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Abstract

	High percentages of racial minority and low-income high school dropouts present a growing concern for both the student and society as dropouts are likely to experience future economic instability and are more likely to require public assistance or enter correctional facilities. The urban high school context includes high percentages of students from racially diverse, ethnically diverse, and low-income populations. The purpose of this Capstone essay is to address the high percentage of urban high student dropout through a discussion of the multiple predictors to high school dropout, specifically the interplay between the student, parental involvement and the school. Two essential questions “Why do some students in urban schools drop out?” and “What are the roles of parental involvement in decreasing high school dropout rates?” guide this synthesis in order to add to the growing body of research on the effectiveness of parental involvement in combating student dropout. 
	One theme found throughout much of the key research was the mismatch of perceptions of “parental involvement” between schools and low-income, racially or ethnically diverse parents. Different types of parental involvement in both deficit and asset mindsets have been associated with parents, with distinction across social class and racial lines. An analysis of the research suggests multiple predictors, such as familial background, parental education, parental attitudes, student engagement, and student achievement influence the likelihood of high school dropout across a student’s educational career. One conclusion for the role of parental involvement shows evidence that urban school parents consider different types of parental involvement that is more psychologically supportively and home-centered than physically present. The implications for taking theory to practice are outlined as schools, parents, and communities build partnerships, engage in culturally responsive parental involvement, view all parents as assets, and use effective administrative leadership during professional development to create committed and accountable teachers. 
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Introduction

	In the United States students who drop out of high school are predicted to experience future economic hardships as the spectrum of employment opportunities require increased academic credentials (Kaufman et al., 2004; Daly et al., 2009). This is particularly alarming due to the unequal representation of high school dropouts in regards to race, socioeconomic status, and familial composition. In 2001, students from low-income families were six times more likely than students from high-income families to drop out of high school. The highest percentages of high school dropouts were among racial minority students, particularly Black and Hispanic students. Students who identified as Hispanic had the highest dropout rates compared to those who identified as Black, White, or Asian/Pacific Islander regardless if or when they immigrated to the United States (Kaufman et al., 2004). There are severe implications for high school dropouts, as these learners are more likely to be unemployed, require public assistance, and make up high percentages of those in prisons (Kaufman et al., 2004; Daly et al., 2009). The trends in dropout rates are of utmost importance for urban schools, because this context is often comprised of high percentages of students from racial minority and low-income backgrounds. 
	This Capstone essay addresses the questions, “Why do some students in urban high schools drop out?” and “What are the roles of parental involvement in decreasing high school dropout rates?” through a review of key research literature. The context of urban education represents the construct lens for this Capstone essay where “urban education” is characterized as metropolitan, high percentages of low-income populations, and racially diverse. A review of the literature suggests, “parental involvement” is a common term, loosely defined and utilized by students, parents, teachers, and administrators. A more in-depth look at the language of parental involvement is presented within this essay. 
	Much of the research addresses the role of parental involvement in terms of student achievement and motivation (Daly et al., 2009; Perry et al., 2009) yet this essay focuses specifically on the learner as a high school dropout. For the purpose of this Capstone, “dropout” refers to students who have not completed high school graduation requirements by age twenty-three, regardless of official withdrawal. The rationale for this age range considers the age range of participants from various longitudinal studies on predictors of high school dropouts (Alexander et al., 1997; Englund et al., 2008; Pagani et al., 2008; Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009). While achievement and motivation factors contribute to the repertoire of high school dropout predictors, an examination of research reveals the degrees to which each of these predictors influence student dropout. While the literature suggests multiple predictors for high school dropout in urban schools, parental involvement was identified as a significant predictor of high school dropout and graduation (Alexander et al., 1997). 
	The structure of this essay begins by examining the connotations associated with the term, “parental involvement”, within urban high schools. In order to answer the driving question of this essay, “Why do some students in urban schools drop out?” it is then necessary to identify the contextual and relational predictors of high school dropout. From there this synthesis addresses the second driving question “What are the roles of parental involvement in decreasing high school dropout rates?” by exploring effective practices such as culturally responsive relationships for parental involvement and how these tenets are shown to decrease dropout rates in urban high schools. Further implications from the literature are then proposed to continue the research on decreasing dropout rates. Through the construct lens of urban education, this Capstone essay unpacks the meaning of parental involvement, identifies predictors of high school dropout, presents the effectiveness of parental involvement, and outlines implications for schools and parents in partnering to best support their shared students. 
The Language of Parental Involvement

