTT, 2017; Jeffco Research and 

Assessment Design, 2016; Paredes, 2017; Sanzone et al., 2018). Authentic collaboration 

between families and schools is the key to promoting the academic achievement of all 

students. 

The APTT family engagement program incorporates many features that research 

suggests are elements of high-quality family engagement programs; however, the 

implementation of APTT has received mixed results. Although teachers and parents 

reported improvements in home-school relationships, parents desired more personalized 

interactions, such as traditional parent-teacher conferences (Jeffco Research and 

Assessment Design, 2016). Parents enjoyed receiving activities and supporting materials; 

however, families cited a lack of ongoing support between meetings, contributing to low 

levels of engagement from home (Jeffco Research and Assessment Design, 2016). 

Families also suggested that schools provide more opportunities to strengthen parental 

role construction, self-efficacy, and appropriate opportunities to become engaged (Jeffco 

Research and Assessment Design, 2016). A parent survey conducted by the Houston 
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Independent School District indicated the need for help with specific academic skills to 

support students’ learning from home (Houston Independent School District, Department 

of Research and Accountability, 2019).  Parents also indicated that a lack of perceived 

invitations or invitations that did not include critical resources such as transportation and 

childcare, or that conflicted with work schedules, were primary barriers to participation in 

school-based APTT meetings (Houston Independent School District, Department of 

Research and Accountability, 2019). Although the APPT family engagement program 

attempts to incorporate the strengths of home-based parent involvement with school-

based training (Paredes, 2017), research suggests it offers few opportunities for collective 

parent engagement and does not adequately support the ongoing development of parental 

role construction and self-efficacy (Sanzone et al., 2018). Parental role construction and 

self-efficacy are socially constructed and, therefore, subject to social influence 

(Yamamoto et al., 2016). Thus, the APTT family engagement program and others similar 

to it should account for their importance when planning the frequency and types of 

involvement activities to maximize the potential for improving the level of parent 

participation. 

In 2016, in response to low rates of family engagement and declining literacy 

benchmark scores, the Study School District began a 2-year pilot of the APTT parent 

engagement program to capitalize on the benefits of parent engagement in improving 

student achievement. Similar to participants in the Jeffco Public School District and 

Houston Independent School District pilots, parents and educators in the Study School 

district reported concerns about the APTT family engagement program (Houston 
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Independent School District, Department of Research and Accountability, 2019; Jeffco 

Research and Assessment Design, 2016). According to the assistant superintendent of the 

study site, teacher feedback from APTT focus groups was mixed and indicated that the 

program required an intense time commitment to prepare parent presentations and 

organize home learning materials. Additionally, teachers reported challenges supporting 

families in understanding and setting appropriate SMART goals during whole group 

family meetings. Teachers also noted that overall family attendance at whole group 

meetings was weak. There was scant evidence from year-end student benchmark reading 

achievement data to suggest the program was effective. After a 2-year pilot, Study School 

District determined student gains in overall academic achievement were inadequate, and 

the APTT engagement program was terminated. 

During the 2018–2019 school term, the APTT family engagement program was 

replaced across the school district with an annual Open House/Academic Night. Families 

received information about grade-level expectations for academic subjects and 

social/emotional learning. The district provided a list of learning activities suitable for 

supporting school learning at home and a link to a monthly electronic newsletter 

providing grade-level suggestions for similar activities. Although the recommended 

activities included materials often found in the home, such as dice or playing cards, this 

plan did not address the potential financial barriers to family involvement for families 

who did not have the necessary items or the means to acquire them. Although the APTT 

pilot results were unimpressive, families who participated in the program grew 

accustomed to receiving learning activities complete with all essential learning materials 
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and required no preparation. Hannon et al. (2020) cited that provision of learning 

materials was essential for enhancing home literacy learning. The new plan provided 

families with activity suggestions without the requisite resources, leaving them with little 

support for helping their students’ academic learning from home. 

The Families and Schools Together in Academic Partnerships (FAST-AP) family 

engagement program (Reynolds, 2018) was developed in response to the vacuum of 

family and student support from the school district. The study site principal and 

superintendent approved the pilot for use in the first-grade cohort in one of the eight 

elementary schools in the study district. In contrast to the district’s default family 

engagement plan, all materials required to complete FAST-AP literacy activities were 

provided by the school. FAST-AP addresses the APTT family engagement program’s 

documented weaknesses and incorporates the salient features of both CPE and traditional 

engagement programs (Reynolds, 2018). FAST-AP programmatic components also 

address the areas of parental role construction, self-efficacy, and perceived 

invitations/demands for involvement to increase the likelihood of influencing parent 

involvement and improving student academic achievement (Reynolds, 2018). 

The FAST-AP family engagement program incorporates current research about 

the positive effects of parent engagement on student achievement, how and why parents 

are motivated to be involved in student learning, and the elements of effective parent 

engagement programs (Reynolds, 2018). Parent and administration feedback regarding 

the perceived positive and negative aspects of APTT was crucial in selecting each FAST-

AP family engagement program element. FAST-AP is an innovative family engagement 
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program, the effects of which have not been scientifically researched. Further study is 

needed to ascertain its effects on family engagement and student literacy achievement. 

There have been wide variations in efforts to engage families in their children’s education 

within the study district. Family engagement plans have lacked uniformity across the 

district, resulting in inequitable family support due to disparate approaches not only 

between schools but often among grade-level cohorts within schools. My goal was to 

address this gap in practice by providing a plan for family engagement that would 

increase the consistency of invitations for family involvement, encourage diverse 

opportunities for family engagement, and provide a uniform structure for teacher 

practices in engaging their students’ families. Expanding FAST-AP implementation to 

include first-grade cohorts from other study district schools that currently lack a formal 

targeted family engagement focus could lead to widespread improvements in first-grade 

students’ literacy achievement across the study district. 

Problem Statement 

Research literature suggests a positive relationship between parental involvement 

in school and improved student literacy achievement. Brown et al. (2019) found that 

home-based literacy activities are especially vital in promoting students’ literacy 

achievement who read below grade-level expectations. The problem is half of all first-

grade students in the study district did not meet benchmark goals on Fall 2018 F & P 

BAS continuous text reading assessments.  Further, the treatment school’s Fall 2018 F & 

P BAS benchmark reading data indicated that 73% of first-grade students were 

performing below grade-level expectations. Additionally, first-grade students from the 
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treatment school scored below established goals on the Fall 2018 WIF assessments, with 

61% scoring in the at-risk range on the Vanderbilt WIF assessment and 51% scoring 

below the end of kindergarten expectations on the Dolch sight word inventory 

assessment. Lagging literacy achievement can be attributed to low family engagement 

rates (Alexander et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2016). Research supports 

the importance of family engagement in improving student literacy achievement and 

indicates that family literacy experiences may increase achievement scores on high-stakes 

assessments (Brown et al., 2019).  

The study district lacked a universal plan for engaging families in strengthening 

foundational reading skills to improve literacy achievement scores on measures of 

continuous text reading or individual WIF assessments. I addressed this gap in educator 

practice by providing a comprehensive plan for engaging families in supporting the 

development of specific grade-level foundational literacy skills and was the impetus for 

implementing the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. The pilot program 

provided a structure for aligning family engagement efforts across the study district to 

ensure equitable support for encouraging all families to become engaged in their 

children’s schooling to strengthen foundational literacy skills and improve benchmark 

literacy scores. 

Purpose of the Study 

Lagging literacy achievement has been attributed to low family engagement rates 

(Alexander et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2016) and was the impetus for 

implementing the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. The purpose of this 
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quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores after family participation in the 

FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the effect of parent 

participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes to continuous text reading scores 

of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States. 

Timed Vanderbilt WIF pre- and posttreatment probes and untimed Dolch sight word 

inventory pre- and post-treatment assessments provided the data points for descriptive 

analyses.  For the inferential analysis in this study, the independent variable was parent 

engagement in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. The dependent variable 

was change in continuous text reading scores as measured by F & P BAS assessments. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 (RQ1):  What is the change to the timed WIF scores, as 

measured by timed Vanderbilt WIF probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban 

Title I school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program? 

Null Hypothesis (H01): There is no the change to the timed WIF scores, as 

measured by Vanderbilt WIF probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I 

school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program. 

Alternative Hypothesis (H11): There is a change to the timed WIF scores, as 

measured by Vanderbilt WIF probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I 

school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program. 
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Research Question 2 (RQ2): What is the change to the untimed WIF scores, as 

measured by Dolch sight word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a 

suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program? 

Null Hypothesis (H02): There is no change to the untimed WIF scores, as 

measured by Dolch sight word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a 

suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program. 

Alternative Hypothesis (H12): There is a change to the untimed WIF scores, as 

measured by Dolch sight word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a 

suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program. 

Research Question 3 (RQ3): What is the effect of parent participation in the 

FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on changes to the continuous text reading 

scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United 

States compared to continuous text reading growth scores of first-grade students in a 

suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States whose families did not 

participate, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment? 

Null Hypothesis (H03): There is no statistically significant effect of parent 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on changes to the 

continuous text reading scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States compared to continuous text reading growth scores of first-



18 

 

grade students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States whose 

families did not participate, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment. 

Alternative Hypothesis (H13): There is a statistically significant effect of parent 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on changes to the 

continuous text reading scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States compared to continuous text reading growth scores of first-

grade students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States whose 

families did not participate, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment. 

Theoretical Framework 

Marie Clay’s early work in emergent literacy theory (Clay, 1966, as cited in 

Sulzby & Teale, 1991) and the sociocultural learning theory of Russian psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky (1962, as cited in Tharp & Gallimore, 1991) provided the theoretical 

foundation for this study. Sociocultural learning theories challenged formal schooling's 

primacy in literacy development and provided a complex description of alternative social 

contexts and processes in and through which learning occurs (Tharp, 1997; Tharp & 

Gallimore, 1991). Vygotsky contended that cognitive development is driven by social 

interactions between the child and the environment and not by maturation, as posited 

previously by developmental theorists (Razfar & Gutierrez, 2003). Vygotsky (1978) 

differentiated between lower mental functions described as natural abilities determined 

by heredity and higher mental functions described as socially or culturally mediated. 

Higher mental functions occur first as intermental processes that develop through social 

interactions between individuals engaged in shared sociocultural activities (Tharp & 
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Gallimore, 1991). Nascent cognitive abilities become gradually internalized as 

intramental processes within the child (Black & Allen, 2018; Tharp & Gallimore, 1991). 

Sociocultural learning theory emphasizes the importance of social apprenticeship 

between the child and a more knowledgeable or capable other (MKO) in what Vygotsky 

(1978) identified as the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD can be described 

as the distance between the actual developmental level determined by what the child can 

perform independently and their level of potential development when guided by the 

MKO (Abtahi et al., 2017; Eun, 2019; Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) defined the 

MKO as one who has mastered the target skill and can provide incremental support 

through collaboration with the child, scaffolding the task’s complexity to support the 

gradual attainment of a higher level of performance (Markova, 2017). The process of 

learning involves progressing through the ZPD with the support of a MKO to the next 

level of understanding, which creates a new ZPD and propels development (Clark, 2018). 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning theory emphasizes the role of social mediation 

by MKOs in the ZPD and shares similarities with Clay’s (1966, as cited in Sulzby & 

Teale, 1991) emergent literacy theory. 

The early work of Marie Clay (1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale 1991) first 

introduced the emergent literacy framework. The understanding that literacy development 

and literacy learning are fundamentally social processes that are the products of social 

interactions in informal settings even before children enter formal schooling provided the 

premise for the emergent literacy framework (Sulzby & Teale, 1991; Teale, 1986). Like 

sociocultural theory, the emergent literacy framework provided a contrast to the widely 
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held beliefs of school readiness that described literacy learning as a linear intrapersonal 

mental process that began with formal schooling (Razfar & Gutierrez, 2003). Clay (1966, 

as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 1991) proposed that, even before children can read or write in 

conventional ways, they are already engaged in a continuous process of becoming literate 

through social interactions. The emergent literacy framework expanded the view of the 

behaviors that constitute literacy and provided a more comprehensive understanding of 

the MKO’s role and the work that occurs in the ZPD described in sociocultural theory 

(Clay, 1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 1991). The emergent framework posits that 

literacy learning and growth emerge from modeled and shared literacy experiences with 

members of the child’s home and community and stresses the importance of families and 

literacy-rich environments in nurturing literacy development (Hannon et al., 2020; Razfar 

& Gutierrez, 2003). Akin to the ZPD, Petrová et al. (2020) suggested that a literacy-rich 

environment provides the space, opportunities, and motivation for exploring print and 

writing through spontaneous child-selected activities that lead to the gradual acquisition 

of conventional literacy (Petrová et al., 2020). Sulzby and Teale (1991) suggested that 

emergent literacy development skills result from social conversations and is enhanced 

through the purposeful engagement of the child and adult in literacy activities such as 

reading together, participating in wordplay, and playing other literacy games. The 

experienced adult supports the child through successive interactions, gradually releasing 

responsibility for using the emerging skill to the child (Sulzby & Teale, 1991). When 

considered together, emergent literacy and sociocultural learning theories provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the social nature of literacy development and the critical 
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role played by families in scaffolding learning that is just beyond the child’s ability to 

achieve independently. Both theories are well-aligned to the research questions and the 

study approach. Their applicability to the present study will be discussed in greater detail 

in the Theoretical Framework section in Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

This was a quantitative ex post facto study. Quantitative research methods 

emphasize gathering numeric data to understand the relationships or effects of variables, 

explain a particular phenomenon, and generalize results across specified groups (Frey, 

2018). Quantitative research methods, therefore, are appropriate for describing score 

changes after a treatment and analyzing the effects of a treatment program on score 

changes. Descriptive research designs are appropriate for quantifying and describing data 

(Allen, 2017). Quasi-experimental designs are appropriate to study naturally occurring 

groups or groups whose membership is assigned prior to an investigation, such as is 

found with students in classrooms (Burkholder et al., 2016). Although a quasi-

experimental design does not afford the same confidence in making causal inferences as a 

randomized experimental design, a pretest-posttest of students’ reading benchmark scores 

from the treatment and comparison groups acted to improve the credibility of results 

(Burkholder et al., 2016). 

Ex post facto analysis using a paired samples t-test indicated whether a 

statistically significant difference existed between pre- and posttest WIF scores. A 

calculation of the difference between the mean pretest and posttest scores provided the 
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mean WIF score change. A one-sample t-test indicated whether the differences between 

WIF change scores and published benchmarks for growth were statistically significant.  

Ex post facto analysis using an independent samples t-test indicated whether there 

was a statistically significant difference in changes to continuous text reading scores in 

students whose families engaged in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and 

those who did not. The independent variable was family participation in the FAST-AP 

family engagement pilot program. The dependent variable was pre- and posttest score 

growth in continuous text reading, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment. 

The t-test is an inferential statistical test to determine if there is a statistically 

significant difference between the means of two groups and is particularly well-suited for 

use with research designs using repeated measures (Allen, 2017). The following 

statistical assumptions must be met for paired samples t-tests:  the test variables must be 

normally distributed, observations are independent of one another, the grouping variable 

is nominal, and the dependent variable should be continuous, contain no outliers, and be 

normally distributed (Frey, 2018). An independent samples t-test must also meet the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances (Frey, 2018). According to the results of a 

Shapiro-Wilk test, Vanderbilt WIF data were not normally distributed and did not meet 

the assumptions for paired samples t-tests. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test is the 

nonparametric alternative for comparing the difference between the means of two 

heterogeneous matched groups (Knapp, 2018) and was used to answer RQ 1. The 

Shapiro-Wilk test results further indicated that Dolch sight word inventory data were 

normally distributed and met the assumptions for t-tests. Therefore, a paired samples t-
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test provided the statistics to answer RQ2. In addition, the Shapiro-Wilk test results 

indicated that continuous text reading data were normally distributed, and Levene’s Test 

of Equality of Variances indicated that the assumption of homogeneity. Continuous text 

reading data met the statistical assumptions for independent samples t-tests. Therefore, an 

independent samples t-test provided statistics used to answer RQ 3. 

Definitions 

FAST-AP:  The FAST-AP family engagement program is a novel hybrid family 

engagement program which synthesizes CPE and school-based family training elements 

to promote active academic engagement from home (Reynolds, 2018). It incorporates 

support for developing strong parental role construction for being active in schooling and 

provides opportunities to strengthen parental self-efficacy for academic involvement 

(Reynolds, 2018). Culturally responsive practices mitigate subtractive schooling practices 

shown to present barriers to the active school engagement of families from nondominant 

cultural, linguistic, and SES groups (Gonzales & Gabel, 2017). The FAST-AP family 

engagement program intentionally incorporates culturally responsive practices and 

honors families’ unique contributions to their children’s schooling (Reynolds, 2018). The 

FAST-AP philosophy is centered on the assumptions that student outcomes are a shared 

obligation of schools and families and that previously unrecognized forms of home-based 

engagement are valuable in overall academic achievement (Vassallo, 2018). 

Home-based involvement:  Although research suggests that parents become 

involved in their children’s schooling in many ways outside of the classroom (Epstein, 
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2018), for the purposes of the present study, the definition for home-based involvement 

was limited to engagement in FAST-AP literacy learning activities. 

More knowledgeable or competent others:  More knowledgeable others and more 

competent others are inclusive terms that encompass family members, peers, caretakers, 

or teachers who possess a higher level of skill and can scaffold the learning of the less 

knowledgeable or less competent learner in their zone of proximal development (Acar et 

al., 2017; Veraksa et al., 2016). 

