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Despite historical failure trends and mixed results on the effectiveness 
of online learning for all students, schools are witnessing the continual 
emergence of electronic instructional mediums. Research shows that 
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students from educationally underserved homes experience less parent involvement (Hill & Tyson, 
2009; Smith, 2006), and less academic gains than students from higher social economic families 
(Smith, op.cit.). With the rapid infusion of online learning in traditional learning environments, some 
may perceive less need for parental guidance and intervention, however research shows that online 
learning may actually require parents to shoulder an increasing instructional role in their child’s learning 
(Borup, Graham, Davies, 2013; Liu et al., 2010). This quantitative study examines the relationships 
between online learning, socioeconomic status, and parental understanding and involvement in a diverse 
k – 12 districts. Findings show that relationships exist between these variables, calling into question 
the development, implementation and evaluation of such instruction for populations already at risk.

1 Introduction
Parent embroilment in a child’s initial education is consistently perceived 

to be emphatically associated with a child’s academic achievement (Hara & 
Burke, 1998; Hill & Craft, 2003; Marcon, 1999; Stevenson & Baker, 1987; 
Heymsfield, 2018). According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 
an 11-year trend shows that low income students, most notably African 
Americans, consistently score below every other student sub-group surveyed 
on standardized assessments (NCES 2013) with an average mean difference 
of 26 points. Often noted are variables related to socio-economic status such 
as living in impoverished neighborhoods with impoverished schools, being 
taught by less qualified teachers, using inadequate teaching materials and 
substandard infrastructure, excessively high turnover of school leaders, and a 
lack of parental involvement (Howard & Reynolds, 2008). Impacting variables 
that significantly correlate to student achievement have been the source of 
substantial study for decades (Coleman, 1966; Tyak, 1974; Wiggin, 2007).

Despite historical failure trends for those most vulnerable and in light of 
the mixed results on the effectiveness of technology in the classroom for all 
students (Judge, 2005), Greer, Rowland, and Smith (2014) reported on the 
swiftly growing adoption of fully online and/or blended learning in the United 
States. K - 12 online learning, for the purposes of this study, is defined as the use 
of a computer or other electronic devices to deliver some or all student learning, 
including course content, course material, and course assessments (Welsh et 
al., 2003). Many K - 12 online learning tools embody an instructional process 
where students are more responsible for their learning (Johnson & Galy, 2013) 
predicated on a students’ ability to work independently as a self-directed learner 
(Manochehi & Sharif, 2010) assuming the need for less parental guidance 
and intervention. However, research shows online teaching tools may actually 
require parents to shoulder an increased instructional role in their child’s learning 
(Borup, Graham, Davies, 2013; Liu et al., 2010). Greer, Rowland, and Smith 
(2014) suggested that the “online product” can become the “primary teacher” 
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and that online lessons dictate increasing parental participation especially in 
facilitation of “lesson completion” (p. 81). Additionally, misinterpretation of 
the purpose of the learning tool may lead to teacher expectations that parents 
make instructional decisions in lesson modifications. Despite the increased 
need for parental involvement, Borup, Graham, and Davies (2013) offered a 
research analysis reflecting that parents not only do not comprehend the gravity 
of their role in K - 12 online learning environments, but even those who may 
be aware, need on-going training, assistance, and resources. 

Research continues to show a significant gap in access to computer use and 
Internet capabilities between African American and white households. A 2013 
report by the US Department of Commerce (as cited in Jaggers, 2014) found 
that 55% of African American and 58% rural households had Internet access 
at home, as compared to 74% of white and 81% of Asian American homes. 
Jaggers also found that students with less academic preparation, particularly 
African American males, had far more difficulty with online than in face-to 
face learning. If the ability to access and make effective use of technology 
is dependent, in part, on a student’s socioeconomic status (Sun & Metros, 
2011; Stanton-Salazar, 1997), then it would seem that the onset of the digital 
transformation may deepen the existing inequities. 

Parental involvement in the education process continues to be a significant 
component in student success and studies point to a positive relationship 
between parent involvement academic achievement (Arnold, Zeljo, Ortiz, 2008; 
Barnard, 2004; Marcon, 1999) regardless of race or socio-economic status 
(McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Barnhard, 2004). Lopez cited Hill and Tyson 
(2009) define parent involvement as interactions with the schools and children 
to encourage academic progress and offer support with school activities 
(2011, ¶4). Research also shows that students from low-income, educationally 
underserved homes experience less parent involvement (Hill & Tyson, 2009; 
Smith, 2006) and as a result net less academic gains than students from higher 
social economic families (Smith, op. cit.). 

The role of parent involvement in the academic achievement of students 
has not only influenced the work of researchers, it has also affected the work 
of policy makers who have attempted to create policies promoting increased 
involvement (Topor et al., 2010). This study asserts that a significant void exists 
between theory and praxis of K – 12 online learning environments, further 
widening the achievement gap between the low socio-economic students and 
their more affluent peers.