	The term, “parental involvement”, has become a common phrase that educators, policy makers, parents, students, and teachers have come to use when discussing the psychological and physical presence of a familial influence on a student’s education. For the purposes of this Capstone essay, parents are referred to as the biological or legal guardian of the student. While this essay later explores the behaviors and attitudes of urban parental involvement, it is essential to first discuss the mismatches in perceptions of this loosely used terminology. Lightfoot (2004) discusses the multiple meanings of parental involvement to mean both “full/empty” and “lacking/having” in relation to the characteristics of the parents being discussed. Urban educators must be aware of the understandings and uses of this binary language as racially and ethnically diverse parents as well as low-income parents are often viewed as deficient as an involvement resource.  
	Common discourse implies middle-class, suburban parents as “full” to where their physical involvement in the school is often seen as “too much”. In contrast, low-income, urban parents are often intentionally and unintentionally discussed as “empty” and withdrawn from the physical school setting. Lightfoot (2004) states, “In this case, the way we use words to understand people, and the way they are expected to behave, may, in itself, shape that behavior, and certainly creates differential understandings of various groups of people” (p. 94). For example, Lightfoot (2004) recognizes the well-intentioned educator who wishes to empower low-income, immigrant parents is perpetuating deficit mindset because the idea of “needing to empower” these parents suggests their relationship to the school are as empty vessels. 
	A similar binary is observed through the types of parental involvement programs offered by the schools. Middle-class parents are often offered volunteer opportunities in the schools where low-income parents are offered programs to learn how to effectively teach their children (Lightfoot, 2004; LaRocque et al., 2011).  Lightfoot (2004) states, “These in-school parent training programs are predicated on the idea that someone other than the parents, generally professors of education or employees of grant-funded agencies, know better than the parents themselves how to raise and educate children” (p. 100). In order to address the role of parent involvement as one predictor of student dropout and graduation, it is necessary to avoid a deficit mindset of urban, low-income parents. Many of the predictors of high school dropout include some aspect of parental involvement though the effectiveness of this involvement will require a shift towards an asset-based mindset for how parental involvement is already seen in urban high schools. 
Predictors of Urban High School Dropout

	Controlling for specific variables within a student’s background, multiple predictors of high school dropout have been identified. Alexander, Entwisle, and Horsey (1997) state:
	To some extent, individuals direct their own development (the idea of personal agency); 	development occurs in a social matrix and is shaped by experiences in the major 	institutional settings that individuals pass through over the life course; role transitions, 	when old identities are shed and new ones are acquired, have profound and long-lasting 	repercussions… (p. 98).  

Taking a life course perspective, Alexander et al. (1997) view high school dropout as a culmination of a process of academic disengagement and circumstances. Acknowledging the interplay of each of these factors, key predictors such as family background, parenting styles, and student attitudes emerge as potential reasons for high school dropout. The role of parental involvement can be seen in each of these factors and speaks to the broader definition of the influence of parental figures in a student’s education. 
Family Background and Context 