Parent or family involvement or engagement:  Parent or family involvement or 

engagement has been defined in research literature in different ways. Allen and White-

Smith (2018) suggest shifting from deficit-based definitions of engagement focusing on 

observable behaviors such as attendance at school-based activities to include other ways 

families support students (i.e., nurturing, discussions about school, and engaging in other 

supportive activities).  Definitions for parent involvement often focus on demonstrable 

behaviors such as attending conferences and parental outreach efforts (Alexander et al., 

2017). Programs adopting this definition illustrate a gap in cultural sensitivity and 

awareness and position parents as passive observers who must learn how to fix their 

children’s low achievement (Paredes, 2017; Sanzone et al., 2018). In direct contrast are 

parent engagement definitions that position parents as capable partners in education and 

desirous to actively participate and apply their knowledge to support their children’s 

academic achievement. The current study used parent or family participation or 

engagement synonymously to define the construct to include attendance at school-based 

FAST-AP meetings or conferences or using home-based FAST-AP literacy activities. 
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School-based involvement:  School-based involvement has been defined as 

involvement in school events and activities related to children’s learning (Alexander et 

al., 2017). This form of involvement is characterized by attendance at conferences and 

participation and attendance at non-scholastic events such as book fairs, PTA, and other 

social events (Epstein, 2018). For the present study, school-based involvement was 

recorded in event attendance logs and defined as attendance at the Open House FAST-AP 

launch, morning FAST-AP BreakFAST Meetings, and FAST-AP SMART goal 

conferences. 

Student literacy score change:  Changes in students’ WIF and continuous text 

reading scores were computed by deducting the mean value of pretest scores from the 

mean value of post-test scores to arrive at a summative score change. 

Zone of proximal development:  The distance between a student’s actual achieved 

development and their level of potential development with guidance or in collaboration 

with a more knowledgeable or competent other (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Assumptions 

For this study, it was assumed that all students attending the treatment school 

were engaged in using FAST-AP literacy activities. Minimally, students were engaged in 

FAST-AP literacy activities with families who attended monthly BreakFAST meetings. 

Staff from the onsite childcare program and other school support staff also used FAST-

AP literacy activities with first-grade students in the treatment school during the onsite 

before/after school program. Additionally, community volunteers visiting first-grade 

classrooms in the treatment school used FAST-AP literacy activities with individual 
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students and small groups. It was further assumed that similar to other forms of 

homework typically completed by students in the primary grades, most families in the 

study school used the FAST-AP literacy activities at home at least occasionally to 

support student literacy learning. 

Scope and Delimitations 

The scope of this study was limited to describing changes in WIF scores after 

family participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and examining 

the effects of family engagement in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes to the 

continuous text reading scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school district 

in the Northeastern United States. Descriptive analyses used pre- and posttreatment WIF 

scores from timed Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventories. The 

independent nominal variable used for inferential analysis was family participation in the 

FAST-AP pilot program. The dependent variable, change in continuous text reading 

scores as measured by the F & P BAS, was a discrete variable measured at the interval-

ratio level. 

The study was delimited to first-grade students from two elementary schools in 

the study district. Treatment and comparison schools with similar class sizes, SES, and 

demographic profiles were selected from the suburban Title I school district in the 

Northeastern United States to provide archival data to answer the research questions. 

Although research suggests the importance of cultivating parent engagement beginning as 

early as preschool and kindergarten (Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services & U.S. Department of Education, 2016, May 5), the FAST-AP 
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family engagement pilot program was provisionally approved by the treatment school 

principal and study district superintendent for use exclusively with the first-grade cohort 

in the proposed treatment school. FAST-AP home-based literacy activities provided a 

stress-free and pleasant social experience for families of beginning readers. They were 

intended to replace more traditional forms of homework assignments such as worksheets. 

FAST-AP home-based literacy activities shared characteristics with traditional first-grade 

homework activities (Rosário et al., 2018). They provided opportunities for the daily 

practice of first-grade foundational literacy skills and were tied to specific grade one 

reading measures. Due to the emphasis on beginning reading skills, the study was limited 

to students in first grade. The present study may be instrumental in informing decisions 

regarding the generalizability of results and expanding the FAST-AP family engagement 

program to other first-grade cohorts within the study district. 

Limitations 

The present study was limited by three threats to external validity related to 

selection-treatment effects, limiting the generalization of study results (Urban & van 

Eeden-Moorefield, 2018). First, the participants who attended FAST-AP events and used 

FAST-AP literacy activities and materials at home did so voluntarily. These participants 

may already have been highly motivated and been strong advocates of family-school 

involvement and collaboration. Participating families may have been biased and not 

representative of all families from the sample population. Therefore, the generalization of 

study results to a larger population of first-grade families in the study district may be 

limited. 
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The second threat that may limit generalizing findings beyond the study group is 

regarding the sampling procedures. Selection bias can make attributing variations in the 

dependent variable to the treatment rather than differences resulting from group 

assignment problematic (Frey, 2018). The present study used non-random purposive 

convenience sampling because random sampling was not possible. To minimize this 

threat to external validity, students enrolled in the treatment cohort who participated in 

the FAST-AP literacy pilot program shared comparable fall literacy and socioeconomic 

demographic profiles at the start of the 2018–2019 school term with the comparison 

group used to answer Research Question 3. However, the treatment cohort was not 

matched by fall literacy, demographic, ethnic, and SES profiles to every first-grade 

cohort in the Study School district. This makes it problematic to generalize results 

beyond the study school. 

The third threat to external validity that potentially limits the present study’s 

findings relates to the interaction of setting and treatment (Meltzoff & Cooper, 2018). 

Differences in classroom environments, teaching styles, and teachers’ attitudes toward 

promoting active home- and school-based family engagement could make it challenging 

to attribute statistically significant findings to the treatment. The study used multiple 

classrooms at the treatment and comparison sites to minimize setting and treatment 

interaction effects. 

Internal validity refers to the degree of confidence that relationships observed 

between independent and dependent study variables resulted from the study treatment 

and were not influenced by extraneous variables such as participant maturation (Salkind, 
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2010). The maturation and expected cognitive growth of study subjects presented a 

potential threat to the internal validity of the present study. The effects of students’ 

maturation and typical cognitive growth during the intervention period risked the 

confidence of ascribing differences in changes to continuous text reading scores. A 

comparison group allows greater confidence in assigning a causal relationship between 

variables (Frey, 2018). The study design included the use of a comparison group to rule 

out noncausal explanations. 

Significance 

FAST-AP utilizes a multi-pronged approach to encourage sustained parent 

engagement in literacy learning at home. FAST-AP addresses issues of parental role 

construction for involvement with schools, parental self-efficacy for supporting academic 

achievement, and combines the salient elements of collective parent engagement (CPE) 

that promote the development of positive social networks with school-based family 

training and home-based family literacy activities. There is some evidence to suggest that 

parent engagement programs similar to FAST-AP may promote parent engagement 

leading to improvements in student achievement in low SES populations where poor 

student academic performance is the norm (Paredes, 2017). However, these studies may 

reflect bias as they focused on one specific parent engagement program and were 

conducted and published by the program developers. 

The proposed study was unique because, although other research has studied the 

effects of CPE, school-based parent training, and home-based family engagement 

individually, this research examined a multifaceted family engagement plan that also 
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addresses parental role construction and self-efficacy and promotes meaningful family-

family and family-school partnerships as a means to improve engagement at school-based 

training and with home-based activities that promote reading achievement. The study has 

the potential to contribute to the scholarly body of research regarding the specific effects 

of active parent engagement in FAST-AP on student literacy achievement. The study also 

contributes to positive social change because of its potential to influence how educators 

envision family engagement and provide for extended student learning at home. Moving 

from a view of teachers as experts who dictate the parameters of family involvement in 

student learning to an emphasis on constructing authentic, collaborative partnerships with 

families nurtures a shared commitment and accountability to student learning and growth. 

A paradigm shift in how educators perceive family engagement can empower families 

and improve family-school relationships. The results of this study may also promote 

positive social change by informing administrative decisions regarding the equitable 

allocation of limited resources to increase engagement in schooling for all families and 

improve student literacy achievement. 

Summary 

Research suggests the importance of family engagement in improving student 

achievement. Benefits may include improved academic achievement, higher engagement 

levels, better attendance, fewer behavior problems, and higher graduation rates. The 

purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores after 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the effect 

of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous text 
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reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern 

United States. Data points used to answer Research Questions 1 and 2 were Vanderbilt 

timed and Dolch untimed WIF mean score changes. The independent variable for 

Research Question 3 was parent engagement in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program, and the dependent variable was change in continuous text reading scores as 

measured by F & P BAS assessments. 

Sociocultural learning theory (Vygotsky, 1962, as cited in Tharp & Gallimore, 

1991) and the emergent literacy framework (Clay, 1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 

1991) provided the theoretical framework for this study. This was a quantitative ex post 

facto study. Descriptive analyses examined changes in students’ WIF scores, as measured 

by timed Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventory assessments, 

after participation in the FAST-AP program. An independent samples t-test indicated 

whether there was a statistically significant difference in changes to the continuous text 

reading scores as measured by the F & P BAS assessment between students whose 

families engaged in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and those who did 

not. 

The literature related to the theoretical framework, which provides the rationale 

for the research design and informed the study methodology and data analysis, will be 

presented in Chapter 2. A thorough discussion of parental involvement will include a 

historical perspective and provide a clear definition of family engagement and the factors 

that impede and support successful family engagement. A comprehensive family 
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engagement plan which addresses the essential components of an engaging and quality 

family engagement plan will be proposed as the basis for this study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

There is ample research literature to suggest a positive relationship between active 

family involvement in school and improvements in student academic achievement 

(Boonk et al., 2018). Low literacy achievement rates have been attributed to low levels of 

family engagement (Alexander et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2016) and 

were the impetus for implementing the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program.  

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 

effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. I used score changes between pre- and posttreatment 

assessments from timed Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word 

inventories for the descriptive analyses in this study. For the inferential analysis in this 

study, the independent variable was parent engagement in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program. The dependent variable was changes in continuous text 

reading scores as measured by F & P BAS assessments. 

FAST-AP is a multifaceted family engagement program that combines elements 

of school- and home-based literacy programs shown to be effective in improving student 

literacy achievement (Hamlin & Flessa, 2018), with other family engagement 

components intended to develop strong parental role construction and self-efficacy for 

supporting the development of foundational literacy skills (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 

1995; Yamamoto et al., 2016). Additionally, FAST-AP builds in opportunities to develop 
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adult social relationships that may act to motivate ongoing engagement (Alameda-

Lawson & Lawson, 2019). To maximize limited school resources, it is crucial to 

understand which elements of family engagement programs can be directly tied to 

improvements in student academic achievement. 

The following literature review is composed of four major sections: Literature 

Search Strategy, Theoretical Foundation, Historical Foundation of Family Engagement, 

and Defining Family Engagement. I describe the various forms of family engagement 

along with the benefits of family engagement related to student academic achievement. 

The literature review also includes a discussion of the common barriers to active and 

sustained family engagement. Finally, I describe the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program along with the specific ways to address current research about essential 

components for family engagement. 

Literature Search Strategy 

I conducted a thorough search of research literature and examined professional 

books and peer-reviewed journal articles written within the previous 5 years. The search 

also included seminal works regarding the theory of planned behavior and the effects of 

family involvement and engagement on student achievement. I included sources falling 

outside the 5-year range if they provided seminal research or particularly relevant 

information. The Walden University online library provided access to the following 

search engines and databases:  Google Scholar, ProQuest Central, ProQuest Ebook 

Central, Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), PsycINFO, EBSCOhost, 

EBSCO books, Education Source, Sage Journals, Science Direct, and Education Research 
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Complete. I also accessed information from government websites and from websites 

containing original works considered seminal regarding sociocultural theory, emergent 

literacy theory, and the theory of planned behavior. The primary search terms were 

family, parent(al), involvement, engagement, participation, student achievement, literacy 

achievement, student success, barriers, impact, effects, and history. I reviewed more than 

300 scholarly articles and identified 150 relevant articles appropriate for this research. 

Theoretical Framework 

Sociocultural learning theory (Vygotsky, 1962, as cited in Tharp & Gallimore, 

1991) provided a general understanding of the social nature of cognitive development. 

An emergent literacy framework (Clay, 1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 1991) 

contributed to the study by extending this understanding, providing a detailed description 

of the relationships between social interactions, a literacy-rich environment, and the 

development of emergent literacy skills. Together, the theories provided a lens through 

which the impact of participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on 

sight word fluency and continuous text reading could be examined and understood. 

Background 

According to sociocultural theory, learning and cognitive development are 

grounded in cultural-historical practices which expose children to practical and cultural 

tools such as reading, writing, and communicating (Black & Allen, 2018; Veraksa et al., 

2016). Through continued participation in social-cultural interactions using oral and 

written language, students gradually master and assume control of cultural tools (Veraksa 

et al., 2016). In this way, cognitive development is not informed by a readiness to learn; 
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instead, it is socially mediated through engaging in cultural practices (Clark, 2018; 

Smagorinsky, 2013). Higher-order functions develop from proximal interactions between 

the child and adult within the context of sociocultural experiences (Tharp & Gallimore, 

1991; Van Oers, 2020). Vygotsky theorized that human development occurs on two 

planes; first on an interpsychological plane during interpersonal interactions between 

people, then on an intrapsychological plane within the child (Clark, 2018; Tharp & 

Gallimore, 1991; Van Oers, 2020). Development and learning occur most effectively in 

the ZPD, the space between a child’s actual and potential levels of development (Acar et 

al., 2017; Black & Allen, 2018; Markova, 2017) with support from a more 

knowledgeable other (Silalahi, 2019). 

The roots of the emergent literacy framework can be seen in the early works of 

Marie Clay (1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 1991) and signaled a break from 

maturation or readiness views of reading and literacy development (Razfar & Gutierrez, 

2003; Sénéchal et al., 2001). The framework is premised on the understanding that 

children learn from social interactions with more competent others such as parents, 

siblings, or peers that begin well before formal schooling commences (Sénéchal et al., 

2001; Sulzby & Teale, 1991; Teale, 1986). Emergent literacy is defined as the earliest 

phase of literacy development and includes the reading and writing behaviors that 

precede and lead to conventional literacy (Sénéchal et al., 2001; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). 

Emergent literacy research stresses the importance of social interactions in developing 

early literacy and eventual conventional literacy behaviors (Razfar & Gutierrez, 2003; 

Teale, 1986). From a very early age, children are engaged in social interactions that 
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present opportunities to engage in literacy activities and exchanges continuously and 

develop literate behaviors (Clay, 1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Emergent 

literacy theory is concerned with the child’s individual construction of literacy, social 

constructions of literacy contributed from the child’s social environments, and the 

interface between them (Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Sulzby and Teale (1991) found 

conversations to be the source of literacy development and suggested that literacy 

development is enhanced through purposeful parent-child engagement in literacy 

activities such as reading together, participating in wordplay, and engaging in other word 

games.  

Zone of Proximal Development 

Vygotsky identified the ZPD as the space between what a child can independently 

accomplish unsupported by others and what a child can accomplish through collaboration 

with or guidance of a more knowledgeable other (Abtahi et al., 2017; Eun, 2019; Veraksa 

et al., 2016). Vygotsky used the term zone to indicate that development was a continuous 

process conceptualized as a dynamic region sensitive to instruction rather than a finite 

point on a scale (Eun, 2019). Vygotsky contended that, for instruction to be effective, it 

must be ahead of a child’s actual developmental level and target learning at their potential 

developmental level (Eun, 2019; Silalahi, 2019). The ZPD, although not directly 

referenced in studies of emergent literacy, is evidenced in how adult mediation and child 

collaboration are positioned. Albuquerque and Martins (2021) suggested that dialogue is 

a privileged tool that causes a positive disruption to children’s emergent literacy 

knowledge, leading to new knowledge. Therefore, children acquire emergent literacy 
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knowledge and skills through purposeful engagement in challenging literacy tasks and 

supportive conversations with adult assistance (Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Jacobs and Usher 

(2018) suggested that the work learners can accomplish with support is more indicative 

of their overall development than that in which they demonstrate mastery unassisted. 

Instruction leads development, as the MKO targets cognitive functions that are ready to 

be developed through social experiences and appropriate support from a competent 

partner (Abtahi et al., 2017; Eun, 2019; Silalahi, 2019). The ZPD is inherently 

uncomfortable for students as they attempt to learn beyond their ability to master without 

support (Black & Allen, 2018). They must develop trust and be willing to take risks until 

they can eventually master then internalize emergent literacy tasks, resulting in a new, 

higher-order ZPD (Chitooran, 2018; Eun, 2019). 

More Knowledgeable Others and Scaffolding 

Learning within the ZPD is successful because of support and guidance from and 

collaboration with the MKO (Abtahi et al., 2017). Markova (2017) found that ELLs could 

only progress when an MKO modeled correct use and pronunciation of vocabulary 

words. In fact, parental assistance was identified as the most critical factor contributing to 

emergent reading achievement (Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Teale (1986) found that literacy 

progress is directly related to social interactions with MKOs. These studies suggest the 

importance of MKOs in the development of emergent literacy skills and promoting 

literacy growth. 

Through collaboration, modeling, active listening, questioning, and providing 

explanations, the MKO can guide students’ understanding, scaffolding their 
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understanding and assisting them to achieve more than they could accomplish 

independently (Black & Allen, 2018; Jacobs & Usher, 2018). The term scaffolding was 

coined by Wood et al. (1976) and referred to the instructional practices employed by 

more knowledgeable others that provide support within the ZPD until the less competent 

person can internalize new concepts, skills, or knowledge and begin to perform them 

unassisted (Acar et al., 2017; Eun, 2019; Wood et al., 1976). The MKO modifies and 

adapts mediation strategies based on what they know of the less competent learner, 

adjusting the complexity of the task to help them attain a higher level of learning 

(Albuquerque & Martins, 2021; Markova, 2017). These intentional behaviors advance the 

understanding of less competent others and differentiate interventions based on the ZPD 

and simple transmission models of instruction that use social interactions (Tharp, 1997; 

Tharp & Gallimore, 1991). Scaffolding serves as a bridge assisting children to move from 

emergent literacy tasks they can complete independently toward more conventional forms 

of literacy. 

Theoretical Framework Summary 

Sociocultural learning theory and the emergent literacy framework provided 

insight into the social nature of cognitive development and literacy learning. The theories 

provided a lens through which the effects of family participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program on continuous text reading could be examined and understood. 

