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Abstract 
 

Parent-teacher collaboration for students with autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) has become 
increasingly important due to the rise of students being diagnosed with ASDs. Today’s schools 
are being challenged with creating educational programs to best meets the need of this rising 
special needs population. This paper explores parent and special education school personnel 
collaboration to benefit the educational outcomes of this student population.  This qualitative 
study examined 17 parents of school-aged children with varying ASDs using surveys and semi-
structured interviews. Results indicated that parents viewed their current parent-teacher 
relationships as both positive and negative and found home-school communication to be an 
important method for keeping informed about their child's school progress. This study also 
revealed that parents of children with ASDs consider lack of teacher preparation in educating this 
student population as a barrier to effective home-school collaboration.  Suggestions for further 
research were recommended. 

 
Home-School Collaboration for Students with ASDs: Parents’ Perspectives  

 
"Coming together is the beginning.  Keeping together is progress. Working together is success." 

      - Henry Ford 
      
According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), collaboration between 
special educators and families of students with disabilities has been both encouraged and 
mandated (Laura, 2012).  Parent participation is one of this law's major principles and the law 
specifies guidelines and timelines on required parent participation in their exceptional child's 
education.   Parents are required to participate in I.E.P. meetings and collaborate with special 
education school personnel in order to determine issues such as the need for assessment and 
potential special education services (NICHCY, 2010). Parents are considered key players in 
these collaborative processes; however, research has suggested that some parents have played a 
passive role (Stroggilos & Xancathou, 2006). According to Fish (2008) I.E. P. meetings are an 
ideal time for parents and educators to facilitate quality collaboration. Teachers have been 
encouraged to involve parents in applying their unique experiences and understanding to 
the education of children with disabilities, whose educational needs may differ substantively 
from other children. (Cook, Shephard, Cook, & Cook, 2012).  
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The importance of home – school collaboration is also expressed in the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB) of 2001.  According to Section 1118 of the ESEA Section 9101 (32), NCLB is to 
encourage parental involvement in their child’s educational program.   Educators are required to 
effectively communicate strategies that parents can utilize in the home environment to further 
enhance generalization of skills being taught in the school environment.  This is especially 
important for students on the autism spectrum, as many skills require frequent reinforcement for 
the students to be successful academically, behaviorally, and socially (Hays, 2005).   
 
The benefits of home-school collaboration have been clearly documented over the years.  
Such benefits of this union include students earning higher grades, performing better on tests, 
attending school more regularly, having better behavior, and showing more positive attitudes 
toward themselves and toward school when parents and teachers work together (Canter, n.d. ). It 
seems as though establishing this type of partnership would be the answer to many problems 
schools are experiencing today. However, establishing the home-school connection has not 
always been easy.  Research has indicated that parents tended to seek help only when a problem 
was discovered requiring communication with other I.E.P. team members. Williams-Diehm, 
Brandes, Chestnut, & Harring (2014) reported that parents have difficulty in communicating and 
seeking advice from professionals other than direct service delivery teachers because they are 
often absent from the I.E.P. meetings where communication occurs and relationships are 
established.  Parents have also reported that they feel intimidated, do not feel welcomed at their 
child's school, and do not know how to contribute in a meaningful way (Parent/Professional 
Collaboration, 2007). 
 
