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Abstract 

Because parental engagement has been shown to have a positive relationship with K-12 

student academic achievement, the problem for this study was that though information 

and communication technology applications (ICT apps) are available to engage parents 

with teachers and schools, it was unclear whether parents are aware of and use them. The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to explore if parents of struggling readers in a Title I 

middle school were aware of school-parent communication apps, and if they perceived 

them as useful for partnering with schools to improve student academic 

success. Connectivism was the conceptual framework for the study because it 

contextualizes how schools and parents use technology for knowledge-sharing in the 

digital age. The research questions asked about parents’ awareness of ICT apps, their 

perspectives on their use for communication with the school, and the communications 

they believed would support their engagement. Semistructured interviews with a 

convenience sample of nine participants were coded inductively using 

the Quirkos platform. The findings indicated parents prefer short message service texting 

and Gmail school communication, and they prioritized timely, two-way communication 

with the school to support student academic achievement. The findings contribute to 

positive social change by providing stakeholders with new information on how to 

simplify and leverage ICT apps for school-parent engagement that supports academic 

gains. The implications of this study include consideration of ICT apps as an integral 

component that supports equity in school communication policies, particularly in Title I 

schools, where school-parent engagement is federally mandated.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Learning to read proficiently is a responsibility shared among teachers, parents, 

and students. The positive effect of parent or caregiver involvement on student 

achievement has been well documented (Houri et al., 2019; Jensen & Minke, 2017; 

McCoy et al., 2017). However, effective parental involvement to support struggling 

readers is a challenge (Orkin et al., 2017). Although students experiencing low 

socioeconomic status (SES) receive federal Title I funding for parent engagement and 

literacy intervention, they tend to experience this stage of their development as school-

parent engagement declines (Alley, 2019). In the digital age, ubiquitous information 

communication technologies (ICTs) like cell phones with text messaging applications 

(apps) can provide new, equitable approaches for leveraging the benefits of parent 

engagement to students with the greatest academic needs who are furthest from 

opportunity. This study is needed because there are few studies on parents’ perceptions of 

ICT apps for school-parent engagement used to support struggling readers in Title I 

middle schools. New understandings can inform school-parent engagement practices that 

align with secondary students’ and contribute to improved literacy performance. 

In this chapter, I provide the background, problem statement, purpose of the 

study, research questions, and the conceptual framework for my study. Next, I explain the 

study’s key terms and discuss my study design by providing my rationale for why a 

qualitative study was the best way to investigate the parental perspectives on ICTs and 

their school engagement. Finally, this introductory chapter addresses the study’s 

assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and significance. 
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Background 

On a national level, increasing parent engagement with the school for student 

success is a priority and a matter of social equity (Caldas et al., 2019). The 2015 

federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires parent and family engagement and 

defined it as the “participation of parents in regular, two-way, and meaningful 

communication involving student academic learning and other school activities” (.gov, 

2018a). Further, under ESSA, family engagement with the school must be in a format 

accessible to the parent, particularly for those with limited literacy and the economically 

disadvantaged (JSS [The School System].gov, 2018b). Improving reading proficiency 

among struggling readers is also a national priority (DeVoss, 2019). Currently, however, 

the literature does not contain the use of communication applications (like the Remind 

app) for struggling readers in Title I schools (Keil, 2016; Park & Holloway, 2017; Snell 

et al., 2018).  

In the Jefferson Public School System (JPSS; pseudonym), a small district in the 

eastern coastal area of the United States, eighth grade reading outcomes are among 

the lowest of comparable large cities and districts in the United States, with 74% 

percent of eighth graders performing below grade level according to the 2018-19 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES]c, 2019). Researchers have also indicated that parent engagement using school-

provided reading interventions contributes to literacy acquisition and reading 

improvement; it is one of several, interconnected influences on reading development, 

particularly in adolescence (Fletcher, 2017; Swanson et al., 2017). Although the literature 
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provided evidence of a clear, positive relationship between family and school 

engagement and student success (Fredricks et al., 2019; Gerzel-Short & Conderman, 

2019), there is a gap in practice in understanding whether apps on ubiquitous ICTs (like 

parent cell phones) are being used to improve engagement with parents of struggling 

readers (Park & Holloway, 2017). This also reflects a broader gap in the literature. Posey-

Maddox and Haley-Lock (2020) noted the importance of expanding research on two-way 

school-parent communication, particularly within urban, Title I settings due to the 

accountability requirements and limited resources of schools, the employment and 

caregiving challenges of parents, and the tendency for these and other factors to drive 

misaligned and ineffective communication strategies around student achievement. 

Problem Statement 

The problem in JPSS is that although ICT apps are available to engage parents 

with teachers and schools, it is unclear whether parents are aware of and use these apps to 

help them participate in and interact with the school to support student achievement. As a 

matter of equity, students must have the same access to the fundamental components that 

can assist in their progress towards college and career readiness—and school-parent 

engagement aligned to their needs is part of that foundation. Parent perceptions about the 

school’s expectations for their engagement, positive perception of those expectations, and 

positive perceptions about the opportunities to meet school engagement expectations are 

all contributing factors in how effectively the school-parent engagement impacts 

achievement (DeBacker et al., 2020; Watson & Bogotch, 2015). 
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Although the literature indicated the effectiveness of engagement’s contributive 

constructs (DeSpain et al., 2018; Park & Holloway, 2017), there is a need for best 

practices that align engagement with the needs of striving readers in urban Title I middle 

schools. Moreover, although the use of ICTs is a practice indicated in the research for 

increasing parent engagement regardless of the student’s culture or economic 

level, positive student outcomes depend on how the ICTs are used, such as actively with 

the student’s teacher rather than passively for receiving information (Beecher & 

Buzhardt, 2016; Ziden et al., 2020). Despite the positive impacts of parent engagement 

and the ESSA school requirements, deficits in the literacy performance of Title I urban 

middle school students persist.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore whether parents of struggling 

readers in an urban Title I middle school are aware of parent-school communication apps 

and whether they perceive them as useful for partnering with schools to improve student 

academic success. This literature review contextualizes the study by providing a synopsis 

of the existing literature on the use of ICT apps for school-parent engagement to support 

student reading intervention at the elementary and secondary levels, as students in the 

middle grades can span both. Escobar (2019), Erdener and Knoeppel (2018), and Elish-

Piper (2016) indicated that technologies like ICTs can be used to improve school-parent 

engagement and, therefore, improve student achievement. Foci for improving 

engagement in the target population tends to cluster around communication and cultural 

competency.  
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Although the recent literature indicated that communication is the most common 

strategy for achievement, positive student outcomes require a communicative shift away 

from a uniform, school-centric-approach in favor one that is family-centric and that more 

broadly accounts for families’ cultural variations (Hill et al., 2018). This broadening 

approach begins with the student and extends to the family. Specifically, family-centric 

communication is shaped by the school employing involvement strategies that are 

relevant to adolescents’ achievement (Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020). Such 

strategies include building a school culture grounded in trusting relationships among all 

invested in the school, student autonomy for their learning that includes setting their own 

goals and acknowledging growth as well as mastery, and behavior expectations that 

account for students’ diverse cultural needs rather than top-down, adult-driven 

authoritarian social control (Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020).  

Along with the student, a family-centric engagement approach that bolsters 

achievement requires an of understanding parent perceptions. This communication 

acumen was linked to decreasing the disengagement trends seen the racially and 

ethnically diverse target population by increasing student engagement and achievement 

through parent agency (Jensen & Minke, 2017). For at least 20 years, the education field 

has known that ethnically diverse parents—regardless of their own educational levels—

recognize the importance of their role in supporting their students’ academic achievement 

(Gutman & McLoyd, 2000). With increased access to and understanding of authentic 

parent and student voices, schools can be better positioned to improve pedagogy and 

school social norms through gains in cultural competency, which in turn have been found 
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to support the relational connections adolescents need for achievement (Fredricks et al., 

2019). The research questions for the study were designed to capture the perspectives of 

parents regarding ICTs for the purposes of shaping future two-way, school-parent 

effective, equitable engagement so that students in urban reading intervention classes can 

better demonstrate their full potential and progress to full college and career readiness.  

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed the perceptions of parents about communication 

apps because it is clear from the literature that parent engagement is a crucial and 

determining factor in student literacy development needed even before school enrollment 

age (Bojczyk et al., 2019; Hampden-Thompson et al., 2013; Martinez, 2011). The 

research questions were as follows: 

1. What experiences do parents report in using communication apps as a tool for 

increasing their connection to the school, other parents, and school 

engagement efforts to support struggling readers?  

2. What changes in student academic progress do parents describe when 

connecting to the school with communication applications?  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual lens for this qualitative study was the connectivism learning 

theory. Posited in 2004, Siemens reflected that in the digital age “the connections that 

enable us to learn more are more important than our current state of knowing” (p. 4). 

Technology and people are both necessary to process the complexities relevant learning 

requires (Kolowich, 2014). This framework provided a context for my study’s 
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exploration of parental perceptions of how ICTs affect their connections to the 

school, and according to these perceptions whether these connections are relevant in 

supporting students’ reading gains. Connectivism’s core principles, foundations, 

criticisms, and applications to the study’s approach are discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

In this qualitative study, I explored parent awareness and perspectives about ICT 

apps and how they can, as part of two-way school-parent engagement, facilitate students’ 

literacy achievement. A qualitative study design was selected because it could best 

capture the in-depth details from a small sample of a specific subset of the population 

rather than a qualitative design, which would require a larger sample size to draw a broad 

generalization (see Wallace & Kuo, 2020). Within the qualitative research tradition 

paradigm, this study was informed by a constructivist-interpretivist approach because its 

design and methodology assumed the phenomena, what parents perceive about ICTs and 

achievement, can be examined and understood through iterative analysis (see Denzin, 

2009).  

The goal of the study was to build new understandings of the perspectives of 

parents of struggling readers in a Title I middle school about their awareness and uses of 

ICT apps for their communication with the school to support student success. The data 

tools for the study were semistructured interviews with an interview protocol and 

member checks. The parents were asked to describe their awareness of and experiences 

with their ICT apps for school communication and the kinds of communications they 
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believed necessary to support the academic performance of their struggling readers (see 

Appendix A for the interview protocol and questions and Appendix B for coding table 

information). 

Definitions 

The following definitions of key terms are listed below for clarity within this 

study.  

Intervention: Instructional strategies used to improve student reading performance 

(JSS [The School System] Office of the State Superintendent (OSSE) 2013).  

Literacy: Reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing, technology, and research 

skills secondary students need to progress to college level learning or career in the 

workforce (JSS [The school system] OSSE, 2013).  

School-parent, parent-school or family engagement: Any adult primary or 

cocaretaker of the student with primary responsibility for the child’s wellbeing, which 

may include a grandparent, other relative, or a foster parent. These responsibilities 

include decision making and active involvement in the child’s education at school 

through regular, two-way communication about the student’s academic learning and 

other school activities (JSS [The School System], 2018a).  

Struggling reader: Students who perform below grade level in one or more 

literacy skills (JSS [The School System] OSSE, 2013).  

Assumptions 

This study was grounded on four key assumptions. First, I assumed that the 

parents would respond to the study’s questions with accurate, reliable information about 
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their ICT understandings and their school communications. Second, I assumed that to be 

relevant to the study, the school had attempted reading intervention communications 

using ICT apps with the parents. Third, I assumed that the parents had experienced 

changes in students’ literacy performance after the school communicated using the 

designated technology tools. Last, I assumed that the participating parents would need the 

digital literacy awareness and skills sufficient for analyzing the ICT app information from 

the school and respond when needed to support their middle school struggling readers.  

Scope and Delimitations 

In this study, I explored the perceptions of parents who had struggling readers in 

an urban, Title I middle school in the eastern coastal area of the United States. The goal 

of the study was to build new understandings about the extent to which the parents were 

aware of and used their ICT apps for parent-school communication and whether they 

perceived these as useful for partnering with schools to improve student academic 

success. Although the literature provided evidence of a clear, positive relationship 

between family and school engagement and student success (Fredricks et 

al., 2019; Gerzel-Short & Conderman, 2019), there is a gap in practice as to whether apps 

on ubiquitous ICTs (like parent cell phones) are being used to improve engagement with 

parents of struggling readers (Park & Holloway, 2017). Additionally, there is a need 

extend the literature on effective engagement’s contributive constructs (DeSpain et 

al., 2018; Park & Holloway, 2017) to include best practices that align engagement with 

the needs of striving readers in urban Title I middle schools.  
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Glatthorn (1998) described delimitations as the logical boundaries a researcher 

sets to narrow the focus of the study. The data were collected from a subset of parents of 

struggling readers in one Title I middle school whose students qualified for and were 

enrolled in the school’s reading intervention program required by the school district. 

Study participants were screened to ensure that the students enrolled in the program were 

asked to confirm their parental responsibility for the student and to specify their 

relationship to the student. The parents needed to use their cell phone texting and apps for 

communication with the school. Of the approximately 90 students enrolled in the 

program, the parents of 10 students indicated interest in participating in the study and 

nine completed their interviews, all of whom were African American. Further, the school 

was an urban middle school whose population’s income level was low enough to qualify 

for Title I funding. As a result of these delimitations, the findings are limited to schools 

whose parent engagement policies and practices involve ICT app-based communications. 

Further, the findings provide rich data that may be most readily transferrable to schools 

with populations that qualify for Title I funding and similar cultural contexts. Future 

researchers may wish to examine the parent perceptions of ICT app use for school 

engagement that supports other student challenges or within other socioeconomic or 

cultural contexts. 

Limitations 

The study was subject to two limitations: possible researcher bias and the number 

of study participants. As the only person who collected and analyzed the data and 

described the findings, I included rigorous reflexivity practices to examine and mitigate 
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my personal biases (Johnson et al., 2020). Because this study was qualitative, I addressed 

the limitation of its small sample size by focusing on saturation and its relevance to the 

study as well as using iterative analysis to make evidence-based generalizations about its 

findings (Leech, 2005; Mason, 2010).  