Sociocultural theory and emergent literacy theory also provided a framework for 

interpreting changes in WIF scores after family participation in FAST-AP. 
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Sociocultural learning theory (Vygotsky, 1962, as cited in Tharp & Gallimore, 

1991) and the emergent literacy framework (Clay, 1966, as cited in Sulzby & Teale, 

1991) provided a structure for understanding the social nature of cognitive development 

and literacy learning in the present study. Both theories also contributed a perspective 

regarding the roles families and a literacy-rich environment play in supporting emergent 

literacy development. They provided a lens through which changes in WIF after 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and the effect of 

participation on continuous text reading could be examined and understood. 

Historical Foundation of Family Engagement 

The importance of family involvement in American education is not a modern 

concept. An understanding of the importance of families in educating children is evident 

in the early Puritans’ practices and throughout American history (Jeynes, 2011, 2014). 

Evidence of this understanding is seen in the actions of families and schools and in the 

laws enacted to promote and support family engagement in education. Although the 

structure of families and the demands of modern society have changed how families are 

involved, the importance of family involvement has remained stable.  

The Massachusetts Compulsory School Law of 1642 legislated that every 

household head was responsible for providing education for all children in the home 

(Jeynes, 2011). The home was viewed as the primary source for learning where academic 

training from school and the church could be applied to the everyday experiences of 

children’s lives within their families and communities (Jeynes, 2014). The family was the 
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center of learning, and the role of the teacher was to support the family to maximize each 

children’s potential (Jeynes, 2014). 

During the 1700s and 1800s, the United States experienced increased 

urbanization. Families continued to carry the primary responsibility of teaching their 

children, but many families began to seek the support of tutors (Jeynes, 2014). While the 

primary emphasis of family involvement was moral and character development, it was 

believed that schools could now influence and support both the social/spiritual aspects of 

education in addition to the academic growth of children (Jeynes, 2014). Pestalozzi 

believed that schools should be maternal places that exhibited sensitivity to the family’s 

concerns to garner parental trust and ensure involvement (Jeynes, 2011). Horace Mann 

also felt that family/school partnerships were critical for children’s moral and intellectual 

education (Jeynes, 2014). Froebel, who created the concept of kindergarten, believed that 

family support would maximize children’s social and academic potential (Jeynes, 2011). 

He posited that if schools supported family values and worked in partnership with them, 

families would be more likely to participate in school-related activities (Jeynes, 2011). 

Into the early 1900s, families continued to maintain a strong influence over their 

children’s schooling and, along with the church, made curricular and employment 

decisions, and set the school calendar (Epstein, 2018). The school was viewed as an 

extension of the church and family who bore the primary responsibility of teaching 

children what they would need to succeed as adults (Epstein, 2018). However, as 

industrialization grew, the family’s primacy in educating children began to shift along 

with it (Jeynes, 2011). Children’s education slowly shifted away from the family to 
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schools as teachers were now viewed as experts in providing students with academic 

knowledge; families’ roles then began to emphasize preparing students for school by 

teaching them religion and appropriate behaviors and manners (Epstein, 2018). The onus 

of teaching students was now on the school, and the school increasingly viewed parent 

involvement as meddling (Jeynes, 2014). 

By the mid 20th century, divorce rates were on the rise, and increased numbers of 

single and married women were entering the workforce, creating barriers to family 

involvement (Jeynes, 2014). Now federal programs such as Head Start emerged to 

improve the involvement of socioeconomically disadvantaged families and interrupt the 

potential for school failure (Epstein, 2018). These programs included mandates for family 

involvement on advisory boards, in the classroom, and at home and required schools to 

recognize parents’ importance as educators in preschool and beyond (Epstein, 2018; 

Sebastian et al., 2017). Supporting the resurgence in understanding the need for parent 

involvement, teacher responses to the 1989 Metropolitan Life Survey of the American 

Teacher (Markow & Martin, 1989) suggested that increasing the time parents spend with 

their children engaged in academic or school-related activities was seen as the most 

critical step toward improving public education. 

From the late 20th century to the present, the call for improved and sustained 

parent involvement in schools persists. Federal policies such as The No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and the reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015) required school districts to 

improve family engagement. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) mandated the 
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development of written parental involvement policies and investments in parent training 

and education programs as a means to improve parental engagement (McCormick et al., 

2020; Sebastian et al., 2017). Policies are designed to support disadvantaged populations 

and stress the shared responsibility of schools and families to promote academic 

achievement through initiatives that increase family engagement rates (Robinson, 2017). 

This seemingly straightforward task was complicated by the absence of a shared 

understanding of what family engagement is and, therefore, how best to promote and 

sustain it. 

Defining Family Engagement 

Recognition of the importance of family engagement is evident in modern 

education policies such as the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (Stedman & Riddle, 

1998) and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002), both of which mandated school 

districts craft and enact robust family engagement plans to ensure that all children have 

access to appropriate public education that is bolstered by their family’s involvement. 

Government policies typically limited definitions of family or parent involvement and 

engagement to activities that included regularly occurring and substantive 

communication between families and schools regarding student learning (Dotterer & 

Wehrspann, 2016). The U.S. Department of Education expanded the narrow focus of 

parental involvement from a focus on building partnerships between schools and natural 

parents or legal guardians to include promoting solid ties between families, schools, and 

the community (Brice, 2014) when it endorsed the dual capacity-building framework for 

family-school partnerships (Mapp & Kuttner., 2013). This new understanding 
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emphasized building the dual capacity of families, communities, and schools for 

engaging in the kind of meaningful collaboration that would position schools as the 

center of the community and promote positive student outcomes (Ishimaru, 2019). 

In general, definitions of parental or family structures created by policymakers 

have been limited to relationships forged by blood relations, marriage, or legal 

proceedings; family engagement was similarly limited to participation in students’ 

educational processes or experiences of students taking place in school. Hampden-

Thompson and Galindo (2017) expanded the definition of family engagement, describing 

it as a triad of support that encompassed parents, extended family, and community 

organizations and included activities that occurred at school and home. Although more 

inclusive, traditional definitions formulated to describe the various family structures and 

engagement patterns adequately fail to embrace a comprehensive description of the 

varied forms of family engagement or a narrative of family strength rather than family 

deficit. It is crucial, therefore, to frame a definition of family and family engagement that 

encompasses all the sources of student support which extend from the traditional 

understanding of “family” to include family friends, neighbors, caregivers, church, or 

other community groups (Paredes, 2017; Vassallo, 2018). An expanded and more 

inclusive definition of family engagement incorporates all stakeholders in diverse forms 

of engagement that occur in school, at home, and in the community. It provides an 

improved understanding of its specific benefits for academic achievement. 
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Benefits of Family Engagement 

Family engagement has been a strong predictor of academic achievement and 

other academic success measures, especially from families with low maternal education 

levels (McDowall & Schaughency, 2017). McDowall and Schaughency found that other 

risk factors in overall reading achievement are mitigated by family engagement in the 

early childhood years. The broad forms engagement takes and the individual engagement 

practices associated with engagement are diverse and confer various benefits (Alexander 

et al., 2017; Boonk et al., 2018). Educators frequently define parental involvement as 

behaviors that emphasize school or home activities (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016). 

Discussions may also include programs that synthesize attributes of home- and school-

based activities, citing improvements in academic achievement when positive home-

school interactions are present (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017). Still, other 

educators cite the benefits of collective parent engagement (CPE) programs that utilize 

culturally inclusive practices that acknowledge the influence on student achievement of 

the families’ funds of knowledge and stress the importance of parent-parent partnerships 

and (Robinson, 2017; Sebolt, 2018). Research supports the positive relationship between 

family engagement and student academic and social outcomes. However, the relationship 

varies according to the student’s age and the form of family engagement (McDowall & 

Schaughency, 2017). A thorough understanding of the elements of each form of family 

engagement and their benefits to families, students, and schools is essential in making 

critical policy decisions regarding the initiatives intended to engage families. 
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Home-based Family Engagement 

Home-based family engagement behaviors are demonstrable parent-child 

interactions and encompass the actions parents take to promote student learning outside 

of school (Baker et al., 2016; Boonk et al., 2018). Typical home engagement activities 

include providing homework support or tutoring, reading to and with children, or playing 

games. This type of home-based engagement is effective because it reinforces school-

based learning. Other forms of home-based interactions include reinforcing appropriate 

school behavior, instilling cultural or spiritual values, promoting relevant academic 

activities (e.g., engaging in conversations about school, maintaining high academic 

expectations), or providing other enriching experiences (Vera et al., 2017). Walker 

(2016) found that parents’ communication of high standards and expectations for 

academics was the most robust predictor of later academic achievement. The conditions 

and parental tone under which home-based school support occurs, more than 

disseminating knowledge and specific skills, affect academic achievement (Walker, 

2016). Doctoroff and Arnold (2017) found that homework assistance in the form of 

autonomy support improves student self-efficacy, skill acquisition, and motivation, while 

homework assistance in the form of parental control is associated with the development 

of goal orientation but not improvements in academic achievement. Hamlin and Flessa 

(2018) found that home-based parent involvement behaviors, including shared reading 

and parent-child communications about school, had the most potent effects on student 

outcomes. The benefits of home-based learning are especially critical for young students 
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who lack appropriate school readiness skills and are already at risk for poor school 

performance (McCormick et al., 2020). 

School-based Family Engagement 

Traditional school-based and school-centered involvement include participation in 

parent-teacher conferences and attendance at school-based events such as open house and 

school governance meetings. Many school-based family engagement activities are 

unidirectional and frequently overlook more subtle expressions of involvement typical of 

home-based engagement behaviors that are difficult to measure (Alexander et al., 2017). 

Petridou and Karagiorgi (2018) suggested that these engagement activities have a modest 

effect on student achievement compared to the support students receive from their 

families at home. 

Research suggests that engagement programs that combine school-based training 

for effective parental support from home are more closely associated with student 

academic achievement (Park & Holloway, 2017). School-based family engagement 

initiatives had positive effects on student performance, particularly when they included 

aspects of promoting involvement from home. Hybrid family engagement programs 

combine school-based workshops and training for strengthening critical foundational 

skills at home. These programs may have a greater impact on student achievement than 

engagement programs focusing solely on school- or home-based engagement behaviors 

(Crosby et al., 2015; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; Portwood et al., 2015). In addition to 

improvements in literacy achievement, the benefits of hybrid programs include 

improvements in preschool students’ language development (Brown, 2016; Fagan et al., 
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2016). However, the school-based component of hybrid engagement programs may 

present barriers to many families, making it less effective in improving academic 

achievement (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Vassallo, 2018). 

Collective Parental Engagement (CPE) 

Collective parent engagement initiatives promote social networks among parents 

and families within the school community. CPE has been shown to reduce parent 

engagement barriers, improve parental motivation to become involved in school, and 

improve academic achievement (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2016, 2019). CPE focuses 

on parent-parent interactions that promote the development of social networks and allow 

for the social construction of family engagement knowledge (Alameda-Lawson & 

Lawson, 2016, 2019). It highlights community involvement and the importance of the 

cultural and ecological factors that influence individual behavior (Smalls Glover et al., 

2019). Ecologies of parental engagement emphasize the roles of parental, aspirational, 

and family capital and frame parent engagement in terms of an intersection of these 

factors rather than the result of any in isolation (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2019). At 

the individual level, CPE suggests the importance of engagement plans that promote 

essential social ties, especially for parents from nondominant groups who may experience 

isolation (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2019). Improvements to individual families’ 

understanding of effective achievement support strategies are socially structured through 

these social ties (Brown, 2016). At the collective level, the groups’ strengths affect 

institutional improvements that impact academic achievement for all students (Alameda-

Lawson & Lawson, 2019). Alameda-Lawson and Lawson (2016, 2019) suggested that the 
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transformative effects of CPE on student achievement are most evident when integrated 

with other family engagement initiatives. 

The positive relationship between family engagement and academic achievement 

is undeniable. Effective family engagement practices fall along a continuum of behaviors 

and are associated with a range of benefits for students and their families, schools, and 

the larger community (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018). The benefits are not limited to 

specific improvements in academic achievement. Students enjoy improved school 

behavior and lower absenteeism (Baker et al., 2016; Barger et al., 2019; Dotterer & 

Wehrspann, 2016).  Other benefits of parent involvement linked to indicators of student 

achievement include teacher ratings of student competence and higher grades (Walker, 

2016).  Family engagement is also associated with school success indicators, such as 

lower rates of retentions and drop-outs, higher participation rates in advanced academic 

courses, and college enrollment (Degol et al., 2017; Latunde & Clark-Louque, 2016; 

Walker, 2016).  Student self-efficacy for learning, mastery orientation, and perceived 

control over school outcomes are psychological processes and attributes that are 

particularly susceptible to parent and teacher influence, are seen as the byproducts of 

family engagement (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016). Doctoroff and Arnold (2017) found 

that parental autonomy support versus parental control regarding homework promoted 

academic self-efficacy, motivation for learning, mastery goals, and skill acquisition, 

leading to improvements in academic achievement. 

The benefits of specific forms of family involvement on academic achievement 

do not generalize across all forms of engagement and all student groups. Barriers to 
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family engagement pose challenges for being involved at best and, at worst, impede 

family participation altogether. It is vital to understand the barriers to family engagement 

and how they impact engagement behaviors to allow educators to craft engagement 

opportunities that provide adequate support for families and students. 

Barriers to Family Engagement 

Hornby and Blackwell (2018) acknowledged that, although parent involvement is 

a robust predictor of student achievement, families fail to engage for various reasons. 

Barriers act to constrain family engagement and fall into two broad categories (Mendez 

& Swick, 2018).  Structural barriers are external circumstances that impede involvement 

and may include a lack of immigration status (Crawford, 2017), access to childcare, 

schedule conflicts with work or other obligations, transportation, family make-up, or a 

lack of financial resources. Attitudinal barriers are associated with internal sources of 

conflict (Mendez & Swick, 2018). Examples of attitudinal barriers include perceptions of 

a welcoming school climate, parental beliefs regarding students’ needs, parents’ 

knowledge of subject material, parental ability to support increasingly challenging 

homework, and language barriers. The presence of structural and attitudinal barriers 

predicts lower family participation rates, especially for families from nondominant ethnic 

or language groups, or families with lower SES and education levels (Alexander et al., 

2017; Crawford, 2017; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018). 

Gonzales and Gabel (2017) found that traditional parent engagement programs are 

often premised on deficit theories and school-centric practices that privilege white, 

middle and upper-class families. They fail to address the unique needs of families from 
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culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse backgrounds. Instead, family 

engagement programs often provide one-size-fits-all experiences that position schools as 

experts, ignoring families’ particular needs and strengths and attempting to assimilate 

them into unresponsive school systems (Ishimaru, 2019). A lack of familiarity with 

school culture and expectations, communication difficulties, and deficit attitudes that 

embrace a restrictive definition of behaviors that constitute family engagement act to 

limit nondominant and low-income families’ participation in school-based activities 

(Hamlin & Flessa, 2018). The resulting cultural dissonance has been identified as a 

determinant in family engagement patterns, particularly of Black families (Latunde & 

Clark-Louque, 2016). 

In conjunction with the effects of schools’ deficit views of nondominant families, 

Gonzales and Gabel (2017) attribute institutional racism and classism with broadening 

the cultural disconnection between schools and families. Schools have historically 

favored engagement activities that appeal to educated, upper-middle-class white families 

(Gonzales & Gabel, 2017).  Additionally, some forms of parent engagement require 

investments of time or finances, which may preclude some families from becoming 

involved in school-based events (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018). Families from 

nondominant cultural, language, and economic groups may be uncomfortable engaging in 

school-based activities and risk being undervalued as partners in their children’s learning 

(Vera et al., 2017). Although they often engage in supportive behaviors outside of school, 

such as setting high expectations and engaging in conversations about school, these are 

difficult to observe or measure.  Schools view lower rates of school-based engagement, 
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then, as a lack of motivation and desire, adding to the risk of being labeled as uninvolved 

or uninterested in their children’s education (Alexander et al., 2017; Gonzales & Gabel, 

2017; Vera et al., 2017).  Schools view lower family engagement rates as a lack of 

motivation and blame families for not doing their part to support student achievement, 

rather than acknowledging the existence of bona fide, unaddressed barriers and adjusting 

pedagogical practices (Gonzales & Gabel, 2017; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018).  Lower levels 

of family participation further fuel teachers’ deficit views of minority and low SES 

families and can result in a more profound disconnect between schools and families. 

Despite well-intentioned efforts to improve family engagement in school, 

perceived and actual barriers may contribute to low levels of family engagement. School-

based initiatives must be developed intentionally to address the needs of all students to 

reap the academic and social-emotional benefits of family involvement. FAST-AP 

addresses many persistent barriers to family engagement and provides families with 

appropriate support for ongoing communication about their children’s school 

performance, opportunities for culturally responsive family-school-community 

collaboration, and essential tools and resources for families to experience success. 

FAST-AP Theory 

Ajzen’s (1985) theory of planned behavior (TPB) provided a means for 

understanding how families decided to become or not become engaged in the FAST-AP 

family engagement program. The theory helped predict under which conditions parents 

were more likely to become engaged in the FAST-AP pilot program and informed 

decisions regarding the inclusion of specific program elements hoped to influence 
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parental behavior toward becoming actively engaged in the program. Hoover-Dempsey 

and Sandler’s (1995) model for parent engagement provided a deeper understanding of 

the critical elements of parent engagement programs that promote improved family 

involvement.  Both theories informed decisions regarding specific elements of the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program. 

The Theory of Planned Behavior 

The theory of planned behavior provides a useful model for understanding, 

predicting, and changing social behavior, showing larger study effects than interventions 

based on other theories (Ajzen, 2012b; Rowe et al., 2016). TPB has been applied to 

various health interventions that have shown larger study effects than interventions 

without a theoretical foundation or based on other theories (Cooke et al., 2016; Rowe et 

al., 2016). TPB posits that behavioral actions are preceded by intentions to perform or not 

to perform them (Ajzen, 1985). A behavioral intention, found to be the strongest 

predictor of behavior, is the immediate antecedent of a behavioral action (Girardelli & 

Patel, 2016; Steinmetz et al., 2016). Behavioral intentions are the function of three 

determinants: attitude toward the behavior, perceived subjective norms, and perceived 

behavioral control (Ajzen, 2012a; Girardelli & Patel, 2016). Behavioral, normative, and 

control beliefs provide the bases for and interact with these motivational variables to 

influence the formation of intentions (Ajzen, 2012b; Steinmetz et al., 2016). 