To ensure greater success of students with disabilities into the inclusive environment, 
collaboration is essential between the teacher and parents.  According to the U.S. Department of 
Education (2013), research has indicated an increased prevalence of students being diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorders with most requiring some special education services.   Such 
disorders include 3 distinct types: Asperger's Syndrome, PDD-NOS, and Autistic Disorder 
(CDC, 2014).  ASDs are now considered the fastest growing developmental disorder in the 
United States with their prevalence skyrocketing (CDC, 2012). Such an increase places unique 
demands on schools to develop appropriate I.E.P.s for this expanding student population. 
Questions that must be addressed in such programming include: What type of placement should 
the child receive? How many hours will he receive special education? Regular education? What 
related services will he receive?  While I.E.P. teams convene to make these critical educational 
decisions for students with ASDs, one I.E.P. member possesses a great deal of information that 
aids in this decision-making process: the parent. According to Smith (2001) parents' participation 
increases the teacher's knowledge of the child's environment, increases the school's 
understanding of the child, and improves communication between the home and the school. 
Based on the importance of home-school collaboration and the increased prevalence of students 
with ASDs entering the public schools, a question that arises is: How well are parents and special 
education school personnel collaborating to benefit the educational outcomes of these students 
with ASDs?    
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Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine parents' perspectives of the collaboration that exists 
between themselves and special education school personnel at their child with an ASD's  school. 
This paper provides a synthesis of how parents view their existing collaborative efforts.     
 

Method 
 

Purposive sampling was used in this study. Purposive sampling, one of the most common 
sampling strategies, groups participants according to preselected criteria relevant to a particular 
research question (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). For this study, 
parents of children with ASDs in grades Pre-K-12 were purposefully selected. Data collection for 
this study occurred at two separate times. The first data collection was obtained from an 
electronic open-ended survey sent to participants in various states.  The second data collection 
included an open-ended survey (both electronic and paper and pencil format) and semi-structured 
in-person interviews obtained at the 2014 Texas Parent-to-Parent conference (San Marcos, 
Texas) where the researchers were presenting on the topic of home-school collaboration for 
students with ASDs. Triangulation of persons was employed by interviewing parents of children 
with varying ASDs at several different grades levels.  
 
Participants  
Nineteen parents of children with ASDs were asked to participate in this study and seventeen 
parents consented.  The ASDs represented in this study included Asperger's Syndrome, PDD-
NOS, and Autistic Disorder. Some participants had more than one child on the autism spectrum. 
The age range of the children varied from two years-old to fourteen years-old. The children 
attended public, charter, and private schools. Parents included in this study were both married 
and single. Family size ranged from no siblings to four siblings. Participants for this study were 
from North Carolina, New Jersey, Texas, Georgia, and Kentucky. Ethnicities represented were 
Causcasian, Hispanic, and African-American. 
 
Materials 
All participants were asked to complete a two-part questionnaire. Part One of the questionnaire 
contained 10 items designed to ascertain the participants' state of residence, ethnicity, family 
size, number of children on the autism spectrum, child's type of autism spectrum disorder, gender 
of the child with an ASD, age of the child with an ASD, type of school (private, public, charter 
or home schooled) the child currently attends, and the service delivery model he receives. Part 
Two of the questionnaire asked parents to respond to each of the following questions in an open-
ended format: 
 
1.   How would you describe the current relationship between you and your child’s special      
 education school personnel (teachers, therapists, paraprofessionals, etc)? 
2.  What are the advantages of regular communication with your child’s special   
 education school personnel?  
3. What are the greatest challenges you currently face when collaborating with   
 special education school personnel?  
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The questionnaire took approximately 15 minutes to complete. Participants who completed the 
questionnaire on-site at the 2014 Texas Parent-to-Parent conference were briefly interviewed to 
provide follow-up information for the purposes of clarity to their answers provided on the 
questionnaire. All respondents were informed of the nature and the purpose of the study. 
Confidentiality and anonymity issues were explained. 
 

Data Collection and Analysis 
 

The data from the questionnaire was hand-coded into SPSS to perform tabulation for basic 
descriptive statistics.  Specifically, each wave of data was analyzed.  The data was then 
translated into tables.  
 
A content analysis of the interviews was performed. Using a content analysis allowed 
the researchers to examine themes present in the study. The data for this study were a self-
reporting of the experiences by parents of children with ASDs with special education school 
personnel. Data were coded by grouping related data together and establishing a pattern of 
responses. 
 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics were assessed for each wave of data collection.  The first wave of data was 
collected via an online survey (N=10).  The second wave of stats was collected at a conference in 
San Marcos, Texas (N=7).  
 