	While the presence of dropout predictors does not guarantee an incomplete high school attainment, the structural and relational components of some students’ family background have shown evidence to increase the likelihood of student dropout. Alexander et al. (1997) tracked the educational progress of a sample of first grade students in urban Baltimore schools from 1982 until 1996 in order to identify early predictors of high school dropout. Students who were male, from low-income families, having relatively many siblings, born to a younger mother, and from single-parent households were at an increased risk of dropping out of school (Alexander et al., 1997). Unlike Kaufman et al.’s (2004) findings, Alexander et al. (1997) did not find a significant difference in dropout between racial and ethnic backgrounds when controlled for socioeconomic status. This variance suggests it may be difficult to isolate contextual factors from other predictors that influence students’ educational trajectories. 
	The focus on early school years identifies initial family contexts on why some students from urban high schools dropout. Pagani, Vitaro, Tremblay, McDuff, Japel, and Larose (2008) examined the expected and unexpected pathways to high school dropout for middle-class and lower-class students whose mothers did not complete high school, came from single-parent families in early childhood, and who repeated a grade in primary school. As each factor was considered, the percentages of high school graduates decreased. Out of 1,605 participants, twenty-two males and twelve females experienced all three factors. Only one female from this three-factor group graduated from high school. This suggests the culmination of contextual stressors increases the likelihood of high school dropout. 
	Most interesting were the students without the presence of any of these factors. Among the unexpected dropouts, students, particularly males, who had low levels of parental supervision or whose family was on welfare presented additional dropout factors. For males and females, inattention in school due to sleep disturbances or attention deficit disorder (ADD) were also among unexpected dropouts (Pagani et al., 2008). This research suggests further investigation into parental supervision as well as the relationship between biological factors and high school dropout.  
	The construction of family member availability is another predictor of high school dropout in terms of parental involvement. It is possible the family context is situated without the primary caregiver present, such as the case of maternal imprisonment. In 2009, there were 115,000 women in state and federal prison, and over half of these women had an average of 2.38 children (Cho, 2011). The context of maternal imprisonment often removes the mother for an extended length of time and situates the student in an alternative home environment. Maternal imprisonment is more common in urban environments than rural or suburban districts (Cho, 2011). According to Cho (2011), students are at a greater risk of high school dropout during the years of maternal incarceration and when removed from maternal guardianship for either foster or kinship care. Interestingly, attending a school where maternal imprisonment is common does not increase the risk of dropout. 
	The family context as a predictor for school dropout aligns with the stance that factors outside the school environment impact student achievement and attainment. Coleman et al. (1966) argues family background factors, such as parental education attainment, aspirations of peers, and access to resources have more influence on achievement than school quality. In relation to the diverse levels of family contextual supports, students who identify as Black were shown to have lower odds of dropout than White or Hispanic students, potentially due to protective factors of kinship communities (Cho, 2011). In contrast to Alexander et al. (1997) and Pagani et al.’s (2008) argument of the influence of early family predictors, Cho (2011) found evidence that the odds of high school dropout increased as the student’s age at first maternal imprisonment increased. For males, aggressive behavior also resulted from the shift in maternal care. It is possible increased behavior problems influence the student attitude and engagement. As low-achievement, disengagement, and high school dropout is often positively correlated, it is necessary to explore how parental expectations for educational achievement and attainment are manifested through attitudes and styles. 
Parenting Attitudes and Styles 