Behavioral Beliefs and Attitudes Toward Behavior 

Behavioral beliefs are accessible beliefs about the likely consequences or costs 

associated with carrying out the target behavior (Ajzen, n.d.). Behavioral beliefs, in turn, 
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contribute to the formation of attitudes toward the target behavior in direct proportion to 

the strength of the behavioral beliefs (Ajzen, 1991). Attitudes toward a target behavior 

may be instrumental, relating to perceptions of the positive or negative consequences of 

the behavior, or experiential, relating to the anticipated positive or negative feelings 

associated with the behavior (Girardelli & Patel, 2106). Therefore, attitudes toward the 

target behavior encompass positive and negative beliefs about performing or not 

performing a behavior. Cooke et al. (2016) found that attitudes toward behaviors had the 

most robust relationship with intentions. When applied to decisions about involvement in 

their children’s schooling, it could be expected that parents who believe it is vital to be 

actively involved in school intend to become involved. Conversely, one may predict that 

parents who believe that teaching is best left to professionals intend not to become 

involved in school. 

Normative Beliefs and Subjective Norms 

Normative beliefs are accessible beliefs about the expectations of important others 

(Ajzen, 2012a). One’s motivation to comply with normative expectations results in 

perceived social pressures know as subjective norms (Steinmetz et al., 2016). Subjective 

norms may be injunctive and related to perceptions about behavior that ought to or should 

occur, or descriptive and related to perceptions of the important others’ behavior 

(Girardelli & Patel, 2016). Subjective norms result in social persuasion or pressure to 

engage/not engage in the target behavior based on perceptions of the approval or 

disapproval of important others such as spouses, family, or friends (Hendricks, 2016; 

McGregor & Knoll, 2015). Parents influenced by important others who are routinely 
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engaged in their children’s schooling will likely develop an intention to become involved 

in schooling. In contrast, parents who lack positive role models or whose important 

others do not become involved in their children’s schooling are likely to develop an 

intention to become similarly uninvolved (Yamamoto et al., 2016). The role of subjective 

norms in influencing decisions about behavior underscores the importance of providing 

families with opportunities to forge strong social ties with the school. Individuals or 

groups can become positive peer models and important others and influence intentions to 

become actively involved in their children’s schooling. 

Control Beliefs and Perceived Behavioral Control 

Perceived behavioral control, linked to self-efficacy, refers to an individual’s 

perception of their ability to perform a behavior or sequence of activities (Ajzen, 2002). 

Control beliefs are antecedents of perceived behavioral control. Control beliefs related to 

capacity are the accessible beliefs about the presence of internal or external factors acting 

to impede or facilitate the performance of the target behavior (Ajzen, 2012a; Girardelli & 

Patel, 2016). Control beliefs related to autonomy are perceptions that obstacles to 

carrying out the target behavior can be overcome (Ajzen, 2012a; Girardelli & Patel, 

2016). Perceived behavioral control is a proxy for actual control, which moderates the 

effects of intent on the performance of social behavior (Steinmetz et al., 2016). Related to 

the intention to become engaged in their children’s schooling, parents who may lack 

volitional control yet believe they have the capacity to manage barriers and perform 

target behaviors are more likely to persevere and succeed (Ajzen, 2012a). 
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Mediating Variables 

Four variables act to mediate the relationship between behavioral intent and the 

performance of target behavior: beliefs about others’ attitudes toward the target behavior, 

one’s motivation to meet the expectations of important others, one’s actual control over 

barriers that may impede the performance of the target behavior, and feedback from 

previous behavioral attempts (Ajzen, 2012b, 2015). The strength of normative beliefs is 

weighted by one’s motivation to comply with important others (Ajzen, n.d.). Although 

subjective norms were insufficient in predicting parental involvement with homework, 

they were significant predictors in parental involvement with conferences and teacher 

contact and attendance at school activities and events (Girardelli & Patel, 2016; 

McGregor & Knoll, 2015). When subjective norms created a perceived moral obligation, 

they made a significant contribution to predicting behavioral intention (Ajzen, 1991). 

Perceived moral obligation also increased perceived social pressures and, in turn, 

influenced individual motivation to meet the expectations of important others (Ajzen, 

2002, 2012a). 

Ajzen (1985) found that when control is high, one’s intention is sufficient to 

predict whether the behavior will be performed. Perceptions of control may influence 

attitudes, which were found to have the most robust relationship with intentions and, in 

turn, behavior (Cooke et al., 2016). When the intention to perform a behavior is strong, 

new information about possible adverse outcomes is insufficient to reverse the planned 

course of action (Ajzen, 1985). However, as the time to perform a behavioral action 

draws near, negative beliefs about potential outcomes become more salient (Ajzen, 
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1985). Self-efficacy becomes an important variable that informs one’s choice to perform 

the behavior, the effort directed toward performing the behavior, and the amount of 

preparation one engages in prior to performance of the target behavior (Ajzen, 1991). 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s Model of Family Involvement 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1995) model for parent involvement provides 

answers to why and how parents choose to become involved in schooling and the specific 

effects of parental engagement on student achievement. The model is structured in five 

sequential levels, linking motivations for engagement with various parent involvement 

forms (Level 1), learning mechanisms in which parents engage during incidences of 

involvement and which are mediated by students’ perceptions (Levels 2 and 3), and ways 

parental involvement behaviors and student perceptions interact to influence student 

outcomes (Levels 4, 5) (Walker, 2016). Level 1 of this model includes personal 

psychological and contextual variables from three overarching sources that contribute to 

parental motivation for school involvement and explain 39% and 49% of the variance in 

forms of home- and school-based engagement behaviors, respectively (Yamamoto et al., 

2016). These constructs include motivational beliefs which are influenced by parental 

role construction and self-efficacy; contextual variables including parents’ perceptions of 

general and specific invitations from school, teachers, and children to become involved; 

and perceived life context variables which include parental knowledge and skills, time 

and energy, and family culture (Walker, 2016; Walker et al., 2011). 
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Parental Role Construction 

Parental role construction is a critical element in predicting parental involvement 

in schooling and is related to parental beliefs and understanding about their role in their 

children’s education (Bubic & Tosic, 2016; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; 

Yamamoto et al., 2016). Role construction is based on ideas parents hold about what they 

are supposed to do to support student learning. Because it is socially constructed and 

influenced by the modeling and the expectations of important others, it is subject to 

change over time (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Yamamoto et al., 2016). Yamamoto et 

al. suggested that parental role construction functions as a motivator for becoming 

involved because it allows parents to imagine how they can become involved and 

anticipate how they might respond to activities related to their children’s academic 

success. Parental role construction, therefore, informs parental attitudes toward academic 

activities and influences the forms of involvement they choose (Walker et al., 2005; 

Yamamoto et al., 2016). Parents with a strong role construction for school involvement 

are more likely to be involved in school than parents whose role construction for 

involvement is less active (Curry & Holter, 2019). Social relationships with other parents 

may result in the development of networks that act to mitigate feelings of disconnection 

between parents and schools that are typical in high poverty schools (Curry & Holter, 

2019). 

Parental Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s beliefs about their capability to act in ways 

that will produce the desired outcome (Yamamoto et al., 2016).  Positive self-efficacy is 
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associated with increases in motivation, enhanced persistence and engagement even with 

challenging tasks, and the ability to work with intensity for extended periods (Hendricks, 

2016). Self-efficacy and perceptions of competence are potent motivators that promote 

task persistence and predict decisions to change behavior (Bandura & Adams, 1977; 

Hendricks, 2016). Bandura and Adams suggested that personal self-efficacy beliefs are 

socially constructed and have four sources: past performance accomplishments, vicarious 

experiences, social persuasion, and physiological and emotional states. Past positive 

direct experiences from their schooling or previous successful attempts to support student 

achievement are likely to improve efficacy for parent involvement (Hoover-Dempsey & 

Sandler, 1995). Positive vicarious experiences of school involvement, particularly those 

of important others, contribute to efficacy for helping children (Hoover-Dempsey & 

Sandler, 1995). Verbal persuasion and emotional arousal also contribute to improvements 

in efficacy for helping children, especially if the children’s success is in question or if 

one’s sense of adequacy is emotionally tied to successfully helping the child to 

experience success (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995). 

Parents who believe their involvement will make a difference and feel competent 

to support student learning are more likely to take on involvement tasks and persist in 

challenging situations (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Walker et al., 2005; 

Yamamoto et al., 2016). Bubic and Tosic (2016) found that parental self-efficacy 

predicted specific types of homework involvement, such as modeling effective strategies 

and reinforcing their children’s homework efforts. The benefits for students of parental 
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engagement suggest the importance of providing parents with domain-specific guidance 

for developing strategies that build efficacy for supporting student learning. 

Perceptions of Invitations 

Perceived invitations for involvement convey that parental involvement in student 

learning is desirable, valuable, and expected and is especially crucial for motivating 

parents with passive role construction or weak self-efficacy for supporting student 

achievement (Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016). General school invitations include a 

welcoming school climate, encouraging and responsive school personnel, or other broad 

attributes and activities that communicate the message that parent involvement with 

student learning is welcome (Walker et al., 2005, 2011; Yamamoto et al., 2016). Specific 

teacher invitations communicate the value teachers attach to parental involvement and its 

contribution to student academic success (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Hoover-

Dempsey and Sandler (1997) found that parents were more positive about school and 

experienced higher involvement when teachers made regular invitations for parent 

involvement. Teacher invitations predicted engagement in cognitive and school-based 

engagement activities, especially for mothers (Yamamoto et al., 2016). 

Implicit and explicit invitations from students result in stronger emotional arousal and 

increased parental involvement (Colgate et al., 2017). Implicit invitations result from 

observations of student characteristics or experiences and have a strong effect on 

engagement in home-based activities (Colgate et al., 2017). For example, parents are 

likely to take time to engage in alphabet games or activities if they notice their child is 

struggling with letter-sound identification.  Explicit invitations are direct expressions of 
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either a need or opportunity for engagement and have a strong effect on home and school 

engagement (Colgate et al., 2017). McDowall and Schaughency (2017) found explicit 

invitations had the strongest influence on school-based family engagement. Regardless of 

their source, invitations for engagement strongly influence the parental choice of 

involvement forms and are especially effective when parental perceptions of time and 

energy are optimal (Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016). 

Perceived Life Context Variables 

Life context variables are perceptions of specific skills and knowledge parents 

have for supporting student learning or the time and energy parents believe they can 

devote to involvement activities (Fan et al., 2018; Lechuga-Peña et al., 2019). Skills and 

knowledge form a set of personal resources that specifically affect the forms of 

engagement parents select (Fan et al., 2018). For example, parents who feel they are 

knowledgeable about math may be more comfortable helping with math homework or 

supporting students in the classroom with math activities. Parental knowledge and skills 

may lead to eventual decreases in involvement in older children, however; when 

schoolwork becomes more demanding, parent knowledge and skills may become 

insufficient to provide adequate math support (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Walker et al., 

2011). Additionally, parents who lack extensive education may feel uncomfortable 

communicating with school personnel or feel they do not fit in at school events (Brown, 

2016; Gonzales & Gabel, 2017; Ishimaru et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2005). Perceptions of 

time and energy effect when and in what forms parents engage in their children’s 

schooling (Baker et al., 2016). Parents reported time and energy as significant barriers to 
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being involved in their children’s schooling, particularly if they had inflexible work 

schedules or multiple child-care responsibilities (Alexander et al., 2017; Lechuga-Peña et 

al., 2019). Perceived deficits of time and energy were most specifically related to 

decreased school-based involvement (Lechuga-Peña et al., 2019). While research has 

studied the effects of life context variables on family engagement as individually 

occurring barriers, the degree to which they interact presents a more accurate 

understanding of their effects on family engagement (Fan et al., 2018). 

FAST-AP Theory Summary 

The theory of planned behavior provides educators with an understanding of the 

personal and social determinants of behavioral intentions that may lead to the 

performance of target behaviors (Ajzen, 1985). The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) 

model of parent involvement addresses specific motivational beliefs and contextual 

variables that contribute to parental motivation to become involved in their children’s 

schooling. Together, the theories provided a comprehensive understanding of critical 

motivational and behavioral determinants that are amenable to intervention and can assist 

educators in developing and implementing family engagement programs that promote 

high levels of family participation and student achievement. Hoover-Dempsey and 

Sandler’s (1995) model for family engagement complemented the theory of planned 

behavior (Ajzen, 1985) and informed study decisions from program development through 

data collection and analysis. 
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The FAST-AP Program 

The FAST-AP family engagement program is a family engagement model that 

promotes academic collaboration between families and schools. It is unique in its 

synthesis of parent involvement research and stakeholder feedback to inform decisions 

regarding the inclusion of each element of the family engagement program, from the 

structure of school- and home-based activities, invitations for parent involvement, and 

routine home-school communication. The FAST-AP family engagement program 

provides a structure for forging and maintaining strong academic partnerships between 

families, who are essential members of their student’s teaching/learning team, schools, 

and the school community. FAST-AP is also a vehicle for promoting solid social ties 

among families within the school community, an essential component for improving 

family involvement and school climate (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 2016, 2019; Povey 

et al., 2016). 

FAST-AP was designed to include social engagement opportunities with school 

personnel and other families to promote parental role construction and self-efficacy for 

active school engagement. Parents receive updated reading data to stay informed about 

their children’s progress toward mastery of foundational literacy skills. Families also 

receive differentiated learning activities and materials to support literacy growth from 

home. In each family’s preferred language, school-to-family communication makes 

explicit connections between the work students do in school and its relationship to home-

based learning activities. FAST-AP is culturally responsive in its inclusion of elements to 

mitigate subtractive schooling practices with intention. Each family’s unique 
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contributions to their children’s schooling are recognized and celebrated (Gonzales & 

Gabel, 2017). The FAST-AP philosophy is premised on the assumption that student 

outcomes are a shared obligation of schools and families and that, in addition to some 

traditional aspects of family engagement, previously unrecognized forms of home-based 

engagement are equally valuable in promoting academic achievement. 

Family Meetings 

The FAST-AP family engagement program offers two types of optional training 

meetings. These are scheduled to intentionally coincide with morning drop-off or evening 

pick-up from the extended day program, allowing families to select activities that suit 

their schedule. It is important to note that, although attendance at family events is 

strongly encouraged, the inability to attend does not impair active engagement in home-

based learning activities. Optional family meetings are formatted as family group 

conferences (FGCs), which research has suggested are useful in improving family 

involvement (Argentin et al., 2016). They allow opportunities for cross-cultural 

interactions and the incremental formation of relationships that may contribute to parental 

role construction and self-efficacy for school engagement and may also become resources 

outside of the school setting (Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016). 

Monthly BreakFAST meetings begin 30 minutes before the start of the school 

day, allowing working parents the potential to drop in on their way to work. Meetings 

end approximately 40 minutes into the start of the school day. These are informal, drop-in 

gatherings during which all family members and students learn new literacy activities. 

They provide the opportunity for interaction with school personnel and with one another 
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and allow time and space to foster essential relationships within the classroom 

community. Families receive current data related to their children’s progression along the 

literacy achievement continuum and new learning activities and materials to support 

student literacy development from home. Additionally, BreakFAST meetings prioritize 

the importance of repetition and repeated practice of learning activities to support 

mastery and provide models for effective student support and appropriate miscue 

correction. (Paredes, 2017; Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016). 

Three school-based family socials are held in the evening and provide families 

information about grade level foundational skills and ways to support their children’s 

progress toward mastery. Evening socials provide another opportunity to receive support 

from teachers and other parents with home-based learning materials and celebrate student 

achievement. The informal structure of evening socials also provides opportunities for 

families to engage with one another and develop relationships that may promote stronger 

ties to the school and improve the likelihood of home-based and school-based 

involvement (Lingwood et al., 2020). 

In addition to informal social gatherings, two SMART goal-setting meetings that 

replace traditional report card conferences provide families with individual support and 

feedback. Families and teachers collaborate as academic partners to review current 

benchmark data and set literacy SMART goals for target foundational skills.  Each 

SMART goal includes an action plan developed in collaboration with families intended to 

guide and promote family engagement at home. 
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Homework 

Homework is generally understood to include learning tasks assigned by teachers 

and completed at home. It is widely used and intended to improve achievement by 

increasing student self-efficacy and motivation through repeated skill practice, promote 

independent problem-solving skills, and assist in developing effective study habits 

(Doctoroff & Arnold, 2017; Rosário et al., 2018; Silinskas & Kikas, 2019). However, 

homework does not intrinsically enhance student performance (Dettmers et al., 2019). Its 

effectiveness is impacted by variability in the methods parents utilize when supporting 

homework and their perceptions about the purposes and quality of homework 

assignments (Dettmers et al., 2019; Doctoroff & Arnold, 2017; Rosário et al., 2018; 

Silinskas & Kikas, 2019). 

Variability in homework support methods influences whether homework 

contributes to or hinders learning outcomes and relates to parental behaviors that 

emphasize student autonomy or parental control (Doctoroff & Arnold, 2017). Homework 

autonomy support includes behaviors that scaffold learning and encourage appropriate 

cognitive struggle, whereas parental control may limit student effort and provide a higher 

level of support. Autonomy support correlates positively to academic outcomes 

(Doctoroff & Arnold, 2017). Parent and student perceptions regarding the purposes of 

homework activities contribute to understanding the curricular goals, thus increasing 

parents’ and students’ engagement in homework activities (Rosário et al., 2018). 

Likewise, the perceived quality of homework assignments contributes to motivation to 

complete homework tasks (Dettmers et al., 2019; Silinskas & Kikas, 2019). Perceptions 
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of homework purposes and the overall quality of assignments are directly linked to parent 

and student motivation to engage in and complete homework activities and learning 

outcomes. 

