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Abstract
The purpose of the study was to investigate the frequency of parents’ “help with school activities” and “communication” and the effect on their children achievement.  Student proficiency is measured by their score level on the New York State Eighth Grade English Language Arts and Math exam.  The study was conducted in a suburban, Long Island, New York middle school.  Surveys were used to gather data from 189 parents of students who attended 8th grade in the 2003-2004 school year.  The findings indicated that there was no difference on the ELA test when parents helped with school activities or communicated with their children. However, there was a difference on the math exam when parents communicated with their child.  Parents of proficient students tend to talk with their children more about future events.  However, parents of non-proficient students, on the math exam tended to talk more about current events like television shows instead of future events.
Introduction

Parent involvement in children's education has been emphasized as a particularly important aspect of the school-family relationship, with significant implications for children's education (Epstien, 2001).  Parent involvement is correlated with higher student academic achievement, better student attendance, and more positive student and parent attitudes toward education (Eccles & Harold, 1996).

Attempts to increase parent involvement have become a regular feature of federal, state, and local education policies (Epstein, 1991). The study is based on the theories and work of Joyce Epstein, the Director of the National Network of Partnership Schools and the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships at John Hopkins University (Epstein, 2001).  

This study was to investigate does the frequency of parent communication and help with school activities differ between the child being proficient or non-proficient on eighth grade standardized tests. Student achievement was measured by the New York State 8th English Language Arts and Math exam.  The research questions that directed this study was: 
1. Do the frequency of parent communication, and help with school activities differ between their children being proficient or non proficient on the New York State 8th grade English Language Arts Test?
2. Do the frequency of parent communication, and help with school activities differ between their children being proficient or non proficient on the New York State 8th grade Math Test?
Theoretical Framework
 This study was based on the theories and works of Joyce Epstein, (2001) the Director of the National Network of Partnership Schools and the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships at John Hopkins University.
Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence (Epstein, 1995, Epstein, et al., 2002) described the communications that students receive from both external and internal overlapping spheres of influence.  In the 1980’s Epstein developed a theory called “overlapping spheres of influence” based on data collected from teachers, parents, and students in the elementary grades. The overlapping sphere of influence identifies six major types of involvement that overlap in spheres of influence. The six types of involvement are Parenting, Communicating, Volunteering, Learning at Home, Decision making, and Collaborating with the Community.

Epstein’s Type 2 involvement was the dimension for this research. Type 2 involvement centers on “Communicating” and the ability for schools to communicate with families about school programs and student progress with school-to-home- and home-to-school communications.  The study was conducted with “Communicating” as an area of interest to help student achievement (Epstein, 1995). 
The key to improving student achievement, Dr. Comer (2005) asserts, is to pay attention to child and adolescent development.   If this factor is overlooked, new approaches to curriculum, instruction, and assessment will have little chance of succeeding. 
Research Methods
The study was conducted in a suburban, Long Island, New York middle school.  Surveys were used to gather data from parents of students who attended 8th grade in the 2003-2004 school year.  Database was taken from a large study “Parent and Teacher Attitudes and Practices Concerning Parental Involvement and Their Relationship to Student Achievement and Poverty In a Suburban Middle School” (Rotunda, 2005).
 Part II of Rotunda’s (2005) Parent Survey (10 items) were subjected to factor analyses using the data from the 189 useable Parent Surveys (n=189).  Results revealed two variables, one variable is “communication”, reliability 74.1% and the second is “help with school activities”, reliability 60.4%.   
Then we divided the students into non proficient and proficient groups.  Non proficient students are students who scored a level 1 or a level 2 on the New York State 8th grade ELA and Math Test.  Proficient students are students who scored a level 3 or a level 4 on the New York State 8th grade ELA and Math Test.  

An independent sample t test was conducted to compare the mean scores of the proficient and non-proficient children of how parents reported the variables “communication” and help with “help with school activities” on the 8th grade New York State ELA and Math test respectively.  In addition, frequency analysis was performed in each of the items of both variables to discuss the differences between non proficient and proficient groups. 
Table 1

Independent Sample t-test: ELA Proficient Versus Non Proficient Groups

	
	Mprof
	Mnonprof
	SD Non Prof
	SD Prof
	t
	Df
	P

	Help with school activities 

(N Prof=126, 

N non Prof= 60)
	19.4
	19.43
	3.14
	2.55
	-0.085
	184
	0.94

	Communication (N Prof=123, 

N non Prof= 59)
	10.23
	10.34
	2.36
	2.29
	-0.08
	180
	0.76


Results presented on table 1 shows that there was no significant differences between non proficient and proficient children of parents that communicate with their children (p=0.76) and help with home school activities (p=.94).
Table 2
New York State 8th Grade ELA Test

Communication

                                  Non-Proficient                                                    Proficient 
	Communication
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day

	Talk about a TV show with my child
	1.6
	52.5
	31.1
	14.8
	4.0
	36.5
	42.1
	17.5

	Help my child solve a personal problem
	0
	49.2
	23.7
	27.1
	0
	44.4
	27.0
	28.6

	Talk with my child about next year’s courses
	6.7
	58.3
	26.7
	8.3
	4.7
	70.9
	15.7
	8.7

	Talk with my child about future plans for college or work
	0
	55.7
	31.1
	13.1
	1.6
	57.8
	27.3
	13.3


ELA Communication

Non proficient student parents talk more about television shows and solving personal problems.  Proficient student parents talk more about next years courses and future plans for college or work.   