Significance 

By providing data for improving Title I urban middle school reading performance, 

this qualitative study may be helpful to local schools, local education policy makers, 

and those located in similar learning communities. Secondly, the study may add to the 

literature with respect to how to use ICTs to engage effectively and equitably parents of 

struggling readers to boost their academic achievement. Last, the findings may generate 

opportunities for positive social change.  

First, the study may prove helpful to local school and education policy makers by 

providing new information useful for their compliance with the ESSA-required home-

school engagement compact for Title I schools. Further, school leaders and 

teachers may gain guidance on how best to shift their family engagement practices and 

resources towards investment in teacher professional development and app-based 

strategies that inform parents how they can support specifically adolescent needs for 

reading achievement: Student motivation and belief that they will improve are 

particularly crucial for middle school student reading development (Fletcher, 2017).  

In addition to more effective parent-school engagement policy and practices, the 

study may add new data in the literature on how to improve local literacy intervention 

practices. These may contribute to meeting learning needs of ethnically diverse 
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adolescents in the school, through home-based learning strategies and increased two-way, 

family-centric, culturally competent communication (Hamlin & Flessa, 2018; Hill et 

al., 2018). Closing these and similar gaps in local practice can provide new evidence that 

can inform and increase the efficacy of JSS middle school school-parent 

engagement efforts by using ICT apps to improve student reading proficiency 

and contribute to the literature on effective practices for urban adolescent literacy 

development.  

Positive social change is another area to which this study may contribute. 

Expanded understandings of effective parent-school engagement through ICTs for 

literacy intervention can help shift the local and national drop out trends towards college 

and career readiness. With decreased dropout rates and increased college and career 

readiness performance, students can forge new pathways towards their postsecondary 

options. Albro and Turner (2019) found that starting in the upper elementary and middle 

school grades, literacy intervention grounded in career exploration and students’ 

aspirations had a positive correlation to both improved self-identity and literacy skill 

development. Turner (2019) argued that for K-8 Black students’ 21st century-readiness, 

literacy education must account for and incorporate both employment dreams and 

community knowledge. Equitable access for all students’ postsecondary gainful 

employment, vocational training, or college admission is a priority, and the engagement 

in middle grades plays a pivotal role in the process.  

Last, the findings of this study may present opportunities for positive social 

change that cascade into U.S. higher education and the workplace. Improved academic 
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achievement can lead to more college and career-ready, ethnically diverse students 

matriculating from urban Title I schools with equitable access to employment. With this 

access, students gain agency for 21st century workplace competencies in both hard (e.g., 

technical) and soft (e.g., communication and task management) employability skills 

(Fernandez & Liu, 2019; Hernandez-Gantes et al., 2018; Person et al., 2017). Thus, 

effective parent-school engagement can contribute toward an upward trajectory of student 

motivation and literacy achievement, with broad implications for positive social change 

in education and society as a whole, and forge an emerging society that can better 

leverage an increasingly diverse workforce for digital age adaptability (Hill et al., 

2018, Yavuz et al., 2019). 

Summary  

In this chapter, I introduced the legislative background defining parent 

engagement and provided contextual information about the below-grade level JPSS 

middle school literacy performance, the subsequent deficits for college and career 

readiness, and the inequities supported by the data at the school and system levels. The 

central problem was presented as not knowing whether or how parents of struggling 

readers perceive ICT apps as a means for their engagement and its contribution to 

students’ achievement. The chapter then addressed the study’s significance. First, its 

findings may contribute to the literature on how schools can improve their engagement 

efforts with parents of striving readers by leveraging ICT apps. Second, the findings may 

help inform the school and system levels of policy and practice in areas such as ICT app-

based parent engagement and literacy intervention. Last, the findings of this study were 
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connected to better potential outcomes for students’ college and career readiness and 

more equitable access to employment in the digital age, positing that these shifts are 

indicative of positive social change for the learners and for society as it benefits from 

greater overall workforce diversity. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The JPSS middle school reading performance at the state and city school system 

levels ranks among the lowest in the United States. On the 2018-19 National Assessment 

of Educational Progress, commonly known as the Nation’s Report Card, JPSS eighth 

grade students tied with New Mexico and Alaska for the lowest state reading 

performance at seven points below the national average (NCESa, 2019). In addition to 

overall composite school scores, the inequity of student reading achievement—the 

majority of JPSS students are Black (60%) and are performing 64 points lower than their 

White peers at eighth graders in reading—is also of concern (NCESb, 2019). Moreover, 

only 13% of Black JPSS students met the SAT college and career-ready benchmark set 

by The College Board compared to 75% of their White peers (JSS [The School System  

OSSE, 2019).  

One potential solution posed to address the disparity between the national average 

and JPSS students and the disparity between Black and White student scores is better 

school-parent engagement. Although there is agreement in the literature that parent 

engagement is an important factor for positive student outcomes, its capacity for 

improving urban Title I middle school literacy performance is unknown 

(Anthony & Ogg, 2019; Day & Dotterer, 2018 ). The problem in JPSS is that although 

ICT apps are available to engage parents with teachers and schools, it is unclear whether 

parents are aware of and use these apps to help them participate in and interact with the 

school to support student literacy achievement. The purpose of this qualitative study was 

to explore whether parents of struggling readers were aware of parent-school 
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communication apps, and if they perceived them as useful for partnering with schools to 

improve student academic success.  

To contextualize the study, this literature review addresses recent findings 

addressing how ICT apps are used for school-parent engagement to support struggling 

readers’ achievement. In the first section, I describe and defines connectivism, the study’s 

conceptual framework, its origins as a learning theory from connectionism, and how it 

emerged and later diverged from its two primary contributing theories: behaviorism and 

social constructivism. The second section synthesizes current literature about school-

parent engagement for middle school students’ reading achievement and the effects of 

Title I requirements. Additionally, in this section, I review evidence in the literature 

characterizing the role of ICTs in recent school-parent engagement and within the target 

population. Next, I examine the documented barriers and effective engagement practices 

with ICT apps. In the last section, I address the gaps in the literature on parents’ 

awareness and perspectives of these apps as engagement tools for partnering with the 

school in their students’ efforts toward grade level reading performance.  

Literature Search Strategy 

This literature review was conducted using the following academic databases: 

ProQuest Central, SAGE Journals, ERIC, and EBSCO. Key search terms and term 

combinations for the review included the following: parent engagement, struggling 

readers, cell phone apps, student achievement, connectivism, literacy intervention and 

middle school, and ICTs. In my initial broad searches using ProQuest, ERIC, and 

EBSCO, I gathered data on student achievement, parent engagement, and 
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literacy interventions at any level, then narrowed those based on the target population. 

SAGE and Google Scholar were primarily useful for findings on cell phone apps and 

ICTs, as was mining references from journal articles located in these databases. Seminal 

works on the connectivism learning theory and its predecessors were found using Google 

Scholar, SAGE, and ERIC in addition to mining references of other sources. The review 

is presented in two parts: (a) the conceptual framework, including its definition, origin as 

a learning theory, limitations, and value to the current study; and (b) the current literature, 

which is organized into themes of parent engagement for student reading achievement, 

the ubiquity of ICT apps, and effective ICT parent-school engagement practices. These 

themes and their subthemes address the prior knowledge in relevant scholarship on ICTs 

and parent engagement aimed at reading student skills and its areas of agreement, 

divergence, and gaps as they pertain to this study. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study was connectivism. This section (a) 

provides a definition of the concept, its development, and applications as a theory of 

learning; (b) presents examples of its limitations posed in the literature; and (c) 

illustrates its value relevant to this study. Major, foundational theories are presented in 

order of their relevance to the development of connectivism.  

Definition of Connectivism  

Published as a new theory describing how learning occurs in the digital age, 

Siemens (2004) defined connectivism as learning through “actionable knowledge” (p. 5). 

Viewed through this lens, the internet’s continuous connections of humans 
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and technology have redefined knowledge itself (Siemens, 2004). Since its emergence, 

debate has continued about whether connectivism is a complete learning theory (Mattar, 

2018; Pando, 2018). However, a recent meta-analysis by Downes (2019), one of the 

theory’s contributors, posited that connectivism remains an important contributor online 

and within brick-and-mortar educational settings, spanning elementary to postsecondary 

and adult training, and in areas of society beyond institutions of learning (Madhok et al., 

2018).  

In the digital age, the information people need for accurate decision making is 

complex and changing so rapidly that reliance on learning via single source of static fact 

lists is obsolete. Instead, all points of connection, or nodes, within and among human 

brains, computers, and networked communities in (but not limited to) organizations, 

societies, and globally contribute to knowledge in the digital age, making it more relevant 

and therefore actionable and valuable (Siemens, 2004). These networked nodes, or 

learning communities, cultivate information that can be considered knowledge within a 

connectivism context.  

Learning communities exist because one or more nodes share interest in similar 

information, which exists in a variety of formats, including text or images (Siemens, 

2006.) Most recently, learning happens when multimedia data are shared through ICTs in 

real time and among nodes spanning human, cell phones, apps, and more. Connectivism 

reflects and describes the cyclical process of networked communities seeking 

information, sharing it, and creating new actionable knowledge (Siemens, 2006). These 

adaptive capacities are required for digital age learning because the volume and 
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complexity of knowledge humans need far outpaces past structures, such as textbooks, or 

other past systems of organizing ideas.  

Development and Applications as a Learning Theory  

Epistemologically, connectivism explains digital age learning as a phenomenon of 

continuous, networked knowledge sharing and decision making by which the network 

gains new, relevant knowledge and connections. These cyclical components are essential 

and ensure the relevance; efficiency; and, therefore, the survival of adaptable learning 

communities whose decision making thrives on, not despite global, accelerated change. 

Connectivism provides a way to understand how a community’s diversity and the online 

information sharing and education among its members are integral to its capacity for 

adaptation (Siemens, 2004). Adaptation is maximized as the diversity of community 

members’ experience or education increases. The community’s ability to learn new, 

actionable knowledge is more valuable in the connectivism framework than knowledge 

within a node or shared across the network at any point in time (Goldie, 2016; Siemens, 

2004). Approached with a connectivism lens, individual and societal learning needs are 

best served through networked communities’ unbounded, perpetual learning.  

Connectivism emerged from several theories—behaviorism, social 

constructivism, and connectionism—that predated the opportunities and challenges of 

today’s technology, most crucially the internet, and therefore provided insufficient 

capacity for describing learning in the digital age (Duan et al., 2019). Foundational to all 

these approaches is the concept that learning is organized in a certain way within an 

individual or among a group. When understood from connectionism, the most recent 
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of these frameworks, the brain’s neural organization and capacity to learn become the 

inspiration for these same elements in computer systems, such as when a computer uses 

its layers of circuity to learn new information, like recognizing a pattern (Downes, 2012).  

Computer systems emerged in the late 1990s as networks expanded beyond 

intranets, or networks bounded within organizations, and authored in specialized web 

languages that put web-based creating and connecting in the hands of end users rather 

than only those of developers. As a result of this shift toward networked technology, this 

new technology and humans reorganized the world and human understandings of it. More 

specifically, these new connections among users and technologies created user-driven, 

cloud-based social media and web content authored by mainstream users in real time, 

which has come to be known as Web 2.0 (Downes, 2012). Connectionism, too, expanded 

to reflect these Web 2.0 global technology enhancements.  

Likewise, these connections fueled advances in education by shifting siloed 

learning objects to shared learning artifacts to learning management systems. For 

example, in higher education, online or distance-based learning expanded beyond 

geographic constraints, and distributive learning added the capacity for learning 

synchronously or asynchronously (Downes, 2012). To address this expansion to learning 

technology and learning networks, Siemens originated the term “connectivism” to 

represent learning networks in 2004. His collaboration with Downes (2012) resulted in 

their global, free, e-learning course in 2008, which is considered the first Massive Open 

Online Course (MOOC).  
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In addition to connectionism, two other theories influenced Siemens as he 

developed connectivism: social constructivism and behaviorism (Goldie, 2016; Siemens, 

2006). Published originally in 1935, Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory of learning 

posits that the human brain creates knowledge first in the mind and then through social 

interaction, such as though a child’s role playing (Vygotsky & Kozulin, 1986). Through 

these iterative processes, knowledge is constructed and reconstructed in relation to new 

experiences. However, for Siemens, social constructivism fell short as a reflection of 

learning in the digital age given his assertion that knowledge can exist outside the human 

mind in computers and networks, and those networked technologies allow learning to 

occur (Siemens, 2006). Social constructivism values learning itself and accounts for 

learning as a process inside a person but does not account for learning possibilities 

beyond it.  

Siemens (2006) also took issue with behaviorism’s limitations, finding it 

inadequate in describing evolving complexities of learning and knowledge-sharing 

among human learners, computers, and networks. According to behaviorism, learning is 

the objective, observable, measurable process that occurs when the human mind reacts to 

an external stimulus and can be altered with reinforcement (Kaya, 2019). What can be 

known is limited to what the senses and action expose to the external world; the brain’s 

activities cannot be known—a black box in this paradigm (Kaya, 2019). In contrast, 

Siemens argued that learning is subjective and collaborative across networks comprised 

of both humans and computers. Further, as learning changes, so too do human brains, 

computers, the network, and societies globally in the process (Siemens, 2006). For 
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Siemens, social constructivism and behaviorism were unable to represent fully how 

learning happens in the digital age. They differ from connectivism’s assertions that the 

learning process has evolved beyond the mind and that how learning happens—versus 

what is learned—is valuable based on its relevance for the learner’s decision making 

amid an immensity of information. Overall, the intent of connectivism, then, is to reflect 

the complexity of learning in the digital age and the importance of diverse networks’ 

expedient supply of relevant knowledge to learners for accurate decision making. 

Limitations of Connectivism  

Since the original MOOC by Downes and Siemens, connectivism and Siemens, 

himself, have remained formative forces in the literature and in digital pedagogy 

(Downes, 2012). True to connectivism’s tenants, platforms like Coursera and webX have 

facilitated decentralized, globally networked MOOCs on a wide range of topics that 

evolve as millions of learners add to and interact with components, such as a video 

summary of key concepts and with each other (Ekowo, 2017). Despite these applications 

and those in the literature who have challenged it as a learning theory, connectivism has 

been applied in multiple levels of education and in other areas of society, 

including leadership development and healthcare personal learning networks 

(Clarà & Barberà, 2014; Corbett & Spinello, 2020; Kop & Hill, 2008; Nattoch Dag, 

2017; Sitti et al., 2013).  