 
Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for questionnaires completed by first wave (on-line) 
 
      N  Percentage  
State 
 Georgia    1  10% 
 Kentucky    1  10% 
 New Jersey    1  10% 
 North Carolina   3  30% 

Texas     4  40% 
 
Gender 

Male      11  73% 
Female     4  27% 

 
Ethnicity 
 Black     1  10% 
 Hispanic    1  10% 

White     8  80% 
 
Autism Spectrum Diagnosis 
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 Asperger’s    3  30% 
 Autistic Disorder   4  40% 

Pervasive Developmental Disorder 3  30% 
 
Type of School Attending 

Charter    1  10% 
Home schooled   2  20% 
Private     2  20% 
Public     5  50% 

 
Preferred Form of Communication 
 Communication Notebook  3  30% 

Email     8  80% 
 Face to Face    5  50% 
 Phone Call    5  50% 
 
 
There are several findings to be discussed when comparing Table 1 and Table 2. Of primary 
interest is the geographic and ethnic diversity that exists between the two waves of data.  While 
data from wave 1 (on-line questionnaires) provided a more robust geographical sample, it did not 
provide as ethnically diverse a sample as wave 2 (conference). Another difference to be noted is 
the variance of responses related to preferred forms of communication.  Specifically, online 
questionnaire participants preferred, at a slightly high rate, to have email and phone call 
communications, whereas questionnaires completed by conference attendants reported a slightly 
high preference of receiving communication via communication notebook and face to face 
formats. A limitation of the current study is that the data does not support analyzing differences 
between the different waves of data.  
 

 
Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics for questionnaires completed by second wave (at Texas Parent to Parent 
conference, San Marcos, Texas) 
 
      N  Percentage  
State 

Texas     7  100% 
 
Gender 

Male      8  100% 
Female     0  0% 

 
Ethnicity 
 Hispanic    3  43% 

White     4  57% 
 
Austism Spectrum Diagnosis 
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 Asperger’s    0  0% 
 Autistic Disorder   5  71% 

Pervasive Developmental Disorder 2  29% 
 
Type of School Attending 

Charter    1  14% 
Public     6  86% 

 
Preferred Form of Communication 
 Communication Notebook  4  57% 

Email     5  71% 
 Face to Face    4  57% 
 Phone Call    3  43% 
 
 
Table 3 summarized information from all questionnaire participants, a combination of both wave 
1 (on-line) and wave 2 (conference). Given the current emphasis in education policy to 
encourage educators to provide services in LRE (the least restrictive environment), 70% of 
questionnaires indicated students were receiving services either completely or partially in the 
general education setting.  On the self-report questionnaire, the vast majority of the parents of 
students with autism spectrum disorders indicated the communication received from the teacher 
was both positive and negative in nature.  However, 18% of participants reported the 
communication from the teacher was basically negative in nature. Finally, it should be noted the 
communications from the teachers were mainly focused on academic and behavior issues, while 
about a third of communications centered on concerns about the students self-help skills or social 
skills. 
 
 
Table 3 
Summary data from all waves 
 
Setting special education services are being delivered  
 Combination (both)   9  52% 
 ECI (Early Childhood Intervention) 1  6% 
 General Education   3  18% 
 Special Education   3  18% 
 None (homeschooled)   1  6% 
 
Frequency of Communication with Teacher 
 Daily     10  59% 
 Bi-weekly    1  6% 
 Weekly    6  35% 
 As needed or parent initiated  4  24% 
 
Self-reported Preferred Frequency of Communication with Teacher 
 Daily     7  41% 
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 Weekly    6  35% 
 Monthly    1  6% 
 As Needed    3  18% 
 
What type of information is basically shared from the teacher? 
 Negative    3  18% 
 Positive    0  0% 
 Both     14  82% 
 
Discussion with the teacher is generally regarding ____________. 
 Academics    10  59% 
 Behavior    12  71% 
 Self-Help    6  35% 
 Social Skills    5  29% 
 
 
This study focused on parent perspectives of home-school collaboration for their child with an 
ASD.  Certain themes emerged from the data. The first theme that emerged was that the majority 
of participants indicated they had a positive relationship with their child's special education 
school personnel.  Eleven out of the 17 parents indicated that their current relationship was 
positive. When asked to describe her current relationship, one participant responded:   
  
 Good! Some teachers are more involved than others. Most communicate well by email.  
  We have good feelings toward one another- respected and valued.   
          