Table 3
Frequency Analysis: New York State 8th Grade ELA Test

Help with School Activities




Not Proficient 



Proficient 
	Help with school activities
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day

	Talk to my child about school
	0
	8.2
	14.8
	77.0
	0
	1.6
	11.7
	86.7

	Listen to my child read something he /she wrote
	3.3
	41.0
	34.4
	21.3
	.8
	41.4
	44.5
	13.3

	Help my child with homework


	4.9
	39.3
	27.9
	27.9
	3.9
	46.1
	32.8
	17.2

	Discuss grades on tests and schoolwork
	0
	9.8
	45.9
	44.3
	0
	2.4
	42.5
	55.1

	Check that my child goes to school
	10.0
	8.3
	5.0
	76.7
	13.4
	2.4
	.8
	83.5

	Help my child plan time for homework, chores, and other responsibilities
	1.6
	16.4
	32.8
	49.2
	2.3
	21.1
	32.0
	44.5


 New York State ELA 

Table 3 showed both groups had similar patterns.

Table 4
Independent Sample t-test: Math Proficient Versus Non Proficient Groups

	
	Mprof
	Mnonprof
	SD

Non Prof
	SD Prof
	T
	Df
	P
	effect size

	Help with school activities

(N Prof=144, 

N Non Prof= 42)
	19.8
	19.31
	2.58
	2.79
	1.03
	184
	0.303
	0.18

	Communication

(N Prof=139, 

N non Prof= 43)
	11.07
	10.08
	2.38
	2.22
	2.5
	180
	0.013
	0.44


Table 4 shows there was no significant difference when parents helped with school activities.  However, it shows a significant differences (p=0.013) in the variable communication between parents of proficient (M=11.07, SD=2.38) and non proficient group (M=10.08, SD=2.22).  This shows that parents of non proficient students communicate with their children more frequently than parents of proficient students.
Table 5
New York State 8th Grade Math Test

Communication

                                  Non-Proficient                                                    Proficient 
	Communication
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day

	Talk about a TV show with my child
	2.3
	39.5
	39.5
	18.6
	3.5
	42.4
	38.2
	16.0

	Help my child solve a personal problem
	0
	37.2
	18.6
	44.2
	0
	48.6
	28.2
	23.2

	Talk with my child about next year’s courses
	4.7
	55.8
	25.6
	14.0
	5.6
	70.1
	17.4
	6.9

	Talk with my child about future plans for college or work
	0
	44.2
	34.9
	20.9
	1.4
	61.0
	26.7
	11.0


Math School Activities

A frequency analysis was performed to see the difference (if any) between both groups.  Table 5 shows non proficient student’s parents “never and sometimes” talk ”less (60.5%) with their child about next year’s courses” compared with proficient student parents (75.7%).  At the same time non proficient student’s parents “sometimes” talk less (44.2%) with their child about future plans for college or work compared with proficient students parents (61.0%).  At the same time, proficient parents talk weekly and every day 18.1% more about this item
Table 6
New York State 8th Grade Math Test

Help with School Activities




Not Proficient 



Proficient 
	School activities
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day
	Never
	Sometimes
	Weekly
	Every

Day

	Talk to my child about school
	0
	2.3
	16.3
	81.4
	0
	4.1
	11.6
	84.2

	Listen to my child read something he /she wrote
	2.3
	37.2
	37.2
	23.3
	1.4
	42.5
	42.5
	13.7

	Help my child with homework


	2.3
	41.9
	30.2
	25.6
	4.8
	44.5
	31.5
	19.2

	Discuss grades on tests and schoolwork
	0
	2.3
	44.2
	53.5
	0
	5.5
	43.4
	51.0

	Check that my child goes to school
	11.9
	7.1
	2.4
	78.6
	12.4
	3.4
	2.1
	82.1

	Help my child plan time for homework, chores, and other responsibilities
	0
	23.3
	20.9
	55.8
	2.7
	18.5
	35.6
	43.2


New York State Math  

A frequency analysis was performed to see the difference (if any) between both groups.  

Non proficient parents listen to their child read something he/she wrote “Every Day” (23.3%) more than proficient student parents (13.7%). Non proficient parents help their child plan time for homework, chores, and other responsibilities (55.8%) “Every Day” more than proficient student parent (43.2%).

Conclusion and Recommendations
Attempts to increase parent involvement have become a regular feature of federal, state and local education policies (Epstein, 1991).  According to Comer (2005) the key to improving student achievement, is to pay attention to child and adolescent development.   The findings indicated that there was no difference between help with school activities and communication of parent on the ELA test. Further, there was a difference between parent communications in math. Parents of proficient students tend to talk with their children more about future events. However, parents of non-proficient students, on the math exam tend to talk more about current events like television shows instead of future events.

Recommendations
1. Replication of this study in an urban middle school setting using the same survey instruments to investigate difference of findings.
2. Replication of this study with a section to identify parent gender to investigate if there are any differences of findings. 
3. Replication of this study identifying free and reduced lunch as factors.
4. Replication of this study changing categorical labels of the survey to represent a concise measure of frequency.
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