	Family stressors such as high mobility during primary education, divorce, and illnesses influence the attitudes of both students and parents. According to Alexander et al. (1997), parent attitudes were more predicative of high school dropout whereas students’ behaviors and engagement in school were more predicative of dropout. Early in the schooling continuum, parents who had low expectations for their student’s educational achievement were more likely to drop out (Alexander et al., 1997). The transfer of educational expectations from parent to child is often found in the types of parenting styles exhibited within the family. 
	Within family relationships, the dynamic of parenting styles was predicative of high school dropout. Blondal and Adalbjarnardottir (2009) argue parenting styles are more predicative of high school dropout than parent involvement. Based on student surveys, this Icelandic longitudinal study suggests students who perceive their parents as authoritative were more likely to complete secondary school by age 22 (Blondal and Adalbjarnardottir, 2009). This authoritative parenting style is characterized by a accepting yet supervised parental role. This same study found a higher likelihood of dropout for students who perceived their parents to implement a permissive parenting style (Blondal and Adalbjarnardottir, 2009). Parent involvement included perceived assistance with homework, parents and students in communication with the schools as well as family communication about the student’s educational aspirations. Parenting styles influence the student’s academic achievement, an aspect that is closely correlated with staying in school though this factor was controlled for in this study. Within parenting styles, females and students of higher socioeconomic status were at a lower risk of dropout (Blondal and Adalbjarnardottir, 2009). Based on the perceptions of parenting styles, students develop their own attitudes and motivations that influence decisions to graduate or drop out of high school. 
Student Attitudes and Engagement
According to Alexander et al. (1997), early intervention is necessary as engagement and reengagement are more difficult as students move through their educational careers. This is due to possible self-doubt, academic tracking, and histories of problem behaviors. This section on student engagement is influenced by my previous work in EDUC 3630 Learning, Diversity, and Urban Studies Seminar I’s Promising Practices Synthesis. A lack of school resources, limited perceived career opportunities, lack of social support structures, and negative social norms within the schools is likely to result in school disengagement (Daly et al. (2009). 
Demaray and Malecki (2002) found that students had stronger relationships with parents and classmates than teachers. The presence of these social support structures increased student engagement and achievement. Increased achievement is likely to decrease the trajectory towards high school dropout (Demaray & Malecki, 2002). Maladjustment was strongly affected by teacher and parent social supports (Demaray & Malecki, 2002). Therefore, teachers and parents continue to have the greatest positive or negative impact on student achievement among racial minority, urban students. Zimmerman, Bandura, Martinez-Pons (1992) argue students’ perceptions of achieved self-efficacy skills positively impacts their academic achievement as decision making and educational motivations increase performance. Similarly, student engagement has been shown to increase students’ motivations, performance and social perceptions of school in order to increase student attendance and decrease the likelihood of dropout.  	
A student’s experience within the school institution is predicative of high school dropout. Alexander et al. (1997) found that initial academic differences were not the primary reason why students were at an increased risk of dropping out of school. Instead, histories of retention, special education identification, or low reading-group levels were predicative of dropout (Alexander et al., 1997; Pagani et al., 2008). While Coleman et al. (1966) argue a greater significance of out-of-school factors, their findings also suggest positive teacher-student relationships was one school quality factor that increased student achievement. In contrast to Demaray and Malecki (2002), Coleman et al. (1966) argue the relationship between teacher and student impacts achievement. One theme that emerged throughout the research on students’ attitudes towards school and achievement was the positive relationship of some adult mentor or support. 
Parent Involvement and Student Dropout

	Each of the predictors of high school dropout is influenced to some degree of parental involvement. Not only is parental involvement pivotal for combating the risks of high school dropout, but also its importance lies in the relationship between the parent and school in collaboratively assisting students towards graduation. As Lightfoot (2004) discusses, educators potentially value and perceive urban students and parents through deficit mindsets that may influence the above-mentioned predictors for high school dropout. A major premise of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is that students’ educational success depends on parental involvement. Parents are the first teachers of their children. Loder-Jackson et al. (2007) state:
	We believe that urban schools have fallen short in this area because of a perceived lack of 	respect, fairness, and cultural understanding, particularly about the meanings and 	conceptions of what constitutes appropriate types and acceptable levels of parent 	involvement between low-income and working-class African American parents and 	middle-class-oriented school personnel. These alienating perceptions are deeply rooted in 	race, class, and status divisions that exist in American society, coupled with inherent role 	conflicts between parents (namely, mothers) and teachers (primarily, female teachers)(p. 	351). 

As parents’ attitudes and expectations for their children have been shown to influence student dropout (Alexander et al., 1997), schools must recognize the resource of parental involvement by understanding how diverse parents exhibit participation. If parents perceive schools to undermine the value of their parenting practices or if there is a mismatch of expectations for students then it is likely to influence students’ attitudes and engagement. The cyclical nature of negative or deficit thinking may lead to an increased risk of student dropout. 
	This is not to say the absence of early predictors of high school dropout guarantees that these low-risk students will graduate from high school. Englund, Egeland, and Collins (2008) discuss how even if a student is academically and behaviorally competent they still rely on parents for support. Strong relationships between an involved parent and their student in middle school showed evidence of a positive trajectory towards graduation. Similar findings were shown for teacher and student relationships (Coleman et al., 1966; Englund et al., 2008). Participants of the Englund et al. (2008) study were followed from birth to twenty-three years of age who were born to mothers from low-income backgrounds in a Midwest urban city. Englund et al. (2008) state, “Alternatively, negative adult-child relationships and a lack of support may undermine those adolescents who appear to be on a pathway toward high school graduation leading them to change their course and drop out of school” (p. 80). These unexpected dropouts reported having a decrease in relationship with their parent during middle school as well as reported experiencing high degrees of loneliness. While longitudinal studies provide evidence of students’ educational trajectories in relation to school and policy expectations, the voices of parents must also be taken into consideration as parental involvement, by definition, should include parents. 
Parental Voices