FAST-AP home-based literacy activities are game-based and designed for use by 

families to promote the acquisition and development of grade-level foundational literacy 

skills. Game-based approaches to literacy learning effectively improve motivation and 

increase sight word vocabulary (Gibbon et al., 2017). When combined with immediate 

and supportive miscue correction, games can provide a pleasurable activity for 

remediation, especially for students with learning difficulties (Gibbon et al., 2017; 

Grünke, 2019; Lämsä et al., 2018). Research has suggested that sight word games 

contribute to improvements in sight word fluency and decreased errors, which may be 

responsible for improvements in student self-efficacy (Davenport et al., 2019; Lämsä et 

al., 2018) while providing sight word learning (Lämsä et al., 2018). The theory of 

automatic word processing has suggested a strong relationship between automatic sight 

word reading and fluency, considered to be a foundation skill related to text 

comprehension (Grünke, 2019). FAST-AP literacy games, then, increase both sight word 

fluency and support the comprehension of whole text reading. 

FAST-AP home-based literacy activities consist of differentiated games intended 

to engage families in sustained homework behaviors in addition to educational benefits. 

Research has suggested that families and students perceive a negative impact of 

homework on family life (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016). FAST-AP games are meant to 

enhance family time by providing opportunities for family members to interact in 
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informal ways that are pleasurable yet beneficial for student literacy achievement. 

Research recognizes the benefits to student language skills when families are engaged in 

schooling (Barger et al., 2019; Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016; Fagan et al., 2016). FAST-

AP games allow for a range of adult-child language interactions that are likely to support 

a range of student language skills. 

Programmatic Response to Research 

Teachers and administrators cite commonly occurring problems with traditional 

family engagement programs, such as low attendance rates or insufficient family follow-

through at home with recommended interventions (Gerzel-Short, 2018; Vassallo, 2018). 

Researchers have identified parental role construction and self-efficacy for being 

involved in schooling and perceptions of invitations for involvement as highly influential 

factors in parents’ decisions to become involved and remain involved in their children’s 

schooling (Walker, 2016; Yamamoto et al., 2016). The components of the FAST-AP 

family engagement program were included to address these critical factors specifically. 

FAST-AP and Parental Role Construction 

Despite the generally accepted assumption that children spend more time in 

school than with their families, during a typical school year, students spend only about 

12% of their non-sleep time in school (Paredes, 2017). FAST-AP works to dispel the 

myth that families have less access to students and, therefore, may be less influential in 

student academic outcomes and impress upon families the importance of their roles in 

their children’s literacy achievement. The critical role of families in influencing students’ 

academic outcomes and the school’s desire to forge and maintain strong ties to each 
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children’s family are central messages of the FAST-AP family engagement program. 

These ideals are communicated at every school event, in every written communication, 

and in every phone or personal contact with families to reinforce the importance of their 

roles in supporting their children’s academic success. 

FAST-AP and Parental Self-Efficacy 

Parents approach schools with varying levels of self-efficacy regarding their 

ability to help their children succeed at school. FAST-AP provides families with multiple 

opportunities for group and individual training and support. Activities address 

foundational skills and include simple, explicit instructions (translated in multiple 

languages) and the materials needed to use each activity. Students are joined in the 

classroom by their families and practice learning activities before they are sent home to 

ensure that even families unable to attend meetings can experience success. Baker et al. 

(2016) suggested that increased family engagement and improvements in the quality of 

home-school communication result in improvements in parental self-efficacy. 

Engagement in FAST-AP school-based meetings is intended to increase parents’ feelings 

of confidence in supporting students’ literacy achievement. 

Perceived Opportunities for Engagement 

Parents have numerous opportunities to attend school-based FAST-AP events. 

Families are afforded opportunities to participate in self- and teacher-initiated phone 

contacts to receive information specific to student achievement or for additional training 

and support for the use of FAST-AP literacy activities at home. Invitations to all FAST-

AP events come from a variety of sources. Teachers, paras, office personnel, Family 
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Resource Center staff, PTA, and administrators all participate in the FAST-AP team and 

may extend multiple invitations to families. However, the most influential invitations 

come from the students themselves. Research indicates that the emotional load of 

student-generated invitations and those from ‘important others’ are highly persuasive and 

more likely to be effective than those coming from the school (McDowall & 

Schaughency, 2017). Students enjoyed their work during the monthly BreakFAST 

Meetings and were highly motivated to extend irresistible invitations for upcoming 

meetings. Research recognizes the importance of culturally responsive social connections 

in sustaining family engagement (Lingwood et al., 2020; Smalls Glover et al., 2019). 

FAST-AP intentionally provides opportunities to foster the development of parents’ 

social relationships and extends invitations from multiple sources. 

Addressing Barriers to Involvement 

Research has shown that individual parent or family factors and child factors 

interact with teacher and school factors to create barriers that prevent families from being 

actively involved in their children’s schooling (Fan et al., 2018; Hornby & Blackwell, 

2018; Naqvi et al., 2015). Although many family engagement plans address these factors 

independently, the FAST-AP family engagement program acknowledges their 

interrelatedness. It employs targeted, high-leverage activities that mitigate the effects of 

barriers to improve the likelihood that families can become and remain engaged. The 

FAST-AP family engagement program components—school-based family meetings, data 

sharing between families and schools, and home-based learning activities—are few to 
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support the ease of implementation at the school level. However, they are broad enough 

to address the interrelated factors that contribute to barriers to involvement. 

School-Based Family Meetings 

Attendance at school-based meetings may present barriers for families due to 

transportation, scheduling or time conflicts, childcare, or language differences 

contributing to a lack of understanding invitations for involvement or the objectives of 

school events and home learning activities (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018). FAST-AP 

meetings are scheduled at varying times to accommodate different family schedules, and 

attendance of all family members is encouraged. The FAST-AP informational materials, 

invitations, and home-based materials are provided to families in their preferred 

languages. Interpretation services are available at all meetings, allowing families of non-

dominant languages to feel welcomed and supported at school-based family meetings. 

Additionally, invitations are extended from various sources to improve motivation to 

attend (Colgate et al., 2017; Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016). 

School-based meetings encourage parents to socialize and develop relationships 

that may become important influences for continued participation in FAST-AP or other 

school activities (Ajzen, 1991, 2002; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Lawson & 

Alameda-Lawson, 2012; Lingwood et al., 2020). They also provide an opportunity to 

develop experience and gain comfort with home-based activities, which may increase 

family involvement and school performance (Dettmers et al., 2019). School-based 

meetings, therefore, are a critical component in supporting family engagement; however, 

attendance at school-based meetings is not essential for families to experience success in 



72 

 

using literacy activities to promote student achievement. Activity instructions are simple 

to follow, written in the languages spoken in students’ homes, and include links for video 

demonstrations and steps for additional support from the school. 

FAST-AP is inclusive and encourages participation by the important others 

interested and available to promote student achievement. In addition to parents, FAST-

AP invites siblings, extended family, neighbors, family friends, or others to attend 

school-based activities and participate in home-based learning activities. Family 

structures are unique, and duplicate sets of home-based learning activities and materials 

are provided to each student’s extended support people to promote active engagement 

from a wide network of support. 

Data Sharing 

The development of effective family-school partnerships is critical in creating a 

welcoming school environment and promoting family engagement (Baker et al., 2016). 

FAST-AP equips parents with a clear understanding of the progression of grade-level 

foundational skills and provides actionable information regarding their students’ progress 

toward the mastery of target foundational skills. Research has suggested that informed 

parents meaningfully contribute to discussions about their children’s social/emotional and 

academic skills and needs (Sanzone et al., 2018). SMART goal meetings support a deep 

understanding of achievement data and contribute to developing a common language, 

promoting ongoing family-school dialogue and student academic success (Jeffco 

Research and Assessment Design, 2016). Parents are positioned as experts desirous and 

capable of contributing to a community of practice in meaningful ways. Collaborative 
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interactions recognize families’ funds of knowledge and invite bidirectional 

communication to improve motivation, increase family engagement, and promote student 

literacy achievement (Dettmers et al., 2019; Sanzone et al., 2018). The FAST-AP family 

engagement program facilitates meaningful family-school communication and authentic 

collaboration around student data to make schools a welcoming place for students and 

their families. 

Home-Based Learning Activities 

The FAST-AP family engagement program provides families with home learning 

activities that are differentiated and engaging. Each activity includes all the tools needed 

to support student mastery from home. Instructions are easy to follow and provide 

suggestions to increase/decrease the complexity to better meet student needs. Detailed 

instructions and a parent page, which provides tips for correcting common student errors 

in ways that promote reflection and self-correction, are available in each family’s 

preferred language, accompany every activity. When available, video links that model 

tips are also included. Instead of traditional homework activities, which parents often 

perceive as negatively impacting family time (Dettmers et al., 2019), FAST-AP home-

based literacy activities preserve precious family time by providing learning activities 

that can be used and enjoyed by the whole family. 

Students experience many benefits from using home-based FAST-AP literacy 

activities. First, the daily practice of target skills using high-quality activities allows 

students to experience increasing success and improves academic confidence (Rosário et 

al., 2018). Second, unlike traditional homework, which is typically completed 
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independently, home-based FAST-AP literacy activities are designed to be used with 

important others, such as siblings, neighbors, or other family members. “Doing 

homework” becomes a social time that students and their families can look forward to 

and enjoy, contributing to task persistence and improvements in achievement (Silinskas 

& Kikas, 2019). Gibbon et al. (2017) suggested that card and board games used to learn 

sight words were more engaging and motivating and advanced students’ oral reading 

proficiency two times faster than traditional instructional methods. Sight word selection 

is based on incremental rehearsal, or the gradual folding in of new words with recently 

mastered words to improve long term-mastery and retention (Taylor et al., 2018). Finally, 

the development and selection of FAST-AP home-based literacy activities were 

predicated on language acquisition and development research, which has suggested that 

students from low SES backgrounds lag behind their peers in academic language and 

vocabulary acquisition (Fagan et al., 2016). Lower levels of oral language skill in 

students from low SES and language minority backgrounds were evident on measures of 

language processing, language comprehension, and language production, with the gap 

between low SES and language minority students and their peers becoming wider as 

students age (Barger et al., 2019; Fagan et al., 2016). Students from low SES and 

language minority backgrounds are at a distinct disadvantage for learning achievement 

(Barger et al., 2019; Fagan et al., 2016). FAST-AP literacy activities provide families 

with a structure for social interaction that encourages discourse and models for 

instruction and error correction, which may compensate for low parental SES and 
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education and contribute to improvements in language and vocabulary development 

(Silinskas & Kikas, 2019). 

The FAST-AP family engagement program provides multiple benefits to families 

and schools. First, its emphasis on sharing individual student data addresses the dilemma 

of how to provide parents with current achievement data between conferences. Also, 

regular invitations to school-based BreakFAST Meetings are issued from all levels of the 

school community and communicate a strong and persistent desire to partner with and 

include all families in student learning. Perceptions of invitations lead to improved 

family-school partnerships, which have been identified in parent engagement research as 

a critical element in increasing parent engagement (Dettmers et al., 2019). Additionally, 

foundational skills and related family FAST-AP literacy activities are preselected to 

match grade-level foundational skills and require minimal effort to organize. Finally, 

FAST-AP home-based literacy activities meet District requirements for literacy and 

numeracy homework. Because families need only complete a brief weekly log of their 

activity usage, the amount of paperwork that results from traditional homework 

assignments is reduced dramatically. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Family engagement is a multi-faceted and complex construct found to be a strong 

predictor of academic achievement and other academic success measures, especially from 

families with low levels of maternal education (McDowall & Schaughency, 2017). The 

research has suggested that the broad forms engagement takes and the individual 

engagement practices associated with engagement are diverse and confer various benefits 
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(Alexander et al., 2017; Boonk et al., 2018). Family engagement behaviors may take the 

form of formalized programs initiated by school or community groups, or they may be 

more subtle and include informal communications, support, or training from home. 

Despite of the benefits for students, barriers may be present, preventing families from 

becoming fully involved in their children’s schooling. Nevertheless, research has 

suggested that the impact of barriers to engagement are mitigated when families have a 

role construction for engagement, a sense of efficacy for supporting their children’s 

learning, and perceive behavioral control over their level of involvement (Yamamoto et 

al., 2016). 

Research literature reviewed for this study described the theories of sociocultural 

learning and emergent literacy, which provided a lens through which the relationship 

between family engagement and the word identification score change of first-grade 

students could be examined and understood. These theories also provided a framework 

for examining the effect of parent participation in FAST-AP on the continuous text 

reading scores of first-grade students whose families participated in the family 

engagement pilot program. The literature review described the historical importance of 

parental engagement in schooling and its continued significance in modern schooling. 

Research findings suggested parental engagement may lead to lower rates of absenteeism 

retention (Barger et al., 2019), improved self-esteem, school behavior and attitudes 

toward school, academic self-efficacy, motivation for learning, mastery orientation, and 

perceived control over school outcomes (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016; Grijalva-

Quiñonez et al., 2020; Walker, 2016); and higher rates of participation in advanced 
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academic courses and college enrollment (Degol et al., 2017) which, in turn, have been 

found to contribute to improvements in academic achievement. Finally, the literature 

review discussed the theories that informed the development of the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program and how the program components address barriers to family 

engagement. 

Although family engagement has been shown to provide benefits to students, the 

research is unclear about which family engagement formats or combinations of activities 

are most effective in improving particular aspects of student literacy achievement (Park 

& Holloway, 2017). FAST-AP is a family engagement program that combines school-, 

home-, and community-based family engagement with programmatic components 

designed to specifically address parental role construction and self-efficacy for 

supporting students at home and perceived behavioral control. This study may help 

further an understanding regarding the impact of participation in FAST-AP on the 

foundational reading skills of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. 

In Chapter 3, the methodology associated with exploring the relationship between 

family engagement in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and changes to 

WIF scores and continuous text reading scores will be presented. The research design, 

research questions, and processes for participant selection will be discussed. 

Additionally, the plan for analyzing data along with threats to validity and ethical 

procedures will be discussed. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Students experience many benefits when their parents are engaged in their 

education, including higher academic achievement (Boonk et al., 2018; Hamlin & Flessa, 

2018), better attendance (Barger et al., 2019), improved behavior (Dotterer & 

Wehrspann, 2016), and lower drop-out rates (Degol et al., 2017; Walker, 2016). The 

purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores after 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the effect 

of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous text 

reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern 

United States. Score changes between pre- and posttreatment assessments on timed 

Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventories provided the data for 

this study’s descriptive analyses. For the study’s inferential analysis, the independent 

variable was parent engagement in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program, and 

the dependent variable was changes in continuous text reading scores as measured by F & 

P BAS assessments. 

In this chapter, I will discuss the research design and rationale, and the 

methodology used in this study. The discussion will include procedures for accessing the 

archival data and the plan for data analysis. Finally, I will address threats to validity and 

the detail the ethical procedures followed in the study. 

Research Design and Rationale 

For the present study, I used a quantitative ex post facto research design. The data 

points used for RQ1 and RQ2 were the pre- and posttreatment assessment score changes 
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of WIF, as measured by timed Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word 

inventory assessments. Descriptive analyses indicated if WIF changes were greater than, 

less than, or equal to the expected mean word identification growth. The independent 

variable for RQ3 was family involvement in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program. Family engagement was a categorical variable measured at the nominal level. 

The dependent variable for RQ3 was score change, as measured by the F & P BAS pre- 

and post-assessments.  A comparative analysis of score change indicated if there was a 

statistically significant difference in the F & P BAS score change of students whose 

families engaged in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and those who did 

not participate. 

Researchers use descriptive research designs to describe data and organize it in 

practical ways (Allen, 2017). Measures of central tendency reduce data sets to a single 

score useful in gaining an overall sense of the data (Allen, 2017). Measures of variance 

indicate the type of distribution and the degree to which it is representative of the 

population (Allen, 2017). Descriptive research, therefore, was appropriate for this study 

because the observations provided a broad understanding of the direction and meaning of 

significant results. 

A quantitative quasi-experimental research design is appropriate when the goal of 

a researcher is to examine the relationship between particular variables when data are 

derived from nonequivalent groups (Frey, 2108). A quasi-experimental design is 

especially appropriate for conducting educational research when random assignment to 

experimental and control groups is not possible for ethical or practical reasons or when 
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groups form naturally as in school settings (Burkholder et al., 2016; Cohen et al., 2018). 

Thus, nonequivalent group design (NEGD) has been widely used in education research to 

assess the effectiveness of educational interventions or programs (Frey, 2018). The 

approach for the present study was quasi-experimental NEGD because the random 

assignment of participants to treatment or control groups was not feasible. Instead, 

participants’ enrollment in the schools selected for this study determined their assignment 

to either the treatment or comparison groups. A pretest/posttest nonequivalent group 

design improved the confidence in making causal inferences because both groups were 

similar (Cohen et al., 2018). This quasi-experimental design also provided for greater 

generalization of study results to classrooms within the study district. 

Methodology 

In the following section, I will discuss the study population, procedures for 

sampling and data collection, and the instrumentation and operationalization of study 

constructs. Next, I will describe the instruments used to collect data along with the 

operationalization of study variables. Finally, I will describe the plan for data analysis. 

The study used deidentified archival data. Therefore, recruitment of participants and 

individual consent were not necessary. 