 The second theme that emerged was that several participants shared that the primary advantage 
of home-school communication was that it gives parents an idea of how their child is progressing 
at school and informs them about what can be done at home to support school learning. In 
response to this question, one participant remarked: 
  
 It helps me to stay up to date with the goings-on in class. Learn the positive and negative 
 news. Develop more of a relationship and understanding with teachers. 
         
Another revealed: 
 
 Having regular communication is crucial to the success of the child. If something is not 
 dealt with promptly with these children it can take weeks or even months to correct a 
 behavior...       
 
The third theme that emerged from this study was with regard to the challenges parents face 
when collaborating with school personnel. Several participants commented that their child's 
special education teachers were not properly trained to work with children with ASDs.     
  
 The greatest challenge we face with the school personnel is that the teachers are not 
 trained to work with ASD students. If we did not have knowledge of the rights of our 
 child, the school system would not provide what is necessary for him to receive a free 
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 and appropriate education. It concerns me that my child's teacher does not know much 
 about working with children with ASDs. She has told me herself she has limited 
 knowledge about teaching our kids.  This leaves parents feeling unsure about the quality 
 of instruction that our child is receiving.               
      

Discussion 
 
The question remains: How well are parents and special education school personnel 
collaborating to benefit the educational outcome of children on the autism spectrum? This study 
supports the benefits of maintaining home-school relationships for this student population by 
having a positive parent-teacher relationship (American Federation of Teachers, 2007).  More 
specifically, parent-teacher communication is beneficial in providing information that parents 
want and need to know about how their exceptional child is progressing.  Both of these factors 
would suggest that home-school collaboration for students with ASDs is looking up. 
 
However, a significant concern is raised with respect to the challenges of home-school 
relationships as perceived by these parents.  Parents viewed the teachers' lack of preparation 
when teaching students with ASDs as a challenge to building a collaborative relationship.  The 
findings of the study are somewhat consistent with previous research conducted on teacher 
preparation for students with autism spectrum disorders.   While some studies indicate that the 
majority of teachers graduate from college with minimal training in evidenced-based practices 
for teaching children with ASDs studies (Loiacono & Allen, 2008), others indicate that teachers 
have the proper training to educate students with ASDs but not in an inclusive setting (Hayes, 
Baylot, Williamson, Black, & Winsor, 2013). This notion raises significant concern as more and 
more students on the autism spectrum are being educated alongside their typical peers.  
Research states that more than 25% of students with ASDs spend the majority of their school day 
in general education classes (McLeskey, Rosenberg, & Wrestling, 2010).  With ASDs on the 
rise, what can be done to better prepare regular education teachers for this current and future 
challenge? How does teacher preparation affect home-school collaboration for students with 
ASDs? 
 
Limitations 
This study has explored current parents' perspectives of home-school collaboration in the field of  
autism spectrum disorders. While the findings provide a better understanding of parents' current 
perspectives on this topic, there are limitations that should be noted. This study was limited to 
three regions in the United States: Southwest, Southeast, and Northeast. It is possible that 
parental experiences might differ in other areas.   Another limitation of this study is not all ethnic 
groups were represented. 
 

Conclusion and Future Research  
 

This research informs us about parents' perspectives on home-school collaboration for students 
with ASDs. It reinforces the notion that parents of children with ASDs do have positive home-
school relationships and that they value communication between themselves and their child's 
special education school personnel. Further research could be extended to take a closer look at 
the various ways in which home-school collaboration efforts could be strengthened. As this study 
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reached three of the five regions within the United States, additional research could be explored 
to measure perceptions of home-school collaboration in all regions. Another area in which home-
school collaboration revolves around is transition planning. Therefore, an additional angle to 
explore is parents' perceptions of preparedness of their child for both entering school and 
entering society upon school completion. 
 