Value for the Current Study  

The current study was positioned within a connectivism framework because it 

best represented the significance of technology used to leverage the diverse knowledge of 
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a learning community’s network, such as the knowledge shared through school and 

parent ICT apps for student success. Specifically, connectivism is used to underpin the 

study’s investigation of both the technology and the networked learning community itself 

as conduits and creators of actionable knowledge for parent and school decision making 

(Utecht & Keller, 2019). Further, this study’s examination of parent perspectives on how 

this network can facilitate more relevant connections for and because of the diversity of 

their contributions is a connectivist approach for understanding how ICTs can be 

leveraged for student achievement (see Brooks, 2015).  

Looking beyond the connectivism framework and its grounding concepts of 

diverse networks as necessities for relevant digital age learning and decision making, I 

use this literature review to present an analysis of prior approaches and their respective 

strengths and weaknesses. Findings that shape the study’s significance and scope are also 

discussed, as are topics for further study. The following section provides a review of the 

current academic literature around several major themes: parent engagement and student 

reading achievement, the ubiquity of ICT apps, and effective parent-school ICT practices. 

I then address the gaps in the literature on parents’ awareness and perceptions of these 

apps for school communication that supports their students’ progress toward grade level 

reading comprehension.  

Themes in Literature Review 

Four themes emerged during a review of the literature. The first theme was that 

parent engagement is associated with student achievement if tailored for the challenges of 

the middle school years. The second theme frames the Title I requirements for school-



24 

 

parent engagement for middle school struggling readers. The third theme was that ICTs 

apps have been associated with both benefits and challenges in school-parent engagement 

leveraged for literacy intervention. Fourth, finally, I discuss the literature on barriers to 

effective ICT parent engagement for urban secondary struggling readers. This literature 

review closes with an analysis of my study’s ICT and parent perspectives data 

contributions to the education field’s gaps in terms of more effective school-parent 

engagement as a key driver of struggling reader academic improvement, particularly in 

Title I middle schools. 

Parent Engagement and Student Achievement  

Although parent engagement with schools has a positive influence on all student 

achievement, it is particularly important to middle school reading student performance 

(Fredricks et al., 2019; Gerzel-Short & Conderman, 2019). According to Crosby et al. 

(2015) and Scammacca et al. (2016), in the years prior to and during middle school, 

parent engagement is associated with literacy development. This positive influence has 

been found regardless of ethnicity, and, according to a large study of over 2,000 diverse, 

low-income students, has also been a predictor of stable academic skills into middle 

school (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2019). Because of their proven import to students, 

however, engagement activities supporting positive literacy outcomes must change as 

students reach middle school, as parent engagement often dissipates during these years 

(JSS [The School System] OSSE, 2018a).  
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Effective Engagement and Secondary Level Schools  

Effective engagement in the middle school years accounts for reading students’ 

developmental instructional, social, and emotional needs. For example, in a 12-week 

mixed-methods study, Farkas and Jang (2019) found a correlation between 

improved reading comprehension for struggling eighth grade readers and an instructional 

design aligned with adolescent-specific learning needs. Specifically, this design should 

include explicit strategy instruction and text-based collaborative discussion (Farkus & 

Jang, 2019). Coombs and Howard (2017) found that developing metacognitive skills 

boosted reading comprehension and autonomy. Fredricks (2019) found that in middle 

school, unmet social needs such as peer acceptance and autonomy accelerate students’ 

disengagement from learning. Similarly, Orkin et al. (2017) found that although middle 

school students exhibit a need for emotional support from parents, they most frequently 

experience literacy intervention at home as intrusive, which is often due to students’ 

challenges with self-regulation. This downward engagement trajectory illustrates the 

importance of effective parent-school engagement informed by students’ developmental 

needs, which differ from the more concrete, obvious needs of the early childhood and 

elementary school years.  

This decreasing trajectory means disengagement at the middle school level is 

prevalent and not only due to instruction that is misaligned with students’ developmental 

needs, but also to students’ emerging capacity for autonomy. For example, Houri et 

al. (2019) found pervasive decline in reading motivation throughout middle school in a 

large reading attitudes survey of 4,491 students in 23 states and the District of Columbia. 
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Further, McKenna et al. (2012) determined this trend of low engagement is perpetuated 

because middle school struggling readers often experience a lack of agency about how to 

initiate communication with parents and teachers while also responding to their rising 

need for independent decision making. By adapting their engagement and aligning with 

middle schoolers’ needs, parents and schools can contribute to student performance 

improvement. For example, in their quantitative study of 150 diverse families, Hill et al. 

(2018) found the greatest achievement outcomes when schools and parents scaffolded 

middle school student academic independence by connecting current learning to future 

success. Additionally, Chen (2017) found that schools need to consider middle 

school students’ self-regulation needs when designing intervention strategies. Such 

refocusing is necessary to ensure students are equipped with literacy expectations that 

are increasingly independent rather than teacher- or parent-facilitated (Chen, 2017).  

Effective Engagement at Secondary Level and Home  

More broadly in support of literacy achievement, a teachers prioritize equipping 

middle school students with the self-regulatory tools for academic autonomy and the role 

both parents and teachers play in communicating to students their ownership of their 

personal efficacy development (Herman et al., 2020; Turkyilmaz, 2015). Alley (2019) 

found that student motivation can increase over time when middle school instruction 

fosters and supports autonomous growth through choice, peer collaboration, and two-way 

communication with the teacher about students’ thoughts and feelings regarding 

their learning. Jensen and Minke (2017) found improved outcomes when parents solicited 

the students’ perceptions that include their planning input in how and when the 
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interventions were used. In their 693 participant follow up longitudinal analysis to the 

Canadian-based Concordia Longitudinal Analysis Project, Kingdon et al. (2017) found 

that although low-income males experienced greater reading challenges than females as 

they began secondary grade levels, those with a grandparent engaged the school 

demonstrated better academic performance. Parent involvement remains an important 

implementation factor of effective home-based literacy interventions, according to 

Bojczyk (2019), within an overall strong home-school connection. Considered in 

combination, although adolescents with reading difficulties confront significant 

developmental challenges and intervention barriers while working towards grade level 

reading. However, learners can improve their motivation and academic performance over 

time when parents and teachers intervene in developmentally appropriate ways, such as 

those which account for autonomy. 

Title I Engagement Requirements and Literacy  

In addition to evolving adolescent needs, Title I requirements also shape parent-

school engagement in the target population and the challenges of measuring and 

correlating this engagement to student literacy achievement. To foster student 

achievement through parent engagement, the 2015 Federal Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) legislated that schools qualifying for Title I funds must allocate a percentage of 

funding for parent-school engagement. Key engagement requirements include two-way 

communication, specifying that this communication can be accessed equitably regardless 

of families’ socioeconomic level (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020). However, despite this 

requirement and its proven benefit for middle school aged students, there are a limited 
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number of studies that examine how best to implement these parent-school engagement 

requirements at the secondary level around literacy intervention; even fewer are focused 

on middle school literacy achievement.   

Although the literature skews toward examinations of Title I-based school-parent- 

engagement implementation at the elementary level, school-parent communication 

remains a central factor in middle schools. For example, in a large study of over 1,000 K-

12 families, Schueler et al. (2017) garnered one-way, school-issued digital 

communication, such as a family newsletter, and found the engagement data 

underrepresented families of lower SES who tended to have limited online access. Fox 

(2016) examined literacy homework among Title I families and found the adults in the 

home valued both the connection to the curriculum and teacher feedback, as well as the 

intergenerational interactions that occurred when completing it. These positive 

connections also seem to lead to positive student achievement 

outcomes. Magwa and Mulgari (2017) found positive student academic outcomes were 

more likely when parent-school communication provided varied routes to engagement for 

parents with lower education levels, who otherwise were less likely to get involved at the 

school or with academics in the home.  

School leaders and teachers are key contributors to effective, two-way school-

parent communication. In their qualitative, phenomenological 

study, Aykac and Msengi (2019) found that middle school principals in Title I believed 

schools and parents are both responsible for the quality of the students’ education and 

that parental involvement is important for academic achievement. Although a single 
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organization case study with a small sample size, Posey-Maddox and Haley-Lock’s 

(2016) analysis also indicated Title I funding is more effective when there is two-way 

parent-school communication grounded in educator and school leader beliefs that parents 

are assets, fostering inclusive engagement practices regardless of parental employment or 

economic challenges. Overall, when parent-school communication required by Title I is 

reciprocal and reflects school and broader community’s perspectives and capacities, it 

can be an important contributor to student academic achievement.  

ICT Applications in Education  

In addition to the literature’s first and second themes: (1) the positive relationship 

between parent engagement and student achievement, and (2) effective school-parent 

engagement at the secondary level in Title I schools, the literature indicated also a third 

theme that the use of ICT apps has become a prevalent approach for school-parent 

engagement in education. According to the Pew Research Center (2017) based on 

surveys from 2009 to 2019, 96% of Americans own a cell phone and the number of 

smartphone owners is now 81%, an increase of 46% in the last ten years. Most relevant to 

the study is the use of cell phones and communication apps for parent engagement for 

home literacy intervention.  

Parents prefer text messages from schools because cell phones provide 

convenience for how and when they connect with school information (Lazeros, 2016; 

Olmstead, 2013). In their mixed methods study of over 1300 parents, Thompson et al., 

(2015) found that parents used text messages to connect at least weekly with 

their district’s K-12 schools and that this trend was likely to continue. Included in this 
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trend were both K-12 general and special education populations (Gauvreau & 

Sandall, 2019; Snell et al, 2020). Of these K-12 studies, rather than school-parent 

engagement most focused on the use of ICT apps during instruction and teachers’ 

perceptions on integrating the technology (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2017; Pepe, 2016; 

Snell et al., 2018, Thomas et al., 2014). Most studies that examined using cell phone text 

apps to support literacy intervention targeted students before they enter middle school, 

with Kraft and Monti-Nussbaum (2018) positing that in upper elementary grades the 

texting with parents drove improved student literacy performance in a summer program 

(Cabell, 2019; Doss et al., 2018; Kraft & Rogers, 2015). The literature on ICTs in literacy 

education was limited primarily to elementary rather than secondary education.  

Beyond the US, the literature contained studies on ICTs and achievement but did 

not connect these to parent engagement. For example, in their study spanning over 56,000 

students in 20 countries, Areepattamannil and Khine (2017) analyzed a database using 

three-level hierarchical analysis and found a significant positive relationship between ICT 

apps and student engagement and learning. Kuisma, 2018, found ICTs used with inquiry-

based instructional design benefits middle school student learning 

outcomes. Liu and Ko (2019) found that using ICTs at the sixth grade supported middle 

school students’ shift towards reading to learn. Further research, particularly in US 

education, is needed to understand how to leverage ubiquitous ICT apps for school-parent 

engagement at the secondary level beyond early childhood and elementary grades’ 

literacy intervention efforts.  



31 

 

Barriers to Parent-School Engagement  

The literature indicated several impediments in using ICT apps for supporting 

school-parent engagement. A fourth theme centers on the barriers parents experience 

when schools communicate home-based literacy interventions using these technologies, 

such as the cost of access and level of digital literacy required for timely, two-way 

communication. Baker (2016) used thematic analysis across elementary, middle, and high 

schools of varied diversity and found that parents asked for tech-based communication 

including emails and texts, but that other factors such as limited family budgets and 

conflicts with work schedules were as important or of greater importance for determining 

their capacity to engage with the school. Cost for schools and parents can deter using ICT 

apps for engagement. Kraft (2016) found that ICT apps built for school-parent 

communication may be free up to a certain number of users for both the school and the 

parents, but then can become cost-prohibitive for school budgets and parent data plans 

once the user base increases. The top education communication app, Remind, with 30 

million users, is an example of this—despite citing how their product provides the ESSA-

required two-way school-parent communication on their website (Newcomb, 2019).  

Parents need to not only be able to afford access but also the digital literacy skills 

to navigate the school-selected platform and then analyze and act on the information the 

ICT app delivers (Buckingham, 2015; Statti and Torres (2020). Nemer (2015) found that 

when using ICTs in varied SES contexts, schools must provide financial, cultural, and 

technological differentiation such the hardware and Wi-Fi when needed. In contrast, a 

large quantitative study of over 1,300 parents of children up to 18 years of age Rudi et 
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al. (2015) found that ICTs help parents stay connected with their supportive school and 

social networks, but the study’s demographics reflected usage by nearly all Caucasian, 

highly educated parents. Further research is needed about ICTs apps and the needs 

families experiencing low SES identify for themselves for school engagement.  

In this last section of the reviewed literature, I present studies whose findings 

indicated further investigation of parents’ ICT app perceptions struggling readers’ 

academic success and their limitations as compared to the study’s secondary Title I 

school focus. Several studies in the literature indicated that after the middle grades, 

school texts to parents yielded findings supporting further investigation for performance 

improvement. Bergman and Chan (2017) found that a large, urban school system school 

can text parents with enough frequency to indicate a reduction in absences from class and 

failing grades for low-performing students, but they did not account for how other 

existing parent online information systems contribute to these results. In their field 

study, Kraft and Rogers (2015) found that a weekly text to parents specifying what high 

school students working on credit recovery needed to improve had the greatest effect on 

student performance. Castleman and Page (2017) found that texting did not improve the 

engagement of parents in students’ college admission process. In 

contrast, Deutschlander (2019) found texting parents did contribute to higher post-

secondary follow through by students and that they remained responsive intro their 

second college year. Considering the ubiquity of ICT apps in education, there is an 

opportunity for further research exploring how Title I secondary schools can differentiate 

their engagement practices with parents for improving students’ reading outcomes.  
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The synthesis of the literature revealed that school-parent engagement is 

positively associated with academic achievement, including when the engagement is two-

way and facilitated ICT apps through consistency and timeliness. However, there are few 

ICT app studies school-parent engagement studies. Of the limited number of studies in 

the literature, most skew toward the younger grades, particularly when they examine 

literacy intervention for struggling readers in Title I schools. The study’s research 

questions align with the data needed to learn from parents about how these schools can 

better communicate and, therefore, differentiate their ICT app engagement efforts to 

support struggling readers.  