Population 

The study school district publishes aggregated information on its data dashboard 

regarding the gender, ethnicity, SES, and achievement of enrolled students. The 

demographic information for the 2018–2019 school term was comprised of data 
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regarding students enrolled in the suburban Title I school district in the Northeastern 

United States during October 2018 (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

2018–2019 Study School, Comparison School, and Study School District Demographic 

Data 

 
 

Study 
School  

n = 

 Study 
School 

% 

Comparison 
School 

n = 

Comparison 
School 

% 

District 
N = 

District  
% 

All Students 227 100.0 251 100.0 5894 100.0 
Gender 
     Male 

 
121 

 
53.3 

 
138 

 
55.0 

 
3062 

 
52.0 

     Female 106 46.7 113 45.0 2832 48.0 
Ethnicity 
     Black 
    Hispanic 
     White 
     Asian 
     Other 
Meal Status 
     F/R  
     Not F/R  
Special Ed 
     Yes 
     No 
ELL 
     Yes 
     No 

 
51 
54 
102 
15 
5 
 

136 
91 
 

49 
178 

 
5 

222 

 
22.5 
23.8 
44.9 
6.6 
2.2 
 
59.0 
40.1 
 
21.6 
78.4 
 
2.2 
97.8 

 
74 
104 
58 
3 
12 
 
213 
38 
 
36 
215 
 
19 
232 

 
29.5 
41.4 
23.1 
1.2 
4.8 
 
84.9 
15.1 
 
14.3 
85.7 
 
7.6 
92.4 

 
1417 
1690 
2093 
477 
217 
 
3601 
2293 
 
839 
5055 
 
382 
5512 

 
24.0 
28.7 
35.5 
8.1 
3.7 
 
61.1 
38.9 
 
14.2 
85.8 
 
6.5 
93.5 

Note. Retrieved from https://www.mpspride.org 

Of the 5,894 students enrolled at that time, 52% identified as males and 48% as females 

in grades PreK through Grade 12. Additionally, 24% identified as Black, 28.7% as 

Hispanic, 35.5% as White, 8.1% as Asian, and 3.7% as Other. More than 61% of all 

students received either free or reduced-price meals during the same school term. Only 

6.5% of students were formally identified as coming from nondominant language 
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backgrounds requiring language support, and only 14.2% of the student population were 

identified to receive special education services. 

The target sample for this study was first-grade students in the study district (N = 

568). The district had eight K-5 elementary schools.  Schools varied in size, with first-

grade cohorts ranging from three classrooms in a school (n = 34) to nine classrooms in a 

school (n = 188). Three of the eight elementary schools were eligible to receive the 

Community Eligibility Provision during the 2018–2019 school term. This federal 

program provided free breakfast and lunch to all enrolled students and stipulated that at 

least 40% of families in recipient schools meet income standards based on their 

participation in federal or state welfare programs. 

The study school demographic data were comparable with the district in many 

regards. However, exceptions concerning ethnicity should be noted as the study school 

reported a larger percentage of White students when compared to the district average 

(44.9%, 35.5%, respectively). In October 2018, the study school also reported a smaller 

percentage of Hispanic students than the district average (23.8%, 28.7%, respectively). 

This disparity may partially explain why the study school also reported fewer students 

requiring ELL support than the district (2.2%, 6.5%, respectively). It is also important to 

note that the number of students identified for receiving special education services at the 

study school is higher than the district average (36%, 14.2%, respectively). This disparity 

is likely the effect of self-contained special education programs that operate on the study 

school campus.  
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Similar differences in ethnicity and identification for special education and ELL 

support were found between the study and comparison schools. Most notably were 

differences in the ethnic backgrounds of students attending the schools and their 

discrepant ELL needs. The differences in ethnicity between the study and comparison 

schools were much higher than between the comparison school and the district. Black and 

Brown students accounted for 76.9% of students in the comparison school and 64.5% in 

the district, while Black and Brown students accounted for only 55.1% of students in the 

study school. Similar to the discussion regarding differences between the study school 

and the school district, the differences between the study and comparison schools 

regarding students’ backgrounds may contribute to the disparity in identification for ELL 

support. Table 1 provides detailed information regarding the gender, ethnicity, SES, and 

special services needs for the study school, comparison school, and the study school 

district. 

Despite notable differences between the study school and both the comparison 

school and the study district, there were sufficient similarities between the schools that 

contributed to their selection for the present study. The study and comparison cohorts 

were similar in size. Due to similarities in the SES in their surrounding neighborhoods, 

all students in both cohorts were eligible to participate in the Community Eligibility 

Provision. This federal program provided them with free meals. Additionally, the district 

data dashboard’s performance data indicated that both the study and treatment schools 

performed similarly below study district averages on the fall reading assessment (see 
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Table 2). These similarities will allow for greater generalizability of results to the 

comparison school and the school district. 

Table 2  

2018–2019 Study School District First Grade F & P BAS Meets/Exceeds Data 

 Fall Spring 
 n tested Meets/Exceeds % n tested Meets/Exceeds % 
School 1 57 29 50.9 56 37 66.1 
School 2 73 47 64.4 72 64 88.9 
School 3 54 38 70.4 57 40 70.2 
School 4 188 87 46.3 192 188 97.9 
School 5a 42 11 26.6 40 21 52.5 
School 6 51 10 19.6 55 21 38.2 
School 7 103 39 37.9 97 67 69.1 
School 8b 34 10 29.4 34 16 47.1 
 568 261 50.0 569 438 77.0 

a study school 
b comparison school 
Note: Retrieved from https://www.mpspride.org 

Sampling and Sampling Procedures 

The sampling strategy for the present study was nonprobability purposive 

sampling. Nonprobability sampling was most appropriate due to several factors. First, 

implementing the FAST-AP pilot in one school and at only one grade level was 

advantageous from an economic and staffing perspective. Many of the required resources 

were on hand at the target school, leaving a small fraction of supplies to be ordered. 

Additionally, time was limited for initial and ongoing teacher training to implement and 

administer of the FAST-AP family engagement program across the larger school district. 

Finally, the complexities of coordinating the operational procedures for the ongoing 

administration of a FAST-AP pilot across eight elementary schools made large-scale 

program implementation implausible. When considerations of time, money, training staff, 
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and managing operational procedures are present, it is preferable to use nonprobability 

sampling (Battaglia, 2011; Daniel, 2012). 

Purposive convenience sampling was the nonprobability sampling procedure used 

to identify the treatment and comparison schools. Researchers using purposive sampling 

can play a direct role in selecting a sample population that may be representative or 

typical of the population (Salkind, 2010). In addition, researchers using convenience 

sampling can consider time, money, and convenience when identifying a study sample 

(Daniel, 2012). Thus, a nonprobability purposive convenience sample was appropriate for 

this study.  

The superintendent of the study district and principal of the treatment school 

approved and funded the FAST-AP pilot program for use with the first-grade treatment 

cohort (Principal, personal communication, September 7, 2018). The treatment cohort (n 

= 39) was an appropriate choice for participation in the FAST-AP pilot program because, 

although the mean SES put students at an increased risk for low achievement, other 

demographic data, including gender and race profiles, made this population relatively 

comparable to other first-grade cohorts in the study district. First-grade students in the 

comparison cohort (n = 31) were most similar to the treatment cohort. Both cohorts 

exhibited lower literacy achievement levels at the start of the 2018–2019 school term, as 

measured by the F & P BAS assessment, related to most other elementary schools in the 

district when comparing the percentage of students meeting or exceeding the benchmark 

reading scores. Although there were notable differences in the ethnicity of the two 

cohorts, sufficient similarities existed that made each appropriate for inclusion in the 
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study. These similarities allowed for greater generalizability of results to other first-grade 

cohorts in the study district. However, differences across the school district in first-grade 

fall literacy achievement, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment, and demographic 

and SES data between participating and nonparticipating FAST-AP schools suggested the 

need for caution when doing so. 

Archival data used for the study consisted of pre- and posttest WIF and 

continuous text reading assessments. Omitted from the analyses were data sets that were 

missing either the pre- or post-assessment. A priori G*Power analyses (Version 3.1.9.6) 

determined appropriate sample sizes for this study using a moderate Cohen’s d effect size 

(.50), an a error probability of .05, and a power of .84 to ensure the sample sizes from the 

treatment school were sufficient for paired samples t-tests used to answer RQ1 and RQ2. 

Results indicated sample sizes of 30 were necessary for an actual power of .85. The 

sample groups for the WIF assessment (n = 33) and the Dolch assessment (n = 30) were 

equal to or larger than recommended and met the criteria for minimum sample size. An a 

priori analysis using a moderate Cohen’s d effect size (.50), an a error probability of .05, 

and a power of .65 calculated sufficient sample size for an independent samples t-test 

used to answer RQ3. Based on the analysis, a minimum sample size of 68 was necessary, 

confirming the appropriateness of the present study’s sample size (N = 70). 

Procedures for Data Collection 

The F & P BAS assessment identifies a student’s highest instructional reading 

level at the time of administration. The study district collected first-grade F & P BAS 

data in October, January, and May of the 2018–2019 school term from all first-grade 
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students in accordance with district policies. The resulting numerical raw scores were 

digitally archived in Performance Tracker, the study district database. Numerical F & P 

BAS scores were also converted by the study district to nominal band scores and reported 

in the data dashboard as either as Meets/Exceeds established benchmark expectations or 

Does Not Meet/Approaching established benchmark expectations. 

The Vanderbilt WIF probes were administered monthly to treatment school first-

grade students from October through May. Results identified students’ overall sight word 

reading fluency and indicated the number of sight words gained over time. The first-

grade teaching team maintained written records of Vanderbilt WIF probe data in a 

Professional Learning Community (PLC) data notebook used to gather and archive 

student achievement data, record intervention plans, and maintain meeting notes. It was 

secured in a locked cabinet. 

Finally, a Dolch sight word inventory was administered in October, January, and 

May of the 2018–2019 school year to treatment school first-grade students to identify the 

specific sight words students could identify quickly and accurately from leveled Dolch 

word lists. The data also informed teacher efforts to differentiate FAST-AP learning 

activities. The Dolch sight word inventory data were recorded in the PLC data notebook 

and secured in a locked cabinet. 

Archival Data 

All first-grade students who attended the treatment school during the 2018–2019 

school term and generated F & P BAS, Dolch sight word, and Vanderbilt WIF 

assessment data from the fall and spring were included in the treatment group of families 
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who participated in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. Students who 

attended the comparison school during the 2018–2019 school term and have F & P BAS 

assessment data from the fall and spring were included in the comparison group of 

families who did not participate in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. 

A Data Use Agreement, completed by the study district superintendent, was 

signed on August 20, 2020, and indicated consent to provide the necessary archival data 

for this study (see Appendix A). An addendum to the Data Use Agreement amended the 

archived data for which access was being requested and specified the schools from which 

achievement data were requested (see Appendix B). The addendum was signed and 

returned on November 27, 2020, and allowed access to F & P BAS, Vanderbilt WIF, and 

Dolch sight word inventory assessment data collected after Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval was granted On December 3, 2020. Following formal IRB approval, the 

data were requested and received on December 4, 2020, as outlined above. 

Instrumentation and Operationalization of Constructs 

The current study focused on two research questions that sought to describe 

changes in pre- and posttreatment scores on WIF assessments after parent engagement in 

the FAST-AP parent engagement pilot program. A third research question sought to 

examine the effect of participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the pre- 

and posttreatment continuous text reading scores of first-grade students in a suburban 

Title I school in the Northeastern United States. Score changes between pre- and post-

assessments of timed Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventories 

provided data for the descriptive analyses in this study. For the inferential analysis in this 
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study, the independent variable was parent engagement in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program, and the dependent variable was change in continuous text 

reading scores as measured by F & P BAS assessments. The construct family involvement 

was a categorical variable and was determined by student assignment to the treatment or 

comparison schools. 

The F & P BAS is a formative and summative reading assessment for students 

from kindergarten through grade 8 to measure continuous text reading as measured by 

accurate decoding, fluency, and comprehension skills to determine a student’s highest 

developmental reading level (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). Books in the F & P BAS kit are 

vertically aligned to reading levels and become progressively more challenging. Field 

tests of the BAS included 498 students representing diverse socio-economic and 

ethnically diverse schools drawn from five geographic regions in the United States. Test-

retest reliability coefficients should be at least .85 to be considered stable. The F & P 

BAS test-retest coefficient was .97 and demonstrated the program’s stability and 

dependability to measure student reading scores consistently (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). 

In addition, the F & P BAS had strong convergent validity with Reading Recovery in the 

areas of decoding, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension for both fiction with a 

correlation coefficient of .94 and non-fiction with a correlation coefficient of .93 (Fountas 

& Pinnell, 2010). The convergent validity of the F & P BAS with Reading Recovery is 

particularly relevant. Reading Recovery has received recognition from the U.S. 

Department of Education as a scientifically research-based program that supports the 
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reading achievement of struggling students (U. S. Department of Education Office of 

Research, 1992, December). 

Educators use the F & P BAS to identify students’ developmental reading levels. 

The expected growth in developmental reading for kindergarten students is four levels, 

with demonstrated growth from prereading F & P Level 0 through F & P Level 4 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). First-grade students are expected to gain six reading levels, 

with demonstrated reading growth from an F & P Level 4 to an F & P Level 10 in order 

to show a year’s growth (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). Students who begin the year reading 

below grade-level standards will need to show more than a year’s growth to meet grade-

level benchmark standards. The difference between the F & P BAS pre- and post-

assessments indicate student growth in book reading levels. 

The Vanderbilt WIF probe is a standardized, curriculum-based measurement 

(CBM) of word reading competence (Fuchs et al., 2004). Students read isolated words 

from high-frequency word lists presented in random order. The score is the number of 

words read correctly in one minute and represents automatic word recognition skill, 

which, according to Fuchs et al. (2004), is “a hallmark of competent reading behavior.”  

In studies of children at risk for poor performance (N = 151) from eight schools in a 

large, Southeastern, metropolitan school district, the concurrent validity of fall and spring 

Vanderbilt WIF probe (Cohen, 2010) CBM levels were found to be strongly correlated 

with fall and spring scores on the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test-Revised Word 

Identification subtests (p <. 001) (Fuchs et al., 2004). In the same study, the spring 

fluency and comprehension subtests of the Comprehensive Reading Assessment Battery 
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(p < .01), which include word identification, fluency, and comprehension, are strong 

concurrent correlates of critical early reading behaviors (Fuchs et al., 2004). Fuchs et al. 

(2004) found the Vanderbilt WIF probe CBM also had strong predictive validity. The fall 

and spring CBM slopes were strongly correlated to the Woodcock word identification 

subtests (p < .001), and the summative Vanderbilt University WIF probe (Cohen, 2010) 

CBM slope was strongly correlated to all three subtests for word identification, fluency, 

and comprehension. These results indicate that first-grade fall scores using the WIF probe 

(Cohen, 2010) CBMs are reliable indicators of first-grade spring reading fluency and 

comprehension scores (Fuchs et al., 2004). 

The Vanderbilt WIF probe was administered monthly, with the resultant scores 

indicating the correct words read per minute (CWPM) from a list or randomly presented 

high-frequency words. The Vanderbilt WIF probe provided a measure of word reading 

automaticity and fluency. Reading less than 10 CWPM in the initial screen was a risk 

indicator for reading difficulties (Cohen, 2010). The typical growth rate for students in 

first grade is one word per week, and the projected year-end benchmark is 30 CWPM 

(Cohen, 2010). The WIF probe measured growth in student WIF and was an indicator of 

student literacy growth. 

The Dolch sight word inventory is a list of high utility words that, when mastered, 

provide students with a strong foundation for reading success. Divided into levels by 

frequency of occurrence in children’s literature from preprimer, primer, first grade, and 

second grade, the sight word lists support fluent reading of texts at a corresponding level 

of difficulty (Dolch, 1936). The inventory score indicated the number of high-frequency 
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words students could identify from leveled word lists (Dolch, 1936). Analysis of the sight 

word inventory also allowed for differentiation of home-based learning materials and 

activities. 

The Dolch sight word inventory was administered in October, January, and May. 

The assessment was untimed and identified the number of high-frequency words students 

could identify with automaticity or by applying more complex word analysis skills. Lists 

presented words from a continuum ranging from simple consonant-vowel-consonant 

sight words to high frequency-words that contain more complex spelling patterns. The 

Dolch sight word inventory scores were a measure of student literacy growth. 

Expected weekly growth in WIF was determined using benchmarks in published 

research literature for oral reading fluency (ORF) and WIF. ORF is related to WIF and 

refers to the correct number of words read from a grade-level passage in one minute 

(Hasbrouck & Tindal, 2017). Research regarding the benchmarks for expected growth in 

ORF ranged from improvements of 1.9 correct words per minute (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 

2017) to 2 correct words per minute (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1993; Tindal & Nese, 2013). WIF 

is based on reading individual words and may be timed or untimed (Zumeta et al., 2012). 

Published benchmarks for expected weekly growth using timed WIF assessments ranged 

from .83 to .87 correct words per minute (Zumeta et al., 2012). Published benchmarks for 

expected weekly growth using untimed WIF assessments ranged from 1.4 words (Fuchs 

& Fuchs, 2011) to 1.5 words (Hosp et al., 2007). The mean projected growth from 

published benchmarks for ORF and timed and untimed WIF was 1.5 words per week. 

The mean weekly projected growth score was multiplied by the total number of study 
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weeks to calculate the mean expected growth for study students (31.5) and was compared 

to actual changes in timed and untimed WIF scores for this study. 

The independent variable in RQ3, family participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program, was categorical. It was measured at a nominal level. Families 

whose students were enrolled in the comparison school were said to have had no 

involvement in FAST-AP family engagement activities, while families whose students 

were enrolled in the treatment school were said to have been involved in FAST-AP 

family engagement activities. The dependent variable was the change in the F & P BAS 

score and was a discrete variable measured at the interval-ratio level. Score change was 

calculated as the difference between the pre- and posttreatment assessments. 

Data Analysis Plan 

IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) is a statistical software 

package widely used in education and social science research for collecting, 

transforming, and analyzing data, screening data, identifying anomalous participants and 

outliers, and making determinations of skewness and kurtosis (Frey, 2018). Before 

conducting data analysis, the data sets were screened to detect corrupt or incomplete data 

and screened to identify outliers. Following a manual inspection for completeness, SPSS 

version 25 software screened the data further, preparing it for analysis by identifying 

incomplete or incorrectly entered data. Incomplete data pairs, missing either a matched 

fall or spring assessment score, were cross-referenced with raw data to verify that they 

were incomplete. Incomplete data pairs were removed from the data set. Data falling 

outside established values were cross-referenced with raw data and reentered accurately. 
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Following a thorough screening and cleaning process, SPSS version 25 software 

identified outlier data using box plots and histograms (Hoaglin & Inglewicz, 1987). No 

outliers were found. 

The research questions and hypotheses for this study were: 

RQ1:  What is the change to the timed WIF scores, as measured by timed 

Vanderbilt WIF probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program? 