The challenge of special education teacher preparation as it relates to parent-teacher 
collaboration turns the focus of this study in another possible direction. To what extent are 
special education teachers prepared to meet their unique challenges? How does their lack of 
preparation when educating students with ASDs impact the home-school collaboration that is 
essential for their success? Further studies are recommended to investigate special education 
teacher preparation for students with ASDs and how they impact current home-school 
collaboration for this student population. 
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Appendix 
 

PARENT SURVEY AND COVER LETTER 
 
January 15, 2014 
 
Dear Participant, 
I am writing to tell you about a study being conducted on families of students with autism 
spectrum disorders (ASDs). As special education professionals, my colleague and I are interested 
in improving collaboration between the home and school environments for students with ASDs.  
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary. You may withdraw from it at any time. All 
information will remain confidential. Your name and your school’s information will not be 
indicated in the results of this study. 
 
If you are completing this study, please sign the consent form at the bottom of this page and 
return via email to mhouser@wcupa.edu by January 18, 2014..  You can also contact the 
researchers: Dr. Mary A. Houser at mhouser@wcupa.edu and Dr. Charlotte Fontenot at 
cfontenot@hbu.edu for additional information, if needed. 
You do not have to respond if you are not interested in this study.  If you do not respond, no one 
will contact you.   
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
Please copy and paste this address into your URL to begin the questionnaire:  
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1UNsLNwM-
iQuyfAfeM7Vq_9CduxVuYfGcG8zokuCr6nk/viewform#start=openform 
 
Sincerely, 
Mary A. Houser, EdD 
Charlotte L. Fontenot, EdD 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Consent 
I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give my 
consent to participate in this study. 
 
Participant’s signature_______________________________ Date:_________________ 
 
 
 
 
OPT-IN FORM 
 
[INSERT NAME OF STUDY]  
 
Please complete this form and return via email to: mhouser@wcupa.edu 

  I am interested in learning more about this study.  Please contact me using the following 
information:  

 
Name:  __________________________________________________________  
Telephone(s): _____________________________________________________ 
Best time and day to call:____________________________________________ 

Email: _____________________________________@____________________ 
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Parent Survey 
 

Home--School Collaboration for Students with ASDs: Parents' Perspectives 
 

Survey Instructions: Please respond to each of the following statements accordingly 
State 
 
Ethnicity 
 
Type of school 
     Private School, specializing in learning differences 
     Public setting, Pre-K - 12 
     Home Schooled 
 
Service Delivery Model. Describe where your child receives services. 
    Regular Ed 
    Special Ed 
    Combination of both 
 
Family size (check all that apply) 
    Mom 
    Dad 
    1 -2 siblings 
    3 or more siblings 
 
What is the Age of your child with ASD? 
 
What is the Gender of your child with ASD? 
 
What is the Grade level of your child with ASD? 
 
What are your preferred methods of receiving communication from your child's 
teacher/school? 
     Face to face 
     Telephone call 
     Email 
     Communication Notebook 
How often do you receive communication from the teacher? 
   Daily 
   Weekly 
   Monthly 
How often would you prefer to receive communication? 
 
 
What type of information is basically discussed? 
    Positive 



                                                                                                          

JAASEP  FALL 2015                                          97 
 

 

    Negative 
    Positive and Negative 
Discussion is generally regarding 
    Academics 
    Behavior 
    Self-help skills 
    Social skills 
Describe the current relationship between you and your child’s special education school 
personnel (teachers, therapists, paraprofessionals, etc). 
 
 
 
 
 
Effective communication is vital to student success. What are the advantages of regular 
communication with your child’s special education school personnel? 
 
 
 
 
 
What are the greatest challenges you currently face when collaborating with special  
education school personnel (consider IEP meetings, parent/teacher conferences, progress  
reports, etc).  Discuss in detail. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