Summary and Conclusions 

This chapter presented the background, approach, and conceptual framework for 

this qualitative study and explained its Connectivism framework to contextualize using 

technology productively in a diverse learning community. The literature reviewed in this 

section described the academic benefits and the barriers when using school-parent 

engagement uses ICT apps, but the experiences and understandings of parents whose 

students attend Title I middle schools were only minimally represented. There is a gap in 

the research describing how to align communication around reading intervention 

strategies that involve parents and is therefore a matter of educational equity the study 

was designed to address.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

This chapter contains the qualitative research design and rationale for the 

study that focused on understanding how parents of middle school struggling readers 

perceive the role of  ICT apps in their engagement in students’ achievement. The purpose 

of this qualitative study was to explore whether parents of struggling readers in an urban 

Title I middle school are aware of parent-school communication apps and whether they 

perceived them as useful for partnering with schools to improve student academic 

success. Next, I provide a description of the study’s methodology, including a description 

of the participants, how they were selected, my role as the researcher, and related ethical 

issues. Last, this chapter includes an explanation of the semistructured interview 

questions that were used to collect data aligned to my research questions, how the data 

were coded and analyzed, threats to the data’s validity, and ways in which these aspects 

of the study were mitigated so that the study’s findings are reliable and useable.   

Research Design and Rationale 

The central concept or phenomenon of the study was the parents’ perceptions of 

their ICT apps use for school communication and engagement. The research questions for 

the study were as follows: 

1. What experiences do parents report in using communication apps as a tool for 

increasing their connection to the school, other parents, and school 

engagement efforts to support struggling readers?  

2. What changes in student academic progress do parents describe when 

connecting to the school with communication applications?  
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In this study, I used a qualitative methodology. According to Mohajan (2018), in 

general, qualitative research should describe the experiences of people in text and then 

uncover the meaning of the participants’ words relative to the focus of the study. Further, 

the qualitative research tradition is used to focus on the opinions of a group so that they 

can be better understood or to explore a problem deeply through trends that emerge 

among the group’s thoughts (Byrne, 2001). Concerning qualitative research, Moustakas 

(1994) posited that “hermeneutic science involves the art of reading a text so that the 

intention and meaning behind appearances are fully understood” (p. 10). Therefore, a 

qualitative design was appropriate because the purpose of the study was to 

describe the phenomena or the participants' understandings.   

Planning for this study began by asking what it was intended to achieve. Because 

my goal was to explain and understand the phenomena, positivistic traditions that 

examine causality or relationships between one or more variables, such as qualitative or 

mixed methods, were not appropriate (see Maxwell, 2012. I addressed personal 

subjectivity and bias throughout the data collection and interpretation phases for this 

study. In contrast to a typical quantitative study, the participant group was small. Last, the 

study was positioned to capture description specific to the participants’ lived experiences, 

mitigate biases, and obtain confirmable findings rather than a generalized understanding. 

According to Cho and Trent (2006), ensuring validity is both the process and goal of a 

qualitative study.  
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Role of the Researcher 

In this qualitative study, I was an observer. Lobe (2020) noted several 

characteristics that aligned with this study, including the use of video calls for social 

distancing and the interpretation of the behaviors of a small number of participants of 

whom some or all were aware of me and my role. As such, I explored iteratively the 

experiences of the participants, converted them to text, analyzed the data, and used these 

findings to revise my understanding of their experiences (see Flick, 2019).  The role of 

the qualitative researcher is to recognize and, to the greatest extent possible, 

question personal biases to understand the participants’ responses (Gadamer, 1976, as 

cited in Thirsk & Clark, 2017). The researcher interprets experience and builds 

comprehension of the phenomenon's meaning through impartial, reflexive interpretation 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Titelman, 1979). Lichtman (2013) noted that a reflexive 

approach requires the researcher to look beyond preconceived ideas about a 

phenomenon. Ultimately, as the researcher, my intention was to understand the parents’ 

perspectives by making their thinking visible through the iterative data collection and 

analysis.   

The study had two ethical considerations concerning the researcher’s role and the 

participants. First, I was a reading intervention teacher in a middle school within the same 

school system. To mitigate any affinity bias, I excluded parents of my current and past 

students as well as any other family members I taught (see Collins & Stockton, 2018). 

Second, to support valid interpretation and analysis of the data, it was important that I 

monitored and mitigated how my prior experiences with a similar parent population may 
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have predisposed me to verbal and nonverbal biases during the interviews and as I 

analyzed the data.  

Methodology 

Participant Selection 

The population for this qualitative study was parents of struggling readers who 

were enrolled in a reading intervention program in a Title I middle school. A qualitative 

approach was most effective in this context because it emphasizes the “essence of the 

experience” of the parents (see Lichtman, 2013, p. 77). A convenience sample was used 

for the study because the study was positioned to gain understanding of the parents’ 

perspectives as representative of the school’s reading intervention parent group (see 

Etikan et al., 2016). Additionally, a convenience sample was selected because it is cost 

effective and because as members of the school community, the parents are located with 

geographic proximity to the school (see Etikan et al., 2016).  

Participant selection criteria included the clear and repeatable recruitment and 

selection steps such as the digital communication to parents at a Title I school who had a 

student enrolled in a reading intervention course and vetting each potential participant 

when they contacted me as an ICT app user. To help ensure participants understood 

accurately the questions I asked, questions about ICT use were phrased in terms familiar 

to the parents. Likewise, member checking was used to help ensure accurate 

representation of parent perceptions and to support an authentic opportunity for 

participants to explain their thoughts and motivations (see Namey & Trotter, 

2015). Member checking after each interview helped to ensure the collected data were 
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authentic to the target population and was sufficient to answer the research questions (see 

Welch & Piekkari , 2017).  

The sample size of nine participants was monitored for thematic saturation. A 

second round of invitations was not required (Leech, 2005; Mason, 2010). The school 

system Research Review Board approved the Title I middle school where I taught 

reading intervention courses as the site for the study. My principal was approved to 

initiate the participant recruitment process. Upon receipt of Walden approval, I began the 

recruitment process by emailing a letter to the principal requesting access to participants 

for the study and the recruitment ad. The ad included my Walden email and personal cell 

phone number for prospective participants to contact me. The principal included the ad in 

the school’s weekly digital parent newsletter for 2 months. Respondents to the ad were 

screened and excluded if they did not align to the study’s limitations, which included cell 

phone use for school communication and a student enrolled in an appropriate reading 

intervention program. Prospective participants were recruited from respondents who met 

the study’s criteria and were emailed an invitation to participate and the study’s details, 

two example interview questions, and a selection of interview dates and times (see 

Appendix A for the interview protocol and questions). According to each parent’s 

preference, interview Zoom calls were scheduled via email or phone at time convenient 

for the parent. A list of all interview questions was attached to each email confirming the 

participant’s interview video call date and time. Participant consent statements uploaded 

to my Walden MS OneDrive for storage and saved with a numeric file name for 

anonymity. 
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Although this approach presents researcher and participant bias, the validity of the 

study was maintained through my reflexive journal and by performing a member check 

of my initial conclusions following each interview. According to Hopman (2021), a 

researcher using a reflexive process describes one’s understandings and beliefs, evaluates 

them critically, and then uses the emerging perceptions for further research actions. In 

this study, I used a reflexive journal process by writing questions and new understandings 

within a day of each interview in the chat tool of Quirkos, the study’s data collection 

software. However, this became difficult to manage along with the coding, so I moved it 

to an MS Excel spreadsheet in my Walden account.  

A possible power differential was mitigated by ensuring that none of the 

participants’ students nor their relatives have been nor will be in my classes. The latter 

was reasonable because I did not teach in the school following the current school year. 

My identity, school role, the study’s goal, and the interview questions were provided to 

prospective participants for their review, as well as a clear statement that their 

participation was voluntary, and they may choose to withdraw at any time for any 

reason.  

Instrumentation 

For this study, I created a set of open-ended, flexible interview questions using a 

protocol as a guide. The interview questions are presented in Appendix A and were given 

at the beginning of the interview session. The interview questions were asked verbally 

during face-to-face Zoom video calls in semistructured interviews. The responses were 

recorded using two audio devices and saved using both cloud-based and external drive 
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storage. I made anecdotal notes throughout the interviews using the chat tool in Quirkos, 

my data collection software and an MS Excel spreadsheet. I used the same interview 

questions and interview protocol in each interview to ensure the interviews allowed for 

sufficient data collection and were aligned to the research questions. 

Interview Protocol  

For qualitative interviews, Rubin and Rubin (2012) recommended that researchers 

use a protocol to guide the interview process,  which can be shared with potential 

participants and institutional review boards. The protocol helped to ensure the interview 

questions collected data sufficient to answer each of the study’s research questions. The 

protocol consisted of main questions, follow-up questions, and probing questions to be 

used if further details or examples were needed (see Rubin & Rubin, 2012). It included 

both the interview questions and the procedures I scripted in advance to help ensure they 

were used uniformly and without omission of important information (see Jacob 

& Furgerson, 2012).  

For example, I began each interview session by introducing myself and the study 

to build rapport and provide information to help mitigate any concerns the participant 

may have. I initiated informal conversation to set a welcoming tone. To build on this, the 

least intrusive and most accessible interview questions were asked first. For Research 

Question 1, I gathered data on parental awareness and experiences with ICT apps in 

terms of their connection with school to support their struggling readers. Data for 

Research Question 2 were collected towards the end of the interview questions, which 

gathered data on the parent’s perspectives on two-way, ICT app communication with the 
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school and requested what reading support and student performance information they 

may like to have but is not available currently from the school. At the end of each 

interview session, I provided each participant an opportunity to amend their answers and 

recorded any changes in my Excel sheet during the session. Additionally, I included 

information on how the participant could contact me with questions. To help with 

validity, I member checked my initial understanding after reviewing their responses. All 

participants confirmed the accuracy of my initial understandings. I ended by requesting if 

I could follow up with any clarifying questions and what the parent’s preference would 

be for that follow up. All participants agreed to this possible follow up, but none was 

needed because their responses were clear when I reviewed their recordings and the 

interview transcripts.  

To help with validity, I monitored my understanding for any questions or gaps in 

interview responses during each interview and performed a member check before the end 

of each session. No gaps nor discrepancies were found in my initial conclusions during 

the data analysis phase. Additionally, to help ensure the rigor of the study, I used 

a reflexive journaling process to monitor and address my personal biases during and after 

each interview, and as I compiled the interview transcripts during my data collection in 

my qualitative software program, Quirkos.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Recruitment and data collection required the approval of the study from the 

Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB). The school system Research 

Review Board accepted the study and approved my Title I middle school principal and 
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the school’s parent community for the recruitment process. One school provided a 

sufficient participant sample. 

Participation  

Following receipt of the Walden IRB approval, I requested that the school 

principal include an announcement and recruitment ad requesting study participants 

in the school’s family-facing digital newsletter. Among the target participant criteria, the 

announcement specified participant cell phone use for school communication. Potential 

participants used my Walden email and personal cell phone number provided in the ad to 

convey their interest in the study.  

Participants were parents whose students are on the 2020-21 reading intervention 

course rosters who use their cell phones for school communication. First, following 

the recruitment process, I emailed or called prospective participants to introduce myself 

and the study, to confirm that they met the criteria, and to request their permission to 

email an invitation to participate in the study and its consent form. The invitation letter 

recapped the introductory information about me and the study, explained the role of the 

participant, provided two example interview questions, and presented a timeframe for 

confirming their willingness to participate in the study. After the time for each interview 

was confirmed, I emailed each participant a list of the interview questions to mitigate 

possible anxiety about what parents would be asked and support any literacy 

needs. Because I had enough participants, I did not need to use any attrition mitigation 

strategies, such as requesting that the principal extend the time the recruitment ad was 

placed in the school’s digital newsletter. 
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Data Collection  

As participants were vetted and added to the sampling pool, I contacted each one 

to schedule their interview. I asked each participant to schedule the interview at a time 

that was convenient and when distractions would be minimal. The interview questions 

were structured with the most-accessible, general ones first to build rapport. Next, I asked 

questions about ICT app use. The ICT portion of the interview captured data on 

participant ICT use for school engagement and supporting student reading achievement 

using open ended questions and probing questions as needed. Last, I asked 

the two demographic questions with the hope that participants would be more at ease 

sharing this personal information by that point in the interview. The demographic 

questions requested the participant to indicate an age range they felt was most descriptive 

of themselves and to indicate a word from a list that described their relationship to the 

student, such as “parent” or “grandparent.” After each interview, I performed a member 

check; this and its results were included in each recording and its transcription. I used the 

Zoom video conferencing platform to record an audio file of each interview. As a back-

up, I also recorded the audio on a cell phone. Before each session, I checked the 

functionality of the Zoom platform and cell phone’s recording app. After the interviews, I 

downloaded the recording of each call and emailed it to an online transcription service. I 

received each transcription within 24 hours, and then I imported each transcription file 

into my Quirkos cloud-based Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software. I 

also saved each file to my Walden MS 365 account for cloud-based back-up storage.  
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At the beginning of the interview session, I established rapport by welcoming 

each participant and engaging in a few minutes of casual conversation to create a 

welcoming tone. Next, I reviewed the purpose, duration, and method of recording and 

transcription, and was careful to ask if the participant had any concerns or questions with 

using Zoom. I explained the confidentiality and my numbering plan for anonymity to 

identify each participant rather than names. Each participant was offered a list of the 

interview questions to support any literacy needs (see Ross et al., 2018). Next, I used my 

protocol’s opening script to introduce the interview structure (see Appendix A).  