H01:  There is no the change to the timed WIF scores, as measured by Vanderbilt 

WIF probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern 

United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. 

H11:  There is a change to the timed WIF scores, as measured by Vanderbilt WIF 

probes, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern 

United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program. 

RQ2: What is the change to the untimed WIF scores, as measured by Dolch sight 

word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in 

the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement 

pilot program? 

H02:  There is no change to the untimed WIF scores, as measured by Dolch sight 

word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in 

the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement 

pilot program. 
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H12:  There is a change to the untimed WIF scores, as measured by Dolch sight 

word inventory assessments, of first-grade pilot students in a suburban Title I school in 

the Northeastern United States after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement 

pilot program. 

RQ3:  What is the effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program on changes to the continuous text reading scores of first-grade 

students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States compared to 

continuous text reading scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States whose families did not participate, as measured by the F & P 

BAS assessment? 

H03:   There is no statistically significant effect of parent participation in the 

FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on changes to the continuous text reading 

scores of first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United 

States compared to continuous text reading growth scores of first-grade students in a 

suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States whose families did not 

participate, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment. 

H13:  There is a statistically significant effect of parent participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program on changes to the continuous text reading scores of 

first-grade students in a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States 

compared to continuous text reading growth scores of first-grade students in a suburban 

Title I school in the Northeastern United States whose families did not participate, as 

measured by the F & P BAS assessment. 
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SPSS version 25 produced descriptive and inferential statistics used to answer the 

research questions. Descriptive statistics included the mean, maximum and minimum 

scores, and standard deviation. The descriptive analyses provided a means for 

understanding and describing the change in WIF scores after participation in the FAST-

AP pilot program and statistics used to answer RQ1 and RQ2. Inferential statistics from t-

tests were used to determine whether a statistically significant difference was found 

between pre- and posttest literacy assessment scores. 

The WIF scores were analyzed to determine if the pretest scores were statistically 

significantly different than post-test scores after participation in the FAST-AP pilot 

program. To calculate score changes for WIF assessments after treatment, the present 

study used the difference between students’ pre- and posttreatment scores. The score 

changes were analyzed to determine the direction of changes, either positive or negative. 

Finally, the mean score changes were compared to current research and published 

benchmarks for expected word reading fluency changes to determine if the mean 

observed score changes were greater than, less than, or equal to expected benchmark 

changes. 

The paired samples t-test uses a pretest/posttest design to test a treatment’s 

effectiveness using a single group (Knapp, 2018). SPSS version 25 tested the 

assumptions for t-tests. The Shapiro-Wilk test for the assumption of normality indicated 

that the Vanderbilt WIF change scores were not normally distributed. Therefore, the 

assumptions for parametric tests were not met (Frey, 2018). The Wilcoxon signed-rank 

test is an appropriate nonparametric alternative to the paired samples t-test when groups 
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are heterogeneous (Knapp, 2018). A Wilcoxon signed-rank test provided statistics used to 

determine if changes between the pre- and posttest Vanderbilt WIF scores were 

statistically significant after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program. The Shapiro-Wilk test for the assumption of normality indicated that Dolch 

sight word inventory growth scores were normally distributed, and a paired samples t-test 

provided statistics used to determine if growth score change was statistically significant 

after participation in the FAST-AP pilot program. 

The independent samples t-test is an inferential statistical test to determine if there 

is a statistically significant difference between the means of two unrelated groups (Allen, 

2017). The independent samples t-test is particularly well-suited for quasi-experimental 

designs using a pretest/posttest design (Abbott, 2017). The present study met the primary 

assumptions for an independent samples t-test:  one continuous dependent variable and 

one independent, categorical variable expressed as two levels or groups, and observations 

were independent of one another (Frey, 2108). The Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that the 

data met the assumption of normality, and Levene’s test indicated that the data met the 

assumption of the equality of variances. Therefore, the independent samples t-test 

provided statistics used to answer RQ3. The corresponding p-value suggested whether 

differences may be attributed to chance (Allen, 2017). The present study used a p ≤ .05 

and Cohen’s d effect sizes (small 0.2, moderate 0.5, and large 0.8). 

Threats to Validity 

Threats to validity come from both internal and external sources. External validity 

refers to the generalizability of the results from the population under study to a larger 
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population (Frey, 2018). On the other hand, internal validity refers to the extent to which 

extraneous variables have been controlled so that variation in the dependent variable can 

be likely attributed to the independent variable (Drew et al., 2008; Meltzoff & Cooper, 

2018). Threats to internal and external validity must be addressed for study results to be 

useful. 

Frey (2018) suggested that external validity is of concern in studies that employ a 

study sample. However, the effects of this type of threat to external validity can be 

mitigated by addressing sampling procedures. The present study used nonprobability 

purposive sampling, and care was taken to ensure that participants in this pilot study were 

representative of the larger school district population in terms of race, gender, and 

achievement. Matching the sample group to the general district population helped to 

ensure that results could be generalized to other school populations with similar 

demographic characteristics within the district (Frey, 2018). Meltzoff and Cooper (2018) 

suggested that setting and treatment interaction may pose a threat to external validity. In 

this case, differences in classroom environments and teaching styles could have affected 

the generalizability of results to other classroom settings. To minimize this threat, 

treatment was administered, and data gathered and analyzed across multiple classrooms. 

The maturation of study participants can impact internal validity and hinder the 

ability to assign a causal relationship between independent variables and observed 

changes in the dependent variables (Drew et al., 2008). Study design can improve 

confidence in ruling out noncausal explanations for observed relationships between 

variables (Frey, 2018). The pretest-posttest design included treatment and comparison 
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groups used to answer RQ3 addressed study limitations related to maturation. An 

independent samples t-test used F & P BAS continuous text reading assessment pre- and 

posttreatment scores to compare the treatment group’s literacy scores to those of the 

comparison group. This study design improved the internal validity of the study and 

increased confidence in attributing changes to the treatment rather than the effects of 

maturation (Frey, 2018). 

Construct validity refers to the degree to which a test measures what it claims to 

measure (Allen, 2017). If a performance measure is validated, manipulating the construct 

should result in changes in the performance measure results. To ensure construct validity, 

the performance measures selected for the study were standardized and were found to be 

valid (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010; Fuchs et al., 2004). 

Statistical conclusion validity refers to the degree to which conclusions drawn 

regarding the null hypothesis are plausible (Creswell, 2014). It allows researchers to 

determine whether a relationship exists between the variables and if the outcome is the 

result of the intervention (Salkind, 2010). Threats to statistical conclusion validity can be 

mitigated by minimizing the probability of Type I and Type II errors (Salkind, 2010).  

The level of statistical significance for this study was held at the .05 level to ensure 

statistical conclusion validity. 

Ethical Procedures 

Ethical procedures for conducting research were followed throughout this study. 

IRB permission (12-03-20-0043384) was received before retrieving and analyzing 

archival data. Permission was obtained from the study school district to access archival 
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reading achievement data from F & P BAS, Dolch sight word inventory, and Vanderbilt 

WIF probe assessment records. 

Student and teacher identities were kept anonymous. Identifying information was 

redacted from all records by the study district prior to releasing records. All hard copies 

of data will be stored in locked files for 5 years from the study date. Only the primary 

researcher will have access to the files. Digital data transcribed from teacher records and 

the study school database will be stored on a password-protected computer kept in a 

home office. 

As an employee of Study School and a teacher in one of the study classrooms, 

there was the potential for researcher bias. The F & P BAS data were reviewed at PLC 

grade-level meetings, and school reading specialists and administrators randomly audited 

scoring outcomes for uniformity to address this. In addition, the Vanderbilt WIF probes 

and Dolch sight word inventory assessments were administered collaboratively by 

classroom teachers and paraprofessionals to ensure that assessment protocols were 

consistent. 

Summary 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 

effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. Study participants were students from two elementary 

schools (N = 70) with comparable literacy achievement, SES, and demographic profiles. 
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They were also representative of the population’s SES and demographic backgrounds in 

the large suburban school district. 

A Wilcoxon sign-rank test was conducted to determine if there was a statistically 

significant change in WIF scores of first-grade pilot students, as measured by Vanderbilt 

WIF probes and Dolch sight word inventories, after parent participation in the FAST-AP 

family engagement pilot. The difference in the mean post-test and pretest scores provided 

the mean score change for WIF and was compared to published benchmarks for mean 

expected word fluency growth to determine if the change was greater than, less than, or 

equal to benchmark expectations. 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to determine if there was a 

statistically significant difference in score change between the pre- and posttreatment 

continuous text reading scores, as measured by the F & P BAS, of first-grade students 

whose families participated in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and 

families who did not participate. The study design anticipated and controlled for threats 

to internal and external validity. Similarly, threats to construct and statistical conclusion 

validity were identified, and steps were taken to mitigate their potential effects on the 

study outcomes. 

In Chapter 4, I will discuss the procedures for data collection including the time 

frame and any discrepancies from the data collection plan outlined in Chapter 3. Baseline 

descriptive and demographic characteristics of the sample will be reviewed, and its 

representativeness of the larger population will be discussed.  Finally, the study results 

will be presented. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 

effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. Score changes between pre- and post-assessments from timed 

Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventories provided the data for 

this study’s descriptive analyses. To determine the effect of parent participation in the 

FAST-AP pilot program on changes to continuous text reading scores, the independent 

variable was parent engagement. The dependent variable was change in continuous text 

reading scores as measured by F & P BAS assessments. 

The major sections of Chapter 4 include a description of the study sample and the 

procedures used for data collection and analysis. Discussion of data collection will 

include the time frame, discrepancies in the plan from Chapter 3, and the study 

population demographics. I will discuss the study results in regard to the research 

questions and hypotheses. Finally, a summary of the findings concludes the chapter. 

Data Collection 

The study district superintendent submitted a signed data use agreement on 

August 20, 2020, indicating consent to provide the necessary archival data for this study 

(see Appendix A). An addendum to the Data Use Agreement specified the schools 

providing data and amended the archived achievement data requested (see Appendix B). 

The addendum was signed and returned on November 27, 2020. On December 3, 2020, 
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the IRB confirmed that Families and Schools Together in Academic Partnerships and 

Student Literacy Achievement met Walden University’s ethical standards. On December 

4, 2020, following IRB approval, I requested and received the deidentified F & P BAS 

achievement data from the study district. At that time, I also accessed the archived Dolch 

sight word inventory and Vanderbilt WIF probe data as outlined in the Data Use 

Agreement. There were no discrepancies in the data collection plan outlined in Chapter 3. 

The population for this study was a suburban Title I school district in the 

Northeastern United States. The objective of nonprobability purposive sampling is to 

identify a sample that can be assumed to be approximately representative of the study 

population (Frey, 2018).  Nonprobability purposive sampling provided the frame for 

identifying two schools in the study district with comparable demographic statistics and 

baseline literacy scores. The first-grade cohorts from each site provided the sample data 

for this study.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics calculated for score changes of 2018–2019 WIF assessments 

showed a mean change of 34.18 words per minute on timed assessments, and 67.58 

words on untimed assessments. Analyses showed mean preassessment scores on both 

measures were lower than the mean post-assessment scores, which indicated the direction 

of score change was positive. Complete results are provided in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

2018–2019 Descriptive Statistics for Word Identification Fluency Assessment Score 

Changes 

Assessment Type N Minimum Score Maximum Score M SD 
Vanderbilt WIF 34 5.0 81.0 34.18 16.64 
Dolch SW Inventory 33 24.0 119.0 67.58 23.27 

 
Note: SW = sight word 

Descriptive statistics calculated for score changes on continuous text reading 

assessments showed a mean change for the treatment group of 5.39 reading levels and a 

mean change for the comparison group of 5.07 reading levels. Analysis showed the mean 

preassessment scores were lower than the mean post-assessment scores for both groups. 

The positive direction of score changes indicated growth. A summary of descriptive 

statistics is provided in Table 4. 

Table 4 

2018–2019 Descriptive Statistics for F & P BAS Score Changes 

F & P BAS Source N Minimum Score Maximum Score M SD 
Population 70 0.0 10.0 5.24 2.22 
   Treatment group 39 1.0 9.0 5.39 2.05 
   Comparison group 31 0.0 10.0 5.07 2.45 

 
 Research Question 1 

RQ1 focused on determining the change to the timed WIF scores measured by 

timed Vanderbilt WIF probes after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement 

pilot program. A Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that the Vanderbilt WIF scores were not 

normally distributed (p = .002). The data did not meet the assumptions for t-tests; 

therefore, a Wilcoxon signed-ranks test provided statistics used to answer RQ1. The 
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output, shown in Table 5, indicated that posttest scores on the Vanderbilt WIF were 

statistically significantly different from the pretest scores, Z = 5.09, p < .001. The effect 

size for this analysis (r = .66) exceeded Cohen’s (1992) convention for a moderate effect 

(r = 0.5). Preassessment scores (M = 22.21, SD = 14.47) were lower than post-assessment 

scores (M = 56.38, SD = 23.68), suggesting growth in timed WIF scores. Mean growth in 

timed WIF (M = 34.18) was greater than the published benchmarks for WIF growth (M = 

31.5) and a one sample t-test provided statistics used to determine whether the difference 

was statistically significant. Results indicated that growth did not reach statistical 

significance, t(33) = .94, p = .36, 95% CI [-3.13, 8.48], and the small effect size (d = .16) 

suggested that the observed difference in mean growth scores of timed WIF assessments 

and published benchmarks for mean WIF growth was negligible. Therefore, the null 

hypothesis, which stated that there would be no change to timed WIF scores after 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program, was supported by the 

data and resulted in a failure to reject the null hypothesis.  

Table 5 

Statistical Output for 2018–2019 Literacy Assessment Score Change 

Assessment Type Pretest     Posttest Standard 
score 

p Effect size 

   M   SD   M   SD    
Vanderbilt WIF a 22.21 16.47 56.38 23.68 Z = 5.09 <.001 r = .66 
        
Dolch SWI b 48.27 26.29 115.55 20.18 t(32) = 16.37 <.001 d = 2.85 

Note. SWI = sight word inventory.  
a N = 34. b N = 33 
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Research Question 2 

RQ2 focused on determining the change to the untimed WIF scores measured by 

Dolch sight word inventory assessments after participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program. A Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that the data were normally 

distributed (p = .20), thus the assumptions for t-tests were met. Statistics from a paired 

samples t-test, shown in Table 5, indicated a finding of statistical significance between 

the pre- and posttest WIF scores pre- and posttest scores, t(33) = 16.37, p < .001. The 

effect size (d = 2.85) exceeded Cohen’s (1992) convention for a large effect (d = .80). 

The Dolch sight word preassessment scores (M = 48.27, SD = 26.29) were lower than 

post-assessment scores (M = 115.55, SD = 20.18), and suggested that score change was a 

growth in untimed WIF. The total mean growth in untimed WIF (M = 67.58) was greater 

than the published benchmarks for WIF growth (M = 31.5), and a one sample t-test 

provided the statistics used to determine if the difference was statistically significant. 

Results indicated that score growth of untimed WIF assessments was statistically 

significant, t(32) = 8.91, p = < .001, 95% CI [27.83, 44.33]. The effect size (d = 1.55) 

exceeded Cohen’s (1992) convention for a large effect (d = .80) and supported the 

finding of significance. The null hypothesis, which stated that there would be no change 

to untimed WIF scores after participation in the FAST-AP pilot program, was rejected. 

Research Question 3 

RQ3 examined the effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP family 

engagement pilot program on changes to the continuous text reading scores of first-grade 

students compared to the continuous text reading score changes of first-grade students 
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whose families did not participate, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment. A 

Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that the data were normally distributed (p = .29), and 

Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances indicated that variances between the study 

groups were similar (p = .55). Therefore, the assumptions of t-tests were met. The mean 

scores for reading levels gained of students whose families participated in the FAST-AP 

program (M = 5.39, SD = 2.05, n = 39) were higher than the mean scores for reading 

levels gained of students whose families did not participate in the FAST-AP program (M 

= 5.07, SD = 2.45, n = 31). However, the results of the independent samples t-test, shown 

in Table 6, showed that this difference was not statistically significant, t(70) = .60, df = 

68, p = .55, n.s. 95% CI [-7.52, 1.39]. The effect size (d = .14) supports the non-

significant finding. The null hypothesis, which suggested that there would be no effect of 

parent participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program on changes to 

continuous text reading scores, was supported by the data and resulted in a failure to 

reject the null hypothesis. 

Table 6 

Statistical Output for 2018–2019 F & P BAS Reading Levels Gained 

  Treatment group a           Comparison group b  t(70)   p Effect size 
      M  SD   M  SD  
    5.39 2.05 5.07 2.45  .60  .55 n.s. 
a n = 39. b n = 31.       

 
Summary 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 
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effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. This study contained three research questions. RQ1 and RQ2 

addressed changes in timed and untimed WIF scores after participation in the FAST-AP 

pilot program. Analyses indicated significant differences between the WIF pretest scores 

and posttest scores, and the direction of changes was found to be positive. These results 

indicated that untimed and timed WIF scores showed growth after participation in the 

FAST-AP family engagement pilot program.  A one sample t-test indicated that the mean 

difference between score growth on timed WIF assessments and published score growth 

benchmarks was not statistically significantly different, resulting in a failure to reject the 

null hypothesis. A one sample t-test indicated a statistically significant difference 

between untimed WIF growth scores and published benchmarks for growth and the null 

hypothesis for RQ2 was rejected.  RQ3 examined the effect of participation in the FAST-

AP pilot program on continuous text reading scores. Participation did not have any 

significant effect leading to a failure to reject the null hypothesis. 

I will summarize the key findings of this study in Chapter 5. The discussion will 

include an interpretation of the study’s findings and limitations that may impede 

generalizability, trustworthiness, validity, and reliability. Finally, I will conclude with a 

discussion of recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Research literature has suggested a positive relationship between parental 

involvement in school and improved student literacy achievement. Brown et al. (2019) 

found that home-based literacy activities are especially vital in promoting the literacy 

achievement of students who read below grade-level expectations. The purpose of this 

quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores after participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the effect of parent participation in 

the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous text reading scores of first-

grade students from a suburban Title I school in the Northeastern United States. This 

study provided insight into how particular measures of reading achievement changed 

after participation in the FAST-AP pilot program. 