	A mismatch in expectations for parental involvement between schools and parents is likely to lead to differences in perceptions of active and involved parents in urban schools. Loder-Jackson, McKnight, Brooks, McGrew, and Voltz (2007) examine the perspectives of African American parents in the urban south in order to give voice to a population that Lightfoot (2004) cautions educators from overgeneralizing. While typical parental involvement is characterized as parents physically involved in formal school functions, such as field trips, classroom volunteers and Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meetings, Loder-Jackson et al. (2007) found that focus group interviews provided opportunity for parents to provide their perspectives on active parental involvement. Loder-Jackson and colleagues (2007) state, “Our study and others (e.g. Fields-Smith, 2006) suggest that qualitative methods of inquiry, such as the focus group interview, may offer low-income urban parents a rare but welcome venue to express their views among community members who share their same concerns, experiences, and perhaps, worldviews” (p. 372). The importance of recognizing and respecting the assets of parental voices can begin to shift the conversations from what urban parents are “lacking” to common goals and expectations for the student’s educational attainments. 
	In contrast to being a physical presence in the schools, these participants associated parental involvement to receiving timely communication from teachers, helping their child with homework and being an advocate for their children (Loder-Jackson et al., 2007). Again, the teacher-centered definition of parental involvement may inhibit educators from understanding the investment that urban parents have already made in their children. Barriers such as conflicting perceptions of involvement, class conflicts between middle class teachers and low-income parents, and relationships between university and school partnerships in connecting parents and schools suggest implications for improvement. The literature suggests educators are beginning to expand their definitions of parental involvement. 
A Framework for Parental Involvement
	
	State, federal and local policies have begun to place greater emphasis on the need to develop and enact partnerships between schools, families, and communities. This is particularly important in the context of urban education and the need to decrease dropout rates. Joyce Epstein (1995) presents an internal model described as overlapping spheres where schools, families, and communities interact and students are at the center of all goals. Epstein (1995) states, “Just about all families care about their children, want them to succeed, and are eager to obtain better information from schools and communities so as to remain in good partnerships in their children’s education” (p. 703). In order to put this theory into practice, the expectations of parental involvement must be made explicit from both parents and schools. Similar to Loder-Jackson et al.’s (2007) findings of parents viewing themselves as active participants in their children’s lives, the Epstein model provides a framework for the six types of parental involvement as well as practical manifestations of involvement, new definitions for common terms and expected results for parents, teachers, and students. 
	Epstein (1995) outlines the six types of involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with community. In relation to Epstein’s model, the urban parents interviewed during Loder-Jackson et al.’s (2007) study identified over half of these types as ways they see themselves involved in their child’s life. It’s when schools and teachers over-focus on one type of parental involvement that mismatches are present and certain populations of parents are seen as uninvolved or “lacking”. In regards to the challenges of this framework, Epstein (1995) discusses the need to include parents from all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status as the students’ families represent an equal partnership in the care and education of youth. 
	Using Epstein’s (1995) parent involvement model, Simon’s (2001) studied seventeen partnership practices and found that parents who talked about college as well as positively communicated educational expectations to their students were more likely to complete further coursework in high school, particularly in math and English. Parents whose involvement in school was primarily to resolve behavior or attendance problems showed evidence of decreasing a student’s success and attainment in school (Simon, 2001). A high school outreach program that engages all parents and is in consistent communication with parents was also likely to support involvement and decrease student dropout. This implication is that high school is not too late for school-parent-community partnerships to work to combat the risk of dropout. 
Culturally Responsive Parental Involvement