To start the interview questions, I built rapport by beginning with a general 

request for the parent to tell me about their cell phone use for school communication then 

asked the rest of the ICT app questions (see Ramírez-Rueda et al., 2021). To help with 

validity, I was careful to maintain a neutral tone and posture to avoid conveying any 

leading verbal or nonverbal information. If more detail, an example, or a clarification was 

needed after hearing a response to the structured question, I asked a follow-up and/or 

probing question for more information. I provided each participant with an opportunity to 

amend any of their responses if they wished. One participant added details about the 

challenges she experienced with the school’s multiple communication platforms. At the 

end of the interview, I used the closing script in the protocol and thanked the participant 

for their time and perspectives. I closed by summarizing for each participant my initial 

findings, asked if there were any information the participant would like to add or change, 

and requested a follow-up phone conversation should there be any misunderstandings the 

participant or I felt should be clarified.  
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Data Analysis Plan 

The data analysis plan for this study involved collecting interview data from the 

parents of students in grades six through eight enrolled in a reading intervention course in 

a Title I, urban middle school. The interview questions aligned with the ICT apps and 

school engagement topics in Research Question 1. The interview data helped explore the 

education-related uses described in Research Question 1 and the parents' perceptions 

about ICT apps and two-way communication described in Research Question 2. The 

remainder of this section presents how the data were transcribed and organized, and the 

sequential, iterative procedure used to analyze it. 

Transcription  

I enabled the cloud recording option in my private Zoom account to record and 

the audio interview data. After each interview, I received an automated emails altering 

me that my recording was available, which I accessed via links. I used these links to 

download the recording file and email it to an online transcription service. The transcripts 

were emailed to me within 24 hours as an MS Word file. I uploaded them to my 

qualitative research software, Quirkos, and to my Walden MS 365 cloud storage as back 

up. The video recordings and the transcriptions were time stamped and organized by 

naming them by a number such as “Participant 1.” I ensured the transcriptions are 

accurate by comparing them the interview recordings and corrected three misspelled 

names. There were no corrections needed in the responses of the participants. I used 

Quirkos to analyze the transcriptions and to reflect iteratively on the data.  
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Organization  

I selected Quirkos for my data organization, coding, retrieval, and analysis 

because it has a simple user interface, is cost effective, and its latest version has a new 

chat feature for taking wide margin notes (Quirkos, 2019). During the data analysis 

process, however, I found it was more efficient to use my Walden MS Excel spreadsheet 

to take anecdotal notes and to respond to my reflexive journal questions after coding each 

interview transcript. My notes and journal entries included inductive data analysis of my 

emerging understandings and my monitoring of my personal biases which may stem from 

my background and past teaching experiences, (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). I also tested 

and refined my understanding of preliminary themes and relationships in the data along 

with information gathered from my post-interview member checks (Hammersley, 2018; 

Shin & Miller, 2022).  

Analytical Procedures  

The data for interview questions one to five were used to answer Research 

Question 1. This research question focused on the participant’s general ICT app 

awareness and use for communication from the school. Interview questions six to 10 

collected data aligned to Research Question 2 and provided information about the 

information the participant would like to send to the school using the ICT app and what 

academic literacy support or related engagement activity information the parent would 

like to have to support the student’s progress. The last two questions focused on 

demographics and gathered an age range of the participant and the relationship to the 

student to help contextualize the participant’s perspectives and understandings.  
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The data were coded and analyzed using an inductive process. Bloor (1978) 

described an inductive analysis process for qualitative researchers that moves from 

collection and description of the data to tentative understandings that the researcher tests 

and retests against new data. First, I loaded each interview transcript MS Word document 

into Quirkos and begin the coding process by assigning provisional 

keywords and phrases, or quirks. I ensured the coding reflected the respondents’ exact 

words (Bloor, 1978; Saladana, 2016). I inserted into Quirkos the survey categories and 

data, such as age range and gender, using the program’s properties function. This allowed 

me to examine and interpret the perspectives of the parents based on responses using 

these descriptors.  

Next, in Quirkos I used colors to identify general patterns, trends, or ideas that 

emerge. I noted common characteristics of these in my reflexive journal. When steps one 

and two were complete for all the interview transcripts, I conducted additional analysis 

cycles with an added purpose to identify and code any themes and discrepant terms or 

patterns and the characteristics of each (Bloor, 1978; Saladana, 2016). I found three 

discrepant cases that involved parents using their cell apps to remain in contact with their 

students’ elementary school teachers for social rather than current middle school 

academic reasons (See Table 1 in Appendix B for discrepant code information). This is 

notable, however, because it indicates the value the parents placed on their cell apps for 

communication and their interest for maintaining positive relationships with schools from 

which their students had already matriculated. 
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I used this iterative data coding procedure and reflection process until thematic 

saturation was reached. Although the small sample size and the convenience sampling 

risk of bias imply limited transferability, these were mitigated by my reflexive journaling 

throughout the data collection and analysis process with a goal of thick description that 

aligns with the participants’ perspectives (Poos, 2017). 

Trustworthiness 

It is the responsibility of the researcher to protect the participants while also 

thoroughly investigating and accurately interpreting what is observed (Sanjari et al., 

2014). In qualitative research, trustworthiness is the system for determining the value of 

findings, and it is grounded on the researcher demonstrating this at each stage of the 

study (Schreier, 2012). Guba and Lincoln (1985) define credibility, transferability, 

credibility as the four criteria for determining trustworthiness. 

Credibility  

Credibility of the study was founded on the accuracy of the collected information 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The study and its findings will be 

credible because its qualitative design is intended to gather information about the 

phenomena directly from the parents using the ICT apps with the school. Additionally, 

the data collection and analysis steps were provided in detail and open for review before, 

during, and after study. Last, the interview questions were carefully aligned to the 

research questions, developed using an interview protocol, and designed for open-ended 

responses and researcher probing to better capture the authentic experiences of the 

parents.  
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Transferability  

The study was designed to examine the perspectives of a subgroup within a 

school. Because of this and its small sample size, the study has limited transferability. 

Several methods were used to help with transferability by recording rich, thick 

description (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). First, respondent identifying information was 

replaced with a number to build a more equitable, trusting connection with each person 

and to increase the likelihood of accurate data (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Then, during the 

data collection and analysis phases I created a reflexive journal to mitigate bias and to 

help me develop my understanding of each interview’s data and process. After each 

interview, I invited each participant to member check my initial findings. Last, I ensured 

the transcripts I coded and analyzed are accurate by reviewing each interview recording 

and correcting any errors in its transcript, however, no substantial errors were found.  

Dependability  

The dependability of the study was founded on using the appropriate, qualitative 

design that is structured correctly to be repeated with similar findings (Given, 2008). 

Specifically, this included an overlap of several data sources to triangulate and test the 

validity of the themes and findings (Given, 2008). These included the interview data, 

supported with reflexive journaling and member checks, as Denzin (2009) described, 

because data are more reliable when collected and compared using more than one 

method.  
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Confirmability  

Confirmability refers to retracing the steps in the study and examining them to be 

sure the findings and recommendations are supported by the data and the overall 

methodology (Given, 2008). In addition to the strategies presented in this section such as 

member checks and transparency before, during, and after the study, the study used in 

vivo coding to help ensure the respondent transcripts reflected accurately their 

perceptions. Further, I monitored and made iterative adjustment in my use of probing 

during each interview based on my reflexive journaling responded to help ensure the data 

captured any the clarification of terms or symbolism specific to each parent (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2012).  

Ethical Procedures 

Rubin and Rubin (2012) emphasized the importance of fidelity to all ethical 

procedures in all aspects of the research relationship with participants. To ensure the 

study’s data collection was performed prior to end of the school year 2020-21, I 

submitted a draft proposal which the school system Research Review Board approved to 

conduct the study at the Title I middle school where I taught. A possible power 

differential was mitigated by excluding respondents whose students were my students. 

My identity, school role, the study’s goal, and the interview questions were provided to 

prospective participants for their review, as well as a clear statement that their 

participation will be voluntary, and they may choose to withdraw at any time for any 

reason.  
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Upon Walden University Research Review (URR) approval, I scheduled my first 

committee oral defense phone conference and sent the school system’s MOA to the 

Walden IRB for review. Upon receipt of IRB approval (07-02-21-0745648), I began 

recruitment, data collection, and data analysis. During these stages, I ensured that all 

commitments to participants, such as member checks, were completed as described. I 

also ensured that at no time were any potential participants pressured to engage with 

the study nor were respondents pressured to answer a question if he or she felt hesitant to 

do so (Rubin and Rubin, 2012).  

To mitigate other potential ethical issues, the school principal, and all participants 

were provided clear information about who I am and the purpose of the study, its 

potential benefits, and their right to withdraw at any time. All participation required 

informed consent in writing. Participants and the school principal were informed that 

identifying information would be replaced with pseudonyms for anonymity. A relatively 

small sample size was needed, and enough participants agreed to be 

interviewed. Additionally, all technology used in data collection was tested prior to each 

interview. All data were stored in my Walden cloud files up to five years after publication 

of the study then destroyed. Finally, all participants will be provided with the findings of 

the study and with my contact information and encouraged to contact me with any 

questions or concerns after the study. 

Summary 

In Chapter 3, I discussed the research rationale and qualitative design, the 

researcher’s role, procedures for participant selection, and instrumentation for this study. 
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This chapter explained the steps I took for respondent recruitment, participation, data 

collection, and analysis. I explained the issues of trustworthiness and how the selected 

mitigation strategies align to support a valid, qualitative study.  

A qualitative design was selected for this study because it aligned to the study’s 

purpose to understand the phenomena of how parents perceive the connection of ICT 

apps to school engagement and student achievement. Additionally, this chapter presented 

research indicating the validity of a qualitative design through focusing on the 

experiences of a small convenience sample, such as the parents of struggling readers in a 

Title I middle school and reaching saturation. Additionally, a qualitative design was 

selected because the data were collected using interviews supported by member checks 

and my research reflexive journal was used to manage my biases. After receiving 

approval for recruitment and data collection, I completed the data collection and analysis. 

The next chapter will present these processes and the findings of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore whether parents of struggling 

readers in an urban Title I middle school are aware of parent-school communication apps 

and whether they perceive them as useful for partnering with schools to improve student 

academic success. The conceptual framework for the study was connectivism, which also 

framed the following research questions:  

1. What experiences do parents report in using communication apps as a tool for 

increasing their connection to the school, other parents, and school 

engagement efforts to support struggling readers?  

2. What changes in student academic progress do parents describe when 

connecting to the school with communication applications?  

This chapter presents the findings of this study. I describe the setting, participant 

demographics, and the data collection process. Next, I present my data analysis, the 

evidence of trustworthiness, and the findings organized for each research question by 

theme. The chapter ends with a summary of my data analysis and findings. 

Setting 

The setting for this qualitative study was a Title I urban middle school located in 

the northeastern United States. The reading intervention program at the school is required 

by the school system for students whose reading performance is 2 or more years below 

grade level, with the lowest level being emergent readers. A factor that influenced the 

data collection process and direct experiences of the participants were the local impacts 

of the COVID-19 health crisis. These impacts included school compliance with federal 
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and local health protocols, participant loss of employment, and participants reporting 

new, challenging caretaking roles due to their family members ill with COVID-19 during 

the interviews. Because my proposal indicated Zoom video calls would be used for the 

interviews, I was able to schedule the interviews regardless of the local government 

safety and social distancing protocols. By the time the interviews took place, several 

participants described the emerging role the health crisis had in their ICT-based school 

communications. 

Demographics 

The participants were nine parents of students enrolled in the school’s reading 

intervention program who used ICT apps to communicate with the school to support their 

learners. The ages of the participants included the following quantities and age groups: 

two parents were in the 25-to-34-year range, three parents were 35 to 44, two parents 

were 45 to 54, and two were over 55. All the participants identified their relationship to 

the student as “parent,” though two offered additional descriptors: “great aunt” and 

“grandmother.” Within the context of this study, because all participants identified 

themselves as the parent serving as the primary caretaker for the student, all participants 

were referred to as the parent. 

Data Collection 

Data collection took place in August and September of 2021. I began the data 

collection process by emailing the school principal a request to access prospective 

participants who would be appropriate for the study and requested inclusion of the 
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recruitment ad for the study in the weekly digital school newsletter. The criteria for 

respondents to participate in the study were the following: 

1. Participants must have had a student enrolled at the school at the time of the 

study. 

2. Participants must have used cell phone apps for school communication. 

3. Participants must have been the parent or a caregiver of a student enrolled the 

school’s reading intervention program at the time of the study. 

4. Only participants whose students did not have me as their reading teacher 

could participate in the study.  

The ad generated 12 respondents who contacted me via email or my personal cell phone 

(call or text). I conducted 12 introductory conversations via phone and email in which I 

explained the purpose of the study. I also screened the respondents to ensure they met the 

inclusion criteria. Two did not qualify because their students were not in the reading 

intervention program.  

Next, I emailed 10 parents a brief message explaining the purpose of the study 

and attached the consent form and the questions I would ask in the interview (See 

Appendix A for interview information). All 10 parents returned their consent and 

scheduled interviews, which approached my goal of 12 participants. One parent did not 

attend the interview and did not respond to a follow-up email. Although the vetted nine 

participants were one less than my planned convenience sample of 10 to 12, all nine 

agreed to scheduled interviews and completed them. After nine interviews, I began to 



56 

 

hear the same patterns in responses and felt comfortable that I had achieved data 

saturation and determined that no further recruiting was needed. 

Interviews 

To schedule each interview, I scheduled a time that was convenient for each 

parent. I offered the questions for use during each interview, but none of the parents 

wanted to use them. I used the interview protocol including the opening and closing 

script with the member check.  

After each interview, I checked the Zoom and the back-up recordings on my cell 

phone’s audio app for completeness. To convert each recording to an MS Word file, I 

used Rev.com, an online transcription service, which provided time-stamped, verbatim 

transcriptions of all interviews. Upon receipt of each transcription, I reviewed it with its 

recording for accuracy. I corrected misspelled names in two of the transcripts; however, 

in all transcripts, the participant responses were transcribed correctly. Because the 

transcriptions were complete, all participant response content was accurate, and each 

participant confirmed my initial findings were accurate, no further follow up was needed 

with participants for clarification. The consistency of my interview protocol helped to 

ensure that the interview data were well-organized and understandable. 