Score changes on archival pre- and post-assessment data from the 2018–2019 

school term provided the statistics used for the analyses in this study. Hypothesis testing 

utilized t-tests or the nonparametric equivalent Wilcoxon signed-rank test. The key 

findings indicated that WIF posttest scores were statistically significantly different from 

pretest scores after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program, 

which suggested growth in WIF skills. Mean growth in timed WIF scores (M = 34.18, SD 

= 16.64) was not found to be significantly different from published projected growth for 

WIF (M = 31.5), while mean growth in untimed WIF scores (M = 67.58, SD = 23.27) was 

found to be statistically significantly different from published projected growth for WIF 

(M = 31.5). A statistically significant difference was not found between the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students whose families participated in the FAST-AP 
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parent engagement pilot program and students whose families did not participate. Study 

results have suggested that family engagement in the FAST-AP pilot program has a 

positive effect on sight word recognition as a foundational reading skill but did not 

significantly impact overall reading achievement. 

This chapter includes a summary of the study. I include an interpretation of study 

findings and describe the study’s limitations. Finally, I discuss recommendations for 

further research and the implications for positive social change. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Research Question 1 and Research Question 2 

The FAST-AP family engagement pilot program synthesized both home- and 

school-based activities to promote student literacy learning at home. Parents received 

learning materials and activities designed to build students’ sight word fluency. School-

based training introduced families to specific literacy activities and allowed time to 

observe effective strategies for promoting sight word acquisition and positive procedures 

for correcting student miscues. Fagan et al. (2016) found that workshops focusing on 

assisting parents in developing such skills impacted student achievement positively. The 

positive benefits of family engagement are of particular importance in improving 

declining achievement scores and reducing growing achievement gaps in schools with 

large nondominant cultural, language, and economic groups (Calzada et al., 2015; 

Epstein, 2018; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; Ishimaru et al., 2016; Pemberton & Miller, 2015; 

Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). 
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Results of this study indicated growth in WIF scores, as measured by timed 

Vanderbilt WIF probes and untimed Dolch sight word inventory assessments, after 

family participation in the FAST-AP pilot program. These findings were consistent with 

research studies discussed in Chapter 2, which suggested that parental involvement in 

home-based learning activities such as helping with homework and playing games leads 

to improvements in academic achievement (Boonk et al., 2018). Similar benefits to 

literacy outcomes were also found when parents participated in school-based training that 

equipped them with specific instructional strategies to support literacy learning from 

home (Fagan et al., 2016; Park & Holloway, 2017). However, there were differences in 

score growth between timed and untimed WIF assessments. 

The mean score changes between pre- and posttest assessments for the timed 

Vanderbilt WIF (M = 34.18) and the untimed Dolch sight word inventory (M = 67.58) 

were greater than published projections for mean score growth (M = 31.5). The 

differences in the amount of change found between the measures of WIF may be 

attributed to the types of words used in each assessment and the kind of practice included 

in the FAST-AP pilot program. The Vanderbilt WIF assesses a broad sampled word list 

containing 500 high-frequency words presented randomly (Zumeta et al., 2012). The 

Dolch sight word inventory uses a narrow sampled list containing the 220 most 

frequently found high-utility words in children’s literature (Dolch, 1936). Unlike 

Vanderbilt WIF word lists, Dolch word lists are leveled according to difficulty (Dolch, 

1936). Hannon et al. (2020) found that family engagement programs that focused on a 

single literacy strand acted to limit growth to that single strand. Given that the words 
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selected for inclusion in FAST-AP activities were limited to Dolch sight words, leveled 

from preprimer through Grade 1, and literacy activities involved only untimed practice of 

high-frequency words, it was expected that growth on untimed Dolch assessments would 

be greater than that found on timed Vanderbilt WIF assessments.  

Compared to published benchmarks for WIF growth, there was no statistically 

significant difference for timed assessments, but a statistically significant difference was 

found for untimed assessments.  Differences in the findings of significance between 

timed and untimed WIF compared to published expected growth may be attributed to the 

method for calculating the test value for expected growth. Calculations for the mean 

weekly expected growth used benchmarks for timed and untimed WIF and ORF found in 

published research literature. Benchmarks for ORF (M = 1.97) included the largest 

expected weekly growth, followed by untimed (M = 1.45) and timed (M = .82) WIF. ORF 

is related to WIF but was not directly assessed (Hasbrouk & Tindal, 2017). Although 

ORF benchmarks inflated the overall expected growth score, they were included in 

calculating the test value. Therefore, although supported by the research literature 

regarding reading fluency growth in general, the test value may not accurately reflect 

actual expected growth for timed and untimed WIF. 

The study findings regarding score changes to timed and untimed WIF after 

participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot were supported in the research 

literature.  Changes in WIF pre- and post-assessment scores were growth in WIF. 

Findings confirmed the current understanding in the peer-reviewed literature in Chapter 

2. 
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Research Question 3 

This study’s findings indicated a nonsignificant relationship between the 

continuous text reading F & P BAS scores of students whose families participated in the 

FAST-AP family engagement program and students whose families did not participate in 

the FAST-AP family engagement program. The nonsignificant result disconfirmed 

research regarding automatic word processing theory which has suggested a strong 

relationship between sight word fluency and whole or continuous text comprehension 

(Grünke, 2019). However, Hannon et al. (2020) found that programs focused on the 

practice of isolated emergent skills limited improvements to the targeted skills and 

supported the finding of nonsignificance for continuous text reading. Park and Holloway 

(2017) found the benefits of family involvement may not generalize across all measures 

of achievement or all student groups. Although there was a consensus in peer-reviewed 

research in Chapter 2 suggesting that family engagement was found to be a strong 

predictor of academic achievement and other measures of academic success, McDowall 

and Schaughency (2017) found the benefits varied according to the age of students and 

the form of family engagement. Family engagement takes many forms that fall along a 

continuum of practices associated with a range of benefits for student achievement 

(Alexander et al., 2017; Boonk et al., 2018; Hornby & Blackwell, 2018). Although there 

was no finding of statistical significance between the literacy achievement of students 

whose families participated in FAST-AP and families who did not participate in FAST-

AP, as measured by the F & P BAS assessment, the finding is consistent with the body of 
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research literature citing generalized benefits for students when their families are engaged 

in their schooling. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study’s limitations affected external validity and the subsequent ability to 

generalize study results beyond the treatment school (Frey, 2018).  Population validity 

refers to the degree to which the study population is representative of the larger 

population and whether study findings can be reasonably generalized (Frey, 2018). 

Population validity was a concern in two ways. First, study participants voluntarily 

engaged in school- and home-based activities. They may have been predisposed to being 

actively engaged in their children’s schooling or have possessed personal characteristics 

that made them more or less amenable to invitations to become engaged in school- and 

home-based activities than members of the comparison group. Therefore, participating 

families may not have been representative of the larger population. Second, sample bias 

resulting from nonprobability convenience sampling can pose a risk when attributing 

statistically significant variations in the dependent variable to the treatment rather than 

differences between groups that result from group assignment (Frey, 2018) and was a 

consideration in the present study. However, purposive sampling procedures used for this 

study produced groups that were logically assumed to be approximately representative of 

the population and mitigated the adverse effects to external validity of convenience 

sampling. Nonetheless, the results may only be representative of the study population and 

not be generalizable to the larger population. 
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A limitation affecting this study’s internal validity was the lack of a comparison 

group to determine the effect of participation in the FAST-AP family engagement 

program on literacy growth scores as measured by Vanderbilt WIF probes and Dolch 

sight word inventories. A comparison group allows researchers to conclude that observed 

differences between groups are due to the treatment and not other variables (Frey, 2018). 

A comparison group for the WIF measures was not available. Due to this inherent design 

weakness, it is not possible to definitively conclude that participation in the FAST-AP 

program was responsible for observed growth in WIF or to rule out a causal relationship 

between observed literacy growth and subject maturation. 

Recommendations 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 

effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. The findings indicated a positive growth of the foundational 

reading skill of WIF after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot 

program. However, the benefits of participation did not generalize to statistically 

significant improvements in reading continuous text as measured by the F & P BAS 

assessment. The following recommendations address the study design’s weaknesses and 

suggest improvements to the FAST-AP program that warrant further study.  

Internal validity allows researchers to be confident in the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables (Frey, 2018). The lack of a comparison group is a 
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fundamental weakness of the present study’s design and contributes to reducing the 

internal validity of findings. Future study of the effects of family participation in the 

FAST-AP engagement program on the WIF should include a comparison group, thereby 

improving internal validity and confidence in assigning findings of statistical significance 

to participation in the program rather than to other variables such as subject maturation. 

Further study of the effects of participation in the FAST-AP family engagement program 

on the literacy achievement of first-grade students should also include larger sample 

groups.  A larger sample size would improve the likelihood that study and comparison 

groups were similar in demographic makeup and participation patterns in home-based 

schoolwork and learning activities. Thus, improvements in the external validity of study 

findings would allow for greater generalization of the study results (Frey, 2018). 

The FAST-AP family engagement program components were designed to address 

issues regarding parental role construction and self-efficacy for supporting student 

learning at home. Regular opportunities and invitations to engage in the school- and 

home-based activities were critical to ensuring parental awareness of opportunities to 

become and remain engaged in their students’ learning. Future research should 

incorporate qualitative inquiry to measure the effect of participation in FAST-AP on, and 

the relative importance of, parental attitudes and norms toward engagement, perceived 

controls or barriers and parental intentions for becoming or remaining involved in 

schooling, and family perceptions of opportunities and invitations for involvement on 

family engagement (Bracke & Cortes, 2012). A mixed-methods study would also address 

the limitations of using a single method to determine the effects of the FAST-AP 
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intervention, leading to a better understanding of families’ needs and the actual impact of 

FAST-AP components on family engagement and subsequent student literacy 

achievement (Frey, 2018). A mixed-methods approach might also lend an understanding 

of the non-academic benefits of participation in FAST-AP, such as school readiness and 

language development (Brown, 2016; Fagan et al., 2016; McCormick et al., 2020) and 

improved attendance and school behavior (Baker et al., 2016; Barger et al., 2019; 

Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016). 

In addition to the recommended improvements to the present study design and 

follow-up study, subsequent study should also explore the benefits of specific 

programmatic changes to the FAST-AP pilot program. Taylor et al. (2018) found that 

students’ acquisition rate for sight words impacted their ability to rehearse and recall 

high-frequency words. Repeated reading of isolated and contextual sight words leads to 

increased retention, provided the number of new words students are exposed to does not 

exceed their acquisition rate (Taylor et al., 2018). For this reason, changes to the FAST-

AP program should include explicit family training and support regarding the frequency 

and volume of folding in new words for practice with words already mastered. Home-

based activities should also include predictable sight word texts to provide additional 

exposure to target sight words and practice with continuous text reading. Sight words 

should be selected from predictable sight word texts to increase exposure to and improve 

mastery of target sight words (Taylor et al., 2018) and broad sampled high-frequency 

word lists representing a range of reading difficulty (Zumeta et al., 2012). Finally, 

although differences between students’ continuous text reading skills whose parents 
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participated in the FAST-AP program and those whose families did not participate in the 

FAST-AP program did not meet the level of statistical significance, other academic and 

non-academic benefits not measured in this study may be present. Further study should 

investigate whether other unexplored student benefits of participation in FAST-AP such 

as reading readiness skills and language development (Brown, 2016; Fagan et al., 2016; 

McCormick et al., 2020) or improved attendance and school behavior (Baker et al., 2016; 

Barger et al., 2019; Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016) exist over and above participating in 

traditional homework activities. Given that measures of continuous text reading were 

similar whether families engaged in FAST-AP or traditional homework activities, further 

study should explore if other academic and non-academic student benefits of 

participation in FAST-AP exist that would warrant continuing the FAST-AP program in 

place of traditional homework assignments. 

Limitations of the present study’s design and recommended programmatic 

improvements indicate that further study is needed. Future researchers examining the 

FAST-AP family engagement program should investigate the effects of improvements to 

the study design, including the addition of a comparison group for measuring sight word 

growth, larger sample groups, and qualitative inquiry into the effects of participation on 

families. Exploring whether recommended programmatic changes lead to significant 

improvements in WIF and continuous text reading as measured by Vanderbilt WIF 

probes, relevant sight word inventories, and F & P BAS assessments should form the 

basis for further study. 
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Implications 

Positive social change is “a deliberate process of creating and applying ideas, 

strategies, and actions to promote the worth, dignity, and development of individuals, 

communities, organizations, institutions, cultures, and societies. Positive social change 

results in the improvement of human and social conditions” (Walden University, 2020, p. 

5). Family-school relationships provided a lens through which to examine social change. 

The study focused on building authentic, collaborative partnerships between families and 

schools and acknowledged the funds of knowledge inherent within each family unit to 

promote positive student academic outcomes. 

This study has implications for effecting positive social change because of its 

potential to influence how educators envision and implement family engagement 

initiatives. The FAST-AP philosophy facilitates a shift from viewing families through a 

deficit lens to embracing them as invaluable partners in promoting academic 

achievement. School- and home-based activities empower families as experts who 

possess a unique understanding of their students’ strengths and needs and share both a 

strong commitment and accountability for academic achievement. The overarching tenet 

of the FAST-AP program positions families as knowledgeable and motivated 

collaborators capable and desirous of making meaningful contributions to their students’ 

academic outcomes. The resulting paradigm shift in how educators envisage the family 

involvement resource can impact how educators collaborate with families and the types 

of activities they provide for extended learning at home. 
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This study may also contribute to meaningful social change at the local school 

and district levels because it provides an improved understanding of effective family 

engagement practices. A deeper understanding of effective family engagement practices 

may allow decision-makers to funnel limited financial and human resources toward high 

leverage engagement activities. A clear understanding of effective family engagement 

practices may also contribute to a more equitable response to low student achievement, 

increase engagement in schooling for all families, and improve literacy achievement for 

all students. 

The present study’s implications for positive social change provide a starting 

point for understanding the importance of not merely including parents in their children’s 

schooling but actively engaging them in academic decision-making and supportive 

behaviors that promote academic achievement. However, due to the study’s design 

limitations, more study is needed to understand the effect of participation in the FAST-

AP family engagement program on literacy achievement. Additional study, including the 

recommended programmatic changes to the FAST-AP program, may help educators and 

families better understand the benefits of learning activities on academic achievement 

and other measures of student success and should be the focus of future research. Given 

the importance parents place on limited family time, understanding the concrete benefits 

of participation in FAST-AP game-based activities versus traditional homework activities 

is critical. 
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Conclusion 

Family engagement has been associated with many school success indicators 

(Boonk et al., 2018). The academic benefits include narrowing the achievement gap and 

even reversing declining student achievement, particularly in schools with large 

nondominant ethnic/cultural, language, and economic groups (Calzada et al., 2015; 

Epstein, 2018; Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; Ishimaru et al., 2016; Pemberton & Miller, 2015; 

Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2018). Active family engagement has also been positively 

associated with non-academic indicators of school success such as student engagement 

(Park & Holloway, 2017), school attendance, truancy, and dropout rates (Hornby & 

Blackwell, 2018; Ross, 2016), school behavior (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Song et al., 

2019), and cognitive and emotional resilience (Wang et al., 2016). A large body of 

research generally supports the benefits to students’ school success and academic 

achievement when families and schools form partnerships to promote student learning 

both in and out of the classroom. 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine changes to WIF scores 

after participation in the FAST-AP family engagement pilot program and to examine the 

effect of parent participation in the FAST-AP pilot program on changes in the continuous 

text reading scores of first-grade students from a suburban Title I school in the 

Northeastern United States. The findings indicated that family participation in FAST-AP 

home- and school-based activities had a statistically significant positive effect on 

students’ sight WIF. There was no finding of statistical significance of family 
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participation in FAST-AP on students’ literacy achievement as measured by the F & P 

BAS continuous text reading assessment. 

Family engagement falls along a continuum of behaviors, and research has found 

that general forms of family engagement were strong predictors of academic achievement 

and other measures of academic success (McDowall & Schaughency, 2017). The specific 

benefits of engagement practices varied according to the form of family engagement and 

the age of students (Alexander et al., 2017; Boonk et al., 2018; Hornby & Blackwell, 

2018). While it is clear that students whose families participated in the FAST-AP family 

engagement program did not have statistically significant different literacy achievement 

as measured by the F & P BAS from students whose families did not participate, the 

finding is consistent with research that cites generalized benefits of family engagement 

(Alexander et al., 2017; Boonk et al., 2018; Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; McDowall & 

Schaughency, 2017). Given that FAST-AP home-based activities focused exclusively on 

sight word identification, it was not surprising that changes to students’ timed and 

untimed WIF scores indicated growth equal to or greater than published projected 

growth. In contrast, continuous text reading growth was not statistically different when 

families participated in the FAST-AP pilot programs. Changes to the focus of home-

based activities to include contextual sight word reading using predictable sight word 

texts might lead to a better understanding of the specific benefits of participation in the 

FAST-AP program. Future study of the FAST-AP program should investigate whether 

such changes impact student literacy achievement. 
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 Despite of inconsistent study findings, the FAST-AP program conveyed benefits 

for students and families. FAST-AP home-based learning activities replaced traditional 

homework assignments for treatment school participants. Activities were designed to 

promote quality family interactions that simultaneously promoted language development 

and literacy learning (Dettmers et al., 2019). Students whose families participated in 

FAST-AP showed sight word fluency growth at the level of statistical significance. 

Although no significant difference was found between the continuous text reading 

outcomes of students whose families participated in the FAST-AP program and students 

whose families did not, promoting FAST-AP school- and home-based activities might 

confer additional benefits as yet unmeasured. Given that completing traditional literacy 

homework and participating in FAST-AP literacy activities yields comparable literacy 

achievement results, participating in FAST-AP activities may be preferable to families 

who perceive traditional homework assignments as impositions on limited family time 

(Dettmers et al., 2019). Participation in FAST-AP school- and home-based activities may 

also be preferable to educators given their potential to proffer other benefits. 
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