	In order to prevent high school dropout it is necessary to not only engage students through culturally responsive teaching but to also implement this framework in regards to parental involvement. Building caring relationships, accessing students’ funds of knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Gay, 2010) as well as developing cultural competencies (Howard, 2010) are among the tenets of culturally responsive teaching. According to Ladson-Billings (2009), “Culturally relevant teaching is a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes (p. 20). These same culturally responsive tenets show evidence to build the relationships and involvement of parents. 
	Lopez, Scribner, and Mahitivanichcha (2001) argue the need to meet the economic, social, and physical needs of parents before even considering parental involvement. Their primarily qualitative study involving high-performing migrant-impacted schools suggests that successful schools not only met the needs of parents but that they do not rely on the traditional language of what parental involvement should look like in a school (Lopez et al., 2001). The school and staff held themselves accountable to meeting the needs of parents by creating a physically and psychologically welcoming environment for parents and students. An effective practice, such as culturally responsive parental involvement challenges the deficit mindset of parental involvement in urban schools. The implications for both the predictors of high school dropout and effective practices of multifaceted parental involvement provide schools and policymakers with a launching point for decreasing high school dropout rates in urban schools. 
Implications

	Just as students are diverse, schools must also recognize the diversity of parents when combating the existing barriers that limit the types or amount of parental involvement seen in urban schools. LaRocque, Kleinman, and Darling (2011) state, “Parents cannot be viewed as a homogeneous group because they do not participate in the same ways; some have more of a presence in the school than do others. There is a need to move form this idea that parents are the same with the same needs, and that children should be treated the same” (p. 115). Schools can draw on the diverse expertise of parents and should not be afraid of parental involvement as the common goal of student educational attainment drives communication. 
	Epstein (1987) discusses how schools vary in the types of parental involvement they tend to emphasize where urban schools continue to emphasize parent workshops as primary ways of involving parents. While the language of a workshop may suggest urban parents as “lacking” in skill, workshops can be used as collaborative, communicative tools for building partnerships. Administrators can use leadership skills to intentionally shift the language, content, environment of the workshops to develop common goals for teacher, parent, and student involvement. While parent involvement is critical to supporting student engagement and enrollment within the early years of education, Simon (2001) argues that parent involvement at all grade levels is influential. Administrators can set the environment of the urban high schools by making explicit to all parents graduation requirements, alternative paths to complete requirements, special programs, goals of the school as well as attendance expectations (Epstein, 1987). 
	As Lopez et al. (2001) suggest the notion of “home involvement” where school staff are committed to and held accountable to promoting the educational attainment of students- in this case migrant students- through meeting the needs of the parents. Lopez et al. (2001) state, “Rather than perceiving themselves as organizations whose aim was to get parents into the school site, school personnel saw themselves as unrestrained agents who proactively go out into the homes, bringing the school to migrant families where they are” (p. 281). Lopez et al. (2001) argue that school personnel from similar backgrounds of their students are also likely to have a better understanding of the obstacles of being a migrant family to then draw on in the classroom. Examples of a restructuring might include recognizing scheduling conflicts of parents for formalized school events, building relationships with parents, and assets-based mindset when collaborating with parents (Lopez et al., 2001; LaRocque et al., 2011). This form of commitment outside of the prescribed job description will require administrators and policymakers to redefine the types of professional development and parental involvement seen in urban schools in order to explicitly address dropout predictors and decrease dropout rates. 
Conclusion

	Higher percentages of students from within the urban schooling context are predicted to be high school dropouts due to contextual factors such as low-income backgrounds, single-parent households, low parental educational attainment, and more permissive styles of parenting. One key theme from these predictors is the influence of parental involvement. Due to the wide range of interpretations for the term, “parental involvement”, schools and parents are often mismatched on the expectations for involvement in the support of a child’s graduation from high school, particularly for parents from low-income or racial minority backgrounds. The key research suggests promising practices such as being culturally responsive to parents’ needs, creating partnerships, and renouncing deficit mindsets in order to bring the theory of parental involvement into practice. This Capstone essay adds to the body of research that recognizes the resource of urban parental involvement at any point in a child’s educational career to decrease his or her likelihood of dropout. The culmination of the theory and practice has the potential to result not only in decreasing the high percentages of urban high school dropouts, but to increase opportunity for these students to graduate and pursue future educational and career aspirations. 
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