Data Analysis 

To analyze the interview data, I began by reading each transcript again but 

without taking notes or coding in Quirkos. I created a coding table and audit trail in a 

Word document before I coded the first interview (see Appendix B). Next, I began the 

coding process by labeling the transcript files by a number to protect each participant’s 
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anonymity, such as Participant 1, and uploading them to Quirkos. Although I loaded 

reflexive journal questions into Quirkos, this quickly became too time consuming, so I 

created an MS Excel file where I recorded my responses in a separate tab after I coded 

each interview. For each transcript, I took a screen shot of the Quirkos canvas of codes 

before and after I added my reflexive journal entries as part of my audit trail. I created my 

audit trail using the following process: (a) I coded each transcript, (b) I answered my 

seven reflexive journal questions, (c) I compared iteratively the current transcript’s codes 

to all prior coding and made any adjustments such as consolidating codes or adding new 

ones, and (d) I coded the next transcript. 

Important data patterns emerged using the following steps. First, I coded 

important concepts in each transcript and answered my reflexive journal questions, then I 

checked the codes and made any necessary changes indicated by my journal responses. 

The journaling included a check for consistent coding within each transcript and among 

prior transcripts. Next, I added important codes to my coding table and recorded each 

change that I made in the coding cycle, including creating new important codes, merging 

codes, and deleting codes that were not needed. Based on common words and phrases, I 

created 65 codes such as “parent perceptions of ICTs” (77 quotes), “cell communication 

parent wants from school” (75 quotes), “cell communication and academic progress” (40 

quotes), and “cell communication to/from school that doesn’t exist” (31 quotes). Three 

codes that could not be merged with others were left on the Quikos canvas, which were 

“non cell perceptions (e.g., iPad or laptop),” “siblings attended same school,” and “other 

reasons parent contacted school.” 
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 I repeated this process for each transcript and had 10 important categories and 

four themes. The important codes, themes, and the categories within each theme are 

provided in Appendix B. There was a low number of discrepant codes that informed the 

data analysis. These included ICT app use for “other reasons parent contacted school” 

and “cell use after student matriculates.” For example, three participants described the 

value ICTs had for staying in touch with prior teachers, even after students matriculated 

to other schools. Whereas these experiences were not shared by most participants and fell 

beyond the scope of the research questions, they indicated additional ICT-based 

communications parents prioritized with prior schools. 

Findings 

In this section, I present the findings of my analysis. A table containing the codes 

I attributed to the data, their consolidation into categories, and the resulting themes is 

provided in Appendix B. While coding the nine parent interviews, four themes emerged. 

First, I present each of the four themes and their data. Next, I connect the themes to the 

research questions and contextualize my findings relative to the literature and to 

connectivism, the study’s conceptual framework. A summary of my findings is provided 

at the end of this section. 

Theme 1: Preference of ICT for Connecting with Other Parents 

The first theme that emerged from the parent interviews was a preference of ICT 

texting and apps for connecting with other parents. Parents reported a clear preference for 

communicating with other parents about school matters via text using their cell phone 

short message service (SMS), followed by their Gmail cell app. Regarding texting via 
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cellphone, Participant 3 (P3) said, “I use it as the most expedient way to get in touch with 

teachers or . . . other parents, and it is a tool, a necessary tool in my toolbox.” All 

participants stated a clear preference for using their ICT SMS to connect with other 

parents when they need academic information, such as for assignment completion and 

current grades, and for general information, such as confirming upcoming parent-teacher 

conference logistics. Referring to texting about parent-teacher conference logistics and 

their role in helping students complete missing assignments, P1 said, “It's like gentle 

reminders for you to keep yourself updated, because sometimes we just forget as 

parents.” P3 described her cell phone as “extremely useful” for contacting other parents 

about school information.  

Most frequently (52 instances), parents reported texting to ask—and to share 

proactively—information with other parents about homework assignments. As P4 

explained, “If the kids are in the same classroom, I recall doing a check in, like ‘Hey 

when is this assignment due?’” Parents described frequent texting with other parents for 

coordinating transportation to and from school and extracurricular activities among 

families who live in the same neighborhood. P4 said she texted regularly with other 

parents regarding “an after-school program or [if they] should be going to an activity we 

did check ins because we as parents have different work schedules. And we would also 

connect and maybe do a pickup for that parent.” In addition to texting other parents to 

support student achievement and to mitigate barriers such as transportation challenges, all 

parents reported at least one example of texting other parents for engagement with the 

school, including telling a parent to check their email for an important school 
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announcement and gathering resources when a teacher requested food donations for a 

family literacy night event. Although texting via SMS was the clear preference when 

connecting with other parents, a significant number of participants reported also using 

Gmail on their cells for obtaining and sharing school information.  

After texting, the second most frequent preference for communicating with other 

parents about school information was Gmail via a cell phone (23 instances). Most parents 

(n = 8) explained that although they have both MS Outlook and Gmail on their cells, they 

preferred Gmail as it is “helpful” and “easy to use.” One parent said she used Gmail and 

Outlook equally for school communication with other parents. Due to the high volume of 

school email and from their jobs, three Gmail users preferred it for all school-related 

emails including parent communications but used MS Outlook for work email. Parents 

most frequently described using Gmail with other parents to support student achievement. 

For example, P1 said, 

Gmail keeps me updated and it helps me to remember things that maybe I might 

have forgotten or overlooked. And it's like, “Okay, I need to take a look into this.” 

Or, “Okay . . . the grades are posted. Let me take a look at that right now.”  

Another parent said, “I have four children . . . it puts the information at my 

fingertips. I feel this is, this is paramount because if you slip by one semester, one 

quarter, it may be something that you can't get back.” All eight parents who use 

Gmail recommended it for sharing school information with other parents.  

In addition to texting, Gmail, and Outlook, my interview protocol asked about the 

use of GroupMe and WhatsApp; however, neither of these were used by the participants 
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for school communications with other parents. The one parent said she only texted using 

her cell’s SMS but wished the parents would form a parent group for her student’s grade 

level in the GroupMe text app to share school information. Some (n = 4) parents were 

aware of WhatsApp, and of these, three stated they had used it in the past for church 

activity communications. Overall, most parents preferred using their cell phones to text or 

using Gmail to communicate with other parents about academics, parent meetings like 

conferences, and to coordinate school-related transportation within their communities to 

mitigate work schedule conflicts. 

Theme 2: Preference for ICT Apps for School Communication 

The second theme that emerged from the parent interviews was a clear preference 

for ICTs apps for school communication. All parents described daily cell phone use and a 

clear preference for using cell apps for school communication. P5 said that she uses her 

cell because her it is always with her. Similarly, parents explained that their cell phone 

was the best choice because in their experience, school staff always have their cell 

phones with them. Further, P9 said, “The convenience of it being on the phone is, is 

simply wonderful.” All parents noted the high volume of information sent by the school, 

with eight citing the COVID pandemic (21 instances) as an exacerbating factor when the 

school shifted to virtual learning and the volume of digital information increased. P2 said, 

“The school's changing with this pandemic and all that. I think it would be very helpful to 

just add an app pertaining to updates and pertinent and important information.” All 

parents mentioned one or more of the following reasons for frequent cell phone text or 

email communication with the school during the pandemic: (a) communicating with 



62 

 

teachers about academics or student behavior, (b) communicating with the main office 

about attendance excuse notes, and (c) communicating with school administration when 

teachers did not respond in a timely manner. Parents preferred text-based communication 

rather than leaving or receiving voice mail in these instances because they could more 

easily read and respond in real time while at work or otherwise multitasking, such as 

parenting the student’s siblings or providing care to an ill family member. 

Although eight of the parents preferred to use their cell phones for SMS texting 

and Gmail to communicate with the school, the only texting cell app parents said they use 

and would recommend was the Remind app (n = 4). Of these, one parent said that 

Remind was helpful because it was separate from their many Gmail school-related 

messages, so she did not have to screen Gmail for their Remind messages. Another parent 

said she “appreciated” the Remind messages because multiple teachers used it and 

included links to student assignments or helpful attachments. Parents were more likely to 

prefer Remind if at least one teacher used it not only to communicate to a class or a grade 

level but also to support a specific student. Three parents liked the “direct,” individual, 

student-centered reading support using links at least through Remind. As P7 explained, “I 

know this is dedicated to my student and his growth and it's nothing else coming through 

there that's not related to school and him.” Similarly, P8 preferred the Remind app 

because  

“teachers are able to send over resources. So if, I guess the kids are reading this 

chapter book and I get a message stating that he's struggling with comprehension, 
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then a lot of times that enables the teachers to say, hey, here are a couple of extra 

exercises that are sent directly, it's not in my email, that I can open up.  

In contrast, when Remind was not used for group and student-centered communication, 

one parent said that although she used Remind, she disliked automated group message 

from the school, a teacher, and multiple teachers.  

Although my interview protocol asked if parents used apps the school employed 

such as Canvas and Teams, none of the parents reported using these on their cells. One 

parent said she had used Teams for school communication via her laptop but found it 

difficult to use. Finally, whether using Gmail or Remind on a cell phone for school 

communication, when asked if there were any other ways parents would like to receive or 

send school communication, parents stated a clear preference for using their cell phones.  

Theme 3: Value of Two-Way Communication 

The third theme that emerged from the parent interviews was the value of two-

way communication. All participants stated that timely, two-way communication was a 

priority via their cell phone apps. P7 said she relies on “a bunch of emails to help get the 

fastest responses as it seems that cell phones are often on teachers and administrators.” 

Timely communication was described typically as the same school day, that evening, or 

the next day so that the parent could follow up with the student at home. The most 

common reason parents said they wanted two-way communication with the school was 

for academic progress monitoring and support when there were performance concerns. P4 

said that having “immediate access” with the teachers is important so that she can “follow 

through,” with the student even if later, more detailed conversation with a teacher is 
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needed later. The next most frequently stated reasons (n = 5) were when there was a 

behavior concern, such as the student getting into a fight, and when there was a school 

emergency, such as a lockdown due to a security threat.  

It is important to note that the most frequent topic of two-way communication 

parents of struggling readers reported was student achievement (44 instances). 

Supporting academic achievement was the primary concern for each parent. P8 described 

frequently using her cell phone apps for clarification from teachers such as “How many 

assignments are missing? What does he need to do to catch up?” P2 explained that two-

way communication was important for her struggling reader because the teacher would 

contact her when the student began “falling behind” for extra support on certain days 

when the school resumed its partial instructional schedule in the second semester of the 

pandemic: “I love that on Wednesday because we get a lot more individual attention.” 

Student-centered intervention was identified also by P9 who said, 

I can say, “Hey, how's he doing?“ And if they, I can get a message back saying, 

“Hey, he's struggling in this,” and that can lead to further communication, versus 

me trying to draw my own conclusions from a different platform. 

Identifying academic challenges and interventions beyond the classroom was a clear 

value for all of the parents, with one parent indicating that this was a concern among the 

broader parent community. 

P1 said that she valued timely, two-way communication with the school when her 

student was "missing assignments” and “falling behind” and believed other parents need 

help to support their engagement: “I believe it would, help parents be more engaged in 
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their children and what they're missing, and catch it before it's too late or they're too far 

behind.” Overall, parents expressed a clear desire for two-way school communication via 

their cell phones in which teachers initiate communication about academic concerns as 

they arise along with specific resources or other information the parent can use to support 

the student. Similarly, parents placed a high value on timely and actionable school 

responses when parents initiated academic concerns. 

Theme 4: Desire for Accountability in Communication 

The fourth theme that emerged from the parent interviews was a desire for 

accountability in communication. All parents expressed a clear desire for accountable 

communication with the school. The issue of accountability was a concern for all parents 

(25 instances). All participants described a pattern of the school not responding in a 

timely manner and not responding at all whether the parent used their cell SMS or 

Remind for texts or their Gmail app for email. This pattern occurred whether the parent 

initiated the communication or if the parent responded to a communication from a 

teacher. The data in this theme clustered around two subthemes: (a) communication 

challenges and (b) recommendations to improve accountability. 

In speaking about communication challenges, all parents reported difficulties 

when trying to communicate with the school. The resulting breakdown in communication 

added to the challenges and concerns parents reported when trying to support their 

struggling readers as articulated in the themes presented in this section. For example, as 

P7 explained, timely academic communication is paramount but when communication 

breaks down, “that teacher can then be accountable. Because there are a lot of parents 
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who have a vested interest in seeing their children grow and progress and be successful. 

But if that teacher is not communicating and then at the tail end of that reporting period 

your child has [a failing grade] that is very concerning.” The participant added that using 

her cell phone in this context is important and “would kinda help. Because I mean, 

modern day, no one's really using paper.” Likewise, P4 said that accountability is needed 

because her “most important communication with the teachers happens outside of the 

normal parent teacher conferences.” Further, as P9 detailed, 

It's not good to wait for the end of the semester, or advisory, and you find out 

your child failed. No, let me know the first couple of weeks they're struggling. I 

should know what my baby is [in need of] in order to pull the grade up, if they 

need mediation, or they need a tutor, or whatever. You don't want to wait to the 

end of something to get [the] final status of where your child is academically or 

socially or emotionally, because everything is not academic. 

Although data indicated that while parents differed in the type of information they 

wanted to exchange with the school, all parents said they wanted better reliability and 

accountability via their cell phone apps. 

In addition to describing communication challenges, each of the parents provided 

one or more recommendations to improve their school communication through 

accountability. Some (n = 3) participants described a desire for an automated system that 

would alert the principal to intervene when communication with a teacher was 

insufficient or nonexistent. Additionally, four parents said they wished the middle school 

used Class Dojo cell phone app like their elementary schools did for updating or 
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responding to parents about the academics and student behavior—both positive and 

disciplinary concerns.  

All participants felt accountability could be improved if the school simplified the 

communication approach, ideally using one app for all communication. As P2 explained, 

“My best friend is a teacher, so I know a lot of the pressures that are put on them, but if 

all teachers can just be connected through that app, even if that’s their first choice for 

communication.” Two parents said accountability could be increased was to add more 

frequent “benchmark” communication via the school cell app, which one parent 

suggested should occur every two weeks and “really prevent a lot of the email.” The 

same parent said that this would equip her to be better informed and engaged when 

talking to or meeting with teachers “ . . . just to remind myself of how to continue to help 

my child, um, as I'm trying to recall. Sometimes when we get into these meetings we're 

taking notes and we're trying to absorb all of this information.”  

Like using a school-wide app with frequent, scheduled updates, P7 said that the 

school needs to “streamline” information in a cell app that shows particularly for the 

reading intervention class but also all classes “ . . . exactly, you know, where the 

disconnect is and why the student is not progressing.” Finally, accountability was 

described as an important part of effective engagement and partnering with the school 

when the school uses cell apps “So that parents can really kinda be abreast of the 

situation and can kinda have that little collaboration, because I don’t like the thought of 

kids going to school and parents just thinking, oh now they’re yours. No, it’s a 

collaboration.” In addition to recommending that the school mitigate school 
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communication challenges via a simplified, unified cell app approach, the data indicated 

two additional ways accountability should be expanded to support their learners’ success. 

All parents described extending accountability to support achievement was for the 

school to use a more simplified cell app approach that includes regular communication 

when student performance was on track or exemplary, as well as to support relationships 

among school staff and families beyond the classroom. Participant 1 said, “Maybe if the 

students are doing something extracurricular outside of the school, or teachers might 

want to come and join.” Participant 9 described how impactful teachers are when they 

reinforce student achievement via the parent’s cell app saying, “You're great. You're 

doing a good job. Keep doing what you're doing. And just give them that extra little push. 

So I love that.” Further, P6 said, when students see their teacher supporting them outside 

the classroom, it conveys "hey thought enough of me to come out and say 

congratulations. I just think that means a lot for a student.” Although all parents had 

difficulty communicating with the school via their cell apps, there was significant interest 

in simplifying their communication and increasing its reliability through greater 

accountability within the school. Further, parents expressed a desire for expanding this 

accountability to include teachers sharing students’ iterative gains and for mutual sharing 

of opportunities for teachers to connect and support students beyond the classroom. 

To summarize the findings, parents said they preferred to use their cell phone for 

connecting with other parents and with the school, with texting via their SMS followed 

by their Gmail app as their most frequently used tools. All parents reported that timely, 

two-way communication about student achievement was of paramount importance 
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because they wanted to act with their learners to support them at home as well as to 

engage with the school during conferences and other meetings about to coordinate 

support for their struggling readers. However, all parents reported difficulty when 

communicating with the school. To mitigate this challenge, parents recommended that 

the school simplify its communication via one cell phone app, and that the school 

improve its communication by implementing accountability measures. These measures 

would help ensure communications are elevated from teacher to administrator, for 

example, to ensure timeliness to support the learner. Last, parents identified that 

accountability can further support learners’ achievement if the school extended its timely, 

reliable communication practices to include frequent teacher reporting of student gains 

and two-way communication for teachers to connect with students beyond the classroom. 

In the following section of this chapter, I discuss how each of the four themes answers 

the study’s research questions and provide a context for my findings within the relevant 

literature and with respect to Connectivism, the study’s conceptual framework.  

Thematic Connections to Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore whether parents of struggling 

readers in an urban Title I middle school are aware of parent-school communication apps 

and whether they perceive them as useful for partnering with schools to improve student 

academic success. The study had two research questions:  

1. What experiences do parents report in using communication apps as a tool for 

increasing their connection to the school, other parents, and school 

engagement efforts to support struggling readers?  
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2. What changes in student academic progress do parents describe when 

connecting to the school with communication applications?  

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 was answered by the findings from all nine parents who 

collectively identified 274 important experiences of connecting with the school using 

their cell phone apps to support their struggling readers; specifically, their experiences 

clustered around themes one and two. Theme 1, preference of ICT texting and apps for 

connecting with other parents, and Theme 2 preference for ICTs apps for school 

communism. These themes indicated a pattern of parent experiences in which they used 

their cell phone for SMS texting (their most frequent choice) and their Gmail app for 

connecting with the school. Similarly, all parents reported a clear preference for using 

these two strategies when they needed to connect with other parents to support their 

school engagement. The most prevalent experiences parents reported with the school 

described using one or more cell phone apps (77 codes), followed by academic or 

behavioral information about their struggling reader they wanted from the school (75 

codes), and academic or behavioral information they wanted to share with the school (19 

codes) in a timely, reliable manner.  

These findings align with the studies that indicated positive influence parent-

school engagement has on all student achievement, and particularly regarding middle 

school reading student performance (Fredricks et al., 2019; Gerzel-Short & Conderman, 

2019). Further, studies by Crosby et al. (2015) and Scammacca et al. (2016) found a 

positive association between parent engagement and middle school literacy development. 
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My findings, however, extended beyond the literature in two ways. First, my findings 

indicated parents of struggling readers prioritized and relied on their cell phone SMS 

texting and apps to engage with the school, and, in their experience, using their cell 

phones for this texting or emailing with other parents regarding school matters was 

integral to sustaining their school engagement. Second, my findings indicated there is 

substantial parent interest in using cell phone texting and apps for home literacy 

intervention, which may be a helpful consideration given the contrasting trend in the 

literature that middle school students found such home-based interventions intrusive, in 

part because it conflicted with their developmental need for autonomy (Alley, 2019; 

Fredricks, 2019; McKenna et al., 2012). 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 examined to what extent parent perceptions involved two-

way communication with the school to support their struggling readers’ achievement. 

Theme three indicated that the parents had a clear value of two-way communication and, 

because of the challenges they reported, theme four captured their desire for 

accountability in communication. All parents prioritized two-way communication with 

the school regarding their struggling readers’ achievement (63 codes). They described 

their communication with multiple points of contact at the school, including some or all 

the relevant teachers, school office staff, and the principal—and that they relied on these 

connections for information to make decisions that support their struggling readers. 

Parents prioritized using their cell phone SMS texting and apps for asking the school 

academic questions about assignments, grades, and tutoring during and after school 
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hours. Related to academics, several parents reported that they felt it was important to 

inform the school of a student’s emotional needs so that they would be better supported 

for learning during the school day. Equally important to parents was receiving via their 

cell phone texts and apps reliable responses from the school that answered their questions 

and that informed parents when academic challenges arose rather than waiting until the 

student was further behind or for parent-teacher conferences. All parents reported 

frustration when learning of academic issues after grades were placed in the grading 

system, particularly when they found their cell phone SMS texts and apps so convenient. 

Further, all parents described a need for the school to simplify all communication and 

recommended ways to consolidate it and increase accountability for reliable two-way 

communication via one school-based cell phone app.  

These findings supported the literature that found parents prefer cell phone texts 

for school information (Lazeros, 2016; Olmstead, 2013), although Thompson et al. 

(2015) found that the preferred frequency was weekly for general school information 

versus my findings were more specific, with an academic update preference that was 

most frequently daily or the next day. Gauvreau and Sandall (2019) Snell et al. (2020) 

found that parents of students with special needs also preferred cell phone texting for 

school communication, and this aligned with the parents of these learners in my study. 

My findings extended the literature on parent perspectives of ICTs for supporting 

struggling readers, as nearly all of literature on ICTs in literacy US education was limited 

primarily to elementary rather than secondary education (Kraft & Monti-Nussbaum 

(2018) or on ICT use during instruction (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2017; Pepe, 2016; Snell 
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et al., 2018, Thomas et al., 2014). Last, my findings that all parents valued reliable, 

frequent, two-way school communication via their SMS and cell phone apps possibly 

refutes prior studies indicated the cell phone technology is a barrier to effective school-

parent communication (Buckingham, 2015; Statti and Torres (2020). Specifically, the 

clear parent preferences for cell phone communication may refute Nemer’s (2015) study 

that indicated schools in SES contexts must provide financial, cultural, and technological 

differentiation such the hardware and Wi-Fi. 

According to Connectivism, the conceptual framework for the study, digital age 

knowledge is valuable when it is communicated with expediency. The tenants of 

timeliness and actionable information were echoed in the first theme by all participants 

with an average of 30 meaningful cell app experiences per participant. Additionally, 

Connectivism posits that timely information is most valuable when it originates from 

diverse perspectives nodes (which may be people or computers) and shared throughout 

the network—the greater the network diversity, the greater probability the information 

will be reliable and actionable. Connectivism provides a digital age context that helps 

explain why all parents described clear preferences for SMS texting and cell phone apps 

for timely, reliable, two-way communication with the school and among each other to 

support student achievement.  

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

To help with trustworthiness of the study, I implemented the approach described 

in Chapter 3 Methodology such as placing the recruitment ad in the school’s digital 

newsletter, screening for participants who had students in the reading intervention 
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program, and mitigating personal biases by excluding current or potential students. In the 

last part of this chapter, I discuss further evidence of my methodology’s implementation, 

and how I adjusted for credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility 

To support credibility, I triangulated the results of my member checks from the 

end of each interview, my transcript reviews, and my reflexive journaling as part of each 

coding cycle and did not find any gaps nor discrepancies. All parents reported during the 

member check that my initial understandings were accurate. This process supported the 

accuracy of my interview data prior to coding it. During coding, I followed my 

methodology and coded the participants’ demographics which were gender, the age 

category and the participant’s relationship to the student. When coding reached 

saturation, I ran queries in Quirkos comparing the responses of youngest and oldest age 

categories, but the findings were not significantly different, nor were comparisons of 

different relationships to the students. All participants were female.  

There were two changes in my data collection that may impact the study’s 

credibility. First, I found when recording my reflexive journal responses that I 

accidentally missed a question in each of the first two interviews, and I noted this in my 

journal. This self-reflection helped me to become aware of this omission and to correct it 

for the remaining seven interviews. Another adjustment was that some participants 

wanted to only speak via a cell phone call rather than a Zoom video call, but this did not 

affect the recordings nor the resulting transcripts. 
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Transferability 

In addition to the accurate member checks and reviews of the data, my interview 

protocol helped with transferability by providing open-ended and probing follow up 

questions for thick, rich data description from direct interviews from participants. All 

participants were provided anonymity in the data collection and analysis process and their 

confidentiality was maintained. I maintained a welcoming tone and found each 

participant to be highly engaged. The interview data were sufficiently detailed for this 

qualitative study, which can support transferability to similar school contexts and reading 

intervention programs.  

Dependability 

Dependability for this study is based on a repeating its qualitative design and 

obtaining similar findings in a comparable population (Givens, 2008). The findings are 

dependable because there is consistency and alignment when the data were compared 

among the accurate member checks, transcript reviews, and reflexive journaling and the 

themes (Denzin, 2009). Further, the coding table in shows the initial codes, categories 

and resulting provides transparence and supporting evidence of how the data were 

analyzed (See Table 1 in Appendix B). 

Confirmability 

In addition to transparency, the study’s confirmability is supported by the multiple 

reflexive journal questions which examined personal bias during my in vivo coding and 

throughout the analysis process. I recorded responses for all nine interviews as well as 

my decisions based on my journal reflections in the coding table, the journal or both. 
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Prompted by these journal questions, I created codes for parent and researcher responses 

that indicated assumptions, ethical challenges or biases and monitored these throughout 

the process, noting that the volume of data decreased significantly after the third 

interview. The data are confirmable by retracing the steps I took in my data collection 

and analysis. 

Summary 

In summary, in this chapter I discussed my data collection, analysis and findings. 

The findings clustered around four themes, and these were used to answer each research 

question. Research Question 1 was answered by themes one and two, which indicated a 

pattern of parent experiences in which they had a clear preference for using their cell 

phone for SMS texting and apps for connecting with the school and with other parents to 

support their school engagement. None of the parents used Canvas or Teams on the cell 

phones—the two official platforms on which the school and school system based their 

virtual learning. Research Question 2 was answered by the unanimous explanation that 

all parents value two-way cell phone SMS and app-based communication with the school 

to support their learners, and that the school needs to simplify their communication and 

increase its accountability, preferrable via one cell phone app. In the next chapter, I will 

discuss my study’s limitations, interpret the findings, and provide recommendations for 

possible social change and future research.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore whether parents of struggling 

readers in an urban Title I middle school were aware of parent-school communication 

apps and whether they perceived them as useful for partnering with schools to improve 

student academic success. This qualitative study explored parent awareness and 

perspectives about their use of ICT apps for engagement that supports the academic 

achievement of struggling readers in a Title I urban middle school. Examining these 

perspectives is important because parental engagement has been shown not only to affect 

K-12 student achievement but to have a significant positive relationship (Houri et al., 

2019; Jensen & Minke, 2017; McCoy et al., 2017). The study had two research questions. 

The first question asked the experiences of the parents in using their ICTs apps as a tool 

for increasing their connection with the school to support their struggling readers. The 

second question asked the parents about their perceptions about their ICT app use for 

two-way communication with the school to support their learners.  

I interviewed nine parents and then coded and analyzed the data. Key findings for 

Research Question 1 indicated a clear parent preference for using their cell phone for 

SMS texting and apps for connecting with the school and with other parents to support 

their school engagement. Findings for Research Question 2 showed that all parents 

valued two-way cell phone SMS and app-based communication with the school but that 

the school needed to simplify their ICT app communication and increase its 

accountability. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 

The findings of the study illustrate the lived experiences of parents whose 

students are struggling readers in a Title I urban middle school. The findings contribute to 

new understandings about how parents in this context perceive their use of ICT apps for 

effective, two-way school communication, and how this supports meaningful school 

engagement, which can have a positive effect on student achievement. Elements of 

connectivism, the conceptual framework for the study, were seen in the parents’ 

experiences, which occurred within a network comprised of diverse people and 

technology nodes. These experiences centered around using their ICT apps for mitigating 

barriers to timely and effective school communication and for creating new knowledge 

they needed to make decisions and take action that supported their learners’ achievement. 

According to connectivism, this network is vital for digital age communication given the 

high volume and rapid evolution of information. Similarly, the parents described relying 

on their ICT apps for school communication for managing a high volume of rapidly 

evolving information, saying that they experienced an unprecedented surge of 

information during the COVID health crisis when the school was required to shift to 

virtual learning for the prior academic year and half of the preceding one. 

Research Question 1: Findings Related to Past Literature 

Findings from Research Question 1 indicated the parents’ preference for texting 

and using Gmail on their cell phone for school communication and with other parents 

about academics and other matters contributing to student access to their learning. These 

were also the most important apps for connecting with other parents to support their 
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school engagement. Prior studies indicated the positive relationship between parent-

school engagement has on all student achievement, including middle school reading 

student performance (Fredricks et al.; 2019; Scammacca et al., 2016). Building on this, 

my findings revealed that in the digital age, parent engagement of struggling readers in an 

in urban, Title I middle school is grounded cell phone SMS texting and apps. The 

parents’ engagement had two primary forms that shared a common objective of 

supporting their learners consistently over time: The parents used their cell phone SMS 

texting and apps to communicate (a) with the school and (b) with other parents regarding 

school matters. Further, my findings added to past studies on parental interest in home 

literacy interventions by clarifying not only was this interest unanimous among the 

parents but that there was substantial interest in using cell phone texting and apps for 

home literacy intervention (see Bippert, 2019). 

Research Question 2: Findings Related to Past Literature 

My findings for Research Question 2 showed that all parents valued two-way cell 

phone SMS and app-based communication with the school but that the school needs to 

simplify their ICT app communication and increase its accountability. These findings 

extended the existing literature beyond using ICT apps during instruction and elementary 

literacy support to include the parent perspectives of secondary struggling readers and 

their intent to engage in timely, two-way communication with the school to support their 

learners (Kraft and Monti-Nussbaum, 2018; Snell et al., 2018). 
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Limitations of the Study 

The first limitation to the reliability of this study was presented in Chapter 1, 

where I described my reflexivity practices designed to mitigate my personal biases, 

particularly as a teacher in the middle school (Johnson et al., 2020). To help 

trustworthiness, I addressed potential personal bias by placing the recruitment ad in the 

school’s digital newsletter so that respondents learned about the study as part of the 

school’s communications rather than from me. The study was limited also in that I 

screened the respondents to ensure they met all study criteria, such as having a student 

enrolled in the school’s reading intervention program. Personal bias was addressed by 

using a research-based interview protocol that helped with trustworthiness by providing a 

consistent structure for the interviews, which was important for me as a novice 

researcher. Last, my seven reflexive journal questions supported the trustworthiness of 

the study by prompting me to reflect on each transcript and evaluate it for evidence of 

bias. This process revealed examples of personal bias, a pattern of empathetic comments 

outside of my interview protocol, in the first interview. As a result, I reflected in my 

journal on my beliefs about myself, the interview questions, and the participants. I 

decided to mitigate this by creating a new code for bias and tracking it in Quirkos and 

when answering my reflexive journal’s iterative personal bias questions. I observed a 

steady decline in the number of bias related codes while coding the next two transcripts 

and journaling about my coding and analysis process. After finding no further evidence 

of bias in fourth through ninth transcripts, I interpreted this change to indicate that the 
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interview protocol and my journaling had mitigated this type of personal bias and 

increased the trustworthiness of my study.  

The second limitation of this study discussed in Chapter 1 was its sample size of 

nine participants, which addressed by reaching thematic saturation and supported by the 

methodology detailed in Chapters 3 and 4. Braun and Clarke (2021) defined saturation as 

the qualitative researcher’s evaluative process of continually questioning, reflecting on, 

and evaluating the data to determine when an amount sufficient to interpret its meaning 

has been collected and analyzed. The thematic saturation was reached through my 

iterative data coding, and analysis was supported by my reflexive journaling that I 

completed after coding each transcript. My journal questions prompted me to audit my 

data coding process and to challenge my assumptions about what the codes meant within 

each transcript and iteratively by comparing my coding and journal responses preceding 

transcripts. This iterative process generated thick description that increased the reliable 

representation of the participants’ perspectives (see Poos et al., 2017). 

Additional study limitations include the possible bias within the participant 

sample, which was comprised of parents who volunteered to be interviewed and who 

therefore may be more involved with their learners and the engaged with the school than 

others. Further, although none of the parents said they used the two primary software 

platforms issued by the school system through the school, because the study was limited 

to ICT apps in the form of cell phones, it was beyond the scope of the study to examine 

the parents’ awareness and possible perspectives on these and other digital tools they may 

have used on devices such as a laptop or iPad. 
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Recommendations  

The findings of this study indicated that parents of struggling readers in an urban 

Title I middle school are not only aware of ICT apps but that they perceive them as a 

necessity for connecting with the school and with other parents to support their school 

engagement. Further, parents unanimously prioritized two-way cell phone SMS and app-

based communication with the school. Similarly, all parents in the study described 

difficulties in navigating the multiple communication information streams initiated by the 

school. All of the parents recommended that the school needs to simplify their ICT app 

communication, preferably via one ICT app, and to increase its accountability for timely 

and reliable communication that supports student achievement. It is important to note that 

the majority of parent perceptions also specified a need for increased accountability 

through timely and reliable communication regarding students’ emotional and behavioral 

needs, citing that this need was heightened during COVID pandemic health crisis. 

The following recommendations are based on the findings of this current study 

and its contextualization in the literature of Chapter 2, such as the positive relationship 

between parent engagement and academic success for struggling readers and 

developmental needs of adolescents. First, a recommendation for future research is to 

explore the perspectives of parents struggling readers and to consider adding the parents 

of other struggling subgroups within other Title I middle school populations. By doing 

so, researchers can evaluate the themes that emerge from the parents’ experiences to 

determine if ICT apps are valued for effective, two-way engagement with the school that 

supports academic improvements.  
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In addition to exploring the perspectives of parents with students at Title I middle 

schools, I recommend investigating the perceptions of Title I secondary teachers of 

struggling readers who, along with the parents, share the responsibility of ensuring all 

students learn to read proficiently. Although the literature included findings related to cell 

phones and literacy outcomes, these were limited to early childhood and elementary 

teachers. Because the decision making for a school’s communication policies and funding 

reside beyond the scope of parents and teachers, future studies should also examine the 

perspectives of Title I secondary school leaders regarding user-friendly ICT app-based 

communication that provides their parent populations with reliable and timely academic, 

emotional, and behavioral information as recommended by the parent in this current 

study. A final recommendation for future studies is to examine the perspectives of 

struggling readers in Title I secondary schools and how their experiences may inform 

leveraging the connection ICT apps can provide to them, their parents, teachers, and 

school leaders to support their emotional well-being and academic success. 

Implications  

The findings of this current study indicated the clear preference of parents for 

using ICT apps to support the academic achievement of their struggling readers in a Title 

I middle school. The implications of these findings provide guidance for Title I school 

leaders and teachers on how best to shift their family engagement practices and resources 

to comply with the ESSA-required home-school engagement compact through policy-

making that provides accountability for timely and consistent two-way parent-school 

communication.  
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To implement such policies, the findings of the current study indicated the 

importance of investment in teacher professional development and app-based strategies to 

foster connections with parents in ways that support secondary students’ reading 

achievement. Last, the findings of the current study may generate opportunities for 

positive social change by leveraging the ICT app communication preferred by parents of 

struggling readers and thereby amplify their voices among those of other 

stakeholders. Increased equitable parent access to two-way communication the school 

may expand understandings of effective, culturally competent parent-school engagement 

and expedite learner progress toward college and career readiness. 

Conclusion  

In this study, I explored the lived experiences of parents of struggling readers in a 

Title I middle school. Although federal Title I funding requires two-way parent-school 

engagement, the overall trend is that parent engagement declines at the secondary level, 

and with it often the academic benefits with which their engagement is associated (Alley, 

2019). Schueler et al. (2017) found that parents experiencing lower SES tended to have 

limited online access and that their engagement was lower when the school issued one-

way communication. However, in the digital age, ubiquitous ICT apps on cell phones 

provide timely, consistent, and reliable text messaging and email that was clearly 

preferred by the parents in this study. Federal and state lawmakers need to reframe Title I 

funding requirements to include evidence of parent ICT preferences for how two-way 

communication is structured for effective parent-school engagement. It is the 

responsibility of school leaders and teachers to prioritize ICT app-based approaches for 
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leveraging the benefits of parent engagement. The equitable collaboration of all voices 

can contribute to the academic gains of struggling readers, their progress toward college 

and career readiness, and the life choices their academic success can cultivate. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol and Questions  

The following research questions guided the study: 

1. What experiences do parents report in using communication apps as a tool 

for increasing their connection to the school, other parents, and school 

engagement efforts to support struggling readers?  

2. What changes in student academic progress do parents describe when 

connecting to the school with communication applications?  

Opening Script  

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of this study. This interview 

should last about 30 to 45 minutes. This study will provide a better understanding of your 

perspectives as a parent of a struggling reader and how you use your cell phone to engage 

with the school. This study will be anonymous and confidential.  

This interview consists of 12 questions. I sent you the questions via email, and 

they are in the chat area if you need to reference them. The first 10 questions focus on 

how you use your cell phone for school communication. The last two questions will 

request some basic identifying information about you.  

Tell me about how you use your cell phone for communication with the school 

and school personnel.  

I am going to name a few cell phone apps used for parent-school communication. 

After each one, please tell me if you have heard of it, used it, and if you have used it, if 

you would recommend it. I may ask you for more information about why you use or do 

not use an app and your reasons for recommending or not recommending it. The apps are 
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Email (Gmail, Outlook or others), Remind, WhatsApp, GroupMe, Canvas Parent app, 

and MS Teams. If there are any apps you use for school communication but was not 

listed, please name them.  

How important is your cell phone app for understanding your child’s academic 

progress?  

How valuable for you is an app(s) that lets you receive school information that 

you can use to support your student's reading progress?  

(follow ups) Tell me a little more about what kinds of information you would like to 

receive. If it is not valuable, what would be a better way to receive this information?  

How important is your cell app(s) to send the school information that can be used 

to support your student's reading progress.  

Tell me a little more about what kinds of information you would like to send. (If it 

is not valuable) What would be a better way to send this information?  

How useful is your cell phone app(s) for connecting with other parents in your 

school community?  

Tell me how your cell app(s) help you engage with school activities.  

If your cell app(s) are not helpful, what would help you get the information you 

need to participate in school communication about reading supports or other engagement 

activities?  

What kinds of information about your student’s reading progress is or would be 

most helpful for you to receive from the school via your cell phone?  
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The last two questions will ask for some demographic details to help me 

understand the information I am learning during our interview.  

What category best fits your age: under 20; 20-24; 25-34; 35-44; 45-54; or over 

55?  

What is your relationship to the student: parent; caregiver; other (please specify)?  

Closing Script  

Thank you for your participation in this interview session. Your time and 

perspectives are appreciated. Is there anything this interview did not capture about your 

experiences that you would like to add? I will now summarize my initial understandings 

and provide you with your responses so that you can clarify or add to them to help me 

ensure I have understood your input accurately. If needed, I would like to follow up with 

you to review your responses. What is your preferred way I may contact you?  
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Appendix B: Coding Table 

 

Themes Categories 

Codes based on common words and 

phrases 

1. preference of 

ICT apps for 

connecting with 

other parents 

ICTs used to connect with other 

parents for academic and general 

school information 

 

ICTs mitigate barriers such as 

limited time and forgetting 

information, work schedule conflicts, 

and new pandemic challenges 

exacerbate demands on time and 

capacity 

benefits of using cell device 

descriptors of Gmail 

duration Gmail use 

family connections to school  

family demographics 

Gmail and emotions 

GroupMe 

ICTs to connect with other parents 

Outlook and emotions 

parent education 

parent used Outlook at work 

parent using social media for school info 

perceptions and uses of cells in general 

perceptions and uses of texting 

perceptions of Gmail 

perceptions of Outlook 

reasons why parents like cell apps 

relationship to student, other family 

Remind 

student needs 

Teams 

time awareness 

uses of Gmail 

uses of Outlook 

WhatsApp 

   

2. preference for 

ICTs apps for 

school 

communication 

preference for ICTs for school 

communications because it is real-

time or same-day, two-way, 

actionable, and / or relevant 

about reading progress 

age 

Canvas assignments 

parent feelings about school 

parent preferences in general 

parent relational expressions 

perceptions & uses of non cell devices in 

general &/or school 

perceptions and uses of all other cell apps 

with school  

share strategies that help their student 

share student's accomplishments 

strategies for use at home 
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Themes Categories 

Codes based on common words and 

phrases 

3. value of two-

way 

communication 

strong desire to partner with school 

 

desire for integrated, comprehensive 

ICT app approach from the school 

described uses such as: all academic 

assignments frequent (e.g. when gap 

appears or at least weekly) progress 

monitoring—especially regarding 

special needs/IEPS 

 

teacher communication about 

behavior, main office information for 

logistics, and extra-curricular 

information 

after school academic support 

assignments, all subjects 

assist students  

assist teachers 

attendance: ASPEN, contact school office 

attributes & needs of MS students 

cell communication & academic progress 

cell communication and reading progress 

cell communication parent wants from 

school 

cell communication parent wants to tell 

school 

contact specific teacher 

contact teachers, general 

grades 

gratitude 

IEP meeting logistics 

other courses 

other reasons parent contacted school 

parent communication with school about 

assignments 

parent concerns for overloading teachers 

provide donations to teachers 

school activities 

   

4. desire for 

accountability in 

communication 

Importance of ICT communication 

that helps all parties remain in touch 

and accountable, e.g. process that 

ensures unanswered communication 

gets elevated within days so parent 

can take action. 

cell communication to/from school parent 

wants but doesn't exist 

non cell communication parent wants 

from school 

non cell perceptions & uses (iPad, laptop) 

teacher accountability 

 

Discrepant Codes 

  

parent cell uses w/ school after student 

matriculates 

  

parent stays in contact with prior 

teachers/school 

  siblings attended same school 

Note. This table presents the codes I attributed to the interview data, their consolidation 

into categories, and the resulting themes. 
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