2 Methods
This inquiry focused on relationships between the variables of parental 
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involvement, use of k – 12 online learning, and academic achievement. Of the 
9 schools in the sample district, there are 6 elementary schools, one middle 
school, one high school, and two academies. Eighty-one percent of the students 
in the district surveyed were considered economically disadvantaged with 57% 
of the student population considered non-white. The district has ambitiously 
embarked on a transformation plan to improve student success. Parental 
participation and effective use of innovative teaching and learning strategies 
are key components of the plan. 

The study sample included 212 parents who participated in an anonymous 
32 item self-administered 6-point Likert-type survey including demographic. 
Three elementary schools were categorized as “lower SES” and two of 
the elementary schools were categorized as “higher SES.” The respondent 
demographics included 34% African American, 49% white, 24% male, 74% 
female, 

 The survey included clusters of reverse coded survey questions to gauge 
parent perceptions of their technology use, school climate, school participation, 
and teacher interactions and communication. Data analysis utilized a Pearson 
chi-square test for independence to ascertain if significant relationships existed 
between variables. Where chi-square was deemed to be invalid because of low 
sample size in any square, the Fishers exact two-tailed test was utilized at the.01 
and.05 significance level. Some data were considered and included here at a 
93% confidence level. 

3 Findings and Discussion
As with many studies, the inquiry answered some questions and created 

more. This, as the first of 3 parent studies to be conducted, assisted in creating 
more targeted areas inquiries for the second data collection in early 2016. 
Selected results are presented showing several areas of significance with 
recommendations for further study. Finding show that significant group 
differences do exist between school level (elementary vs. secondary), 
Socioeconomic status (by school area), and by race. 

While secondary parents were significantly more likely to agree that their 
children use a computer to complete their homework at home (p < 0.008 
X2 (1)=6.9319), elementary parents were significantly more likely than 
secondary parents to communicate more often with the classroom teacher on 
their children’s work, whether face-to-face or written, relative to both on line 
and other assignments (p = 0.0375). Elementary parents were significantly 
more likely than secondary parents to agree that their culture and values were 
respected at school, but African-American parents as a group were significantly 
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more likely to disagree that their culture and values were respected at school 
(p < 0.05 X2 (2) =5.9793), (p=0.0415). And while not statistically significant, 
white parents were more likely to agree that their children would be comfortable 
talking to someone at school if they had a problem (p = 0.0693). Elementary 
school parents were significantly more likely than secondary parents to assign 
their school a grade of “A,” whereas secondary parents were more likely to 
assign their school a “B.” White parents were significantly more likely to 
agree to checking school e-mail at least two times per week (p <0.0001 X2 (1) 
=25.35). African American parents were significantly more likely than white 
parents to agree that their child would be the first generation to attend college 
(p < 0.01 X2 (2) =9.9169). 

Stewart (2007) referenced a myriad of research showing that students make 
higher academic gains when parents are actively involved in their child’s 
schooling. Citing the research of Ma, Stewart (Ibidem) notes that “students’ 
sense of belonging influences academic achievement.” (p. 184). Building a 
positive school climate is a critical component in creating a sense of belonging 
and Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, and Pickeral site an increasing body of literature 
indicating a positive school climate is “associated with and predictive of 
academic achievement” (as cited in May & Sanders, 2013, p. 45). School 
environments where parents who do not feel culturally valued may lack the 
climate characteristics that support building necessary relationships. If parents 
are expected to shoulder increased responsibility in their child’s online learning 
(Borup, Graham, Davies, 2013), then a lack of connection between parents/
home and school may exacerbate an already fractured, but essential interaction. 
Marcario (2012) reported that experts believe the first line of defense for parent 
help is seeking assistance from the teacher. Is a parent who feels valued more 
likely to seek assistance? Is a positive climate -parent – teacher relationship 
a prerequisite for parents to seek assistance? Are there other means by which 
parents may gain additional help? These key questions relate to how the 
lines of communication are affected when parents feel their culture may not 
be respected or valued. Finally Jaggers (2014) cited that a growing body of 
literature reflects that educators “caring, connection, encouragement, and 
guidance are critical…..to support student success” (on p. ¶13.)

 Socioeconomic status and race continue to be a significant variable in 
educational achievement and studies have shown that “performance is strongly 
associated with the socioeconomic status of the child and district” (May, 
2006, p. 43). A myriad of characteristics is attributable to low socioeconomic 
status, one of which is parental educational attainment. The Department of 
Education (2011) reported whites are 33% more likely to have a college 
degree than African Americans. The U.S. Department of Education also 
reported a relationship between maternal educational attainment and academic 
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achievement citing a positive connection between student literacy and mothers 
who were educated (2009). While the results of this study did not explain why 
white respondents were more likely to check their child’s school e-mail, but 
one could posit that more educated parents may be more aware of the need to 
check school websites. Another assertion reflects that whites are more likely 
to possess home technology, with white households being 25% more likely to 
have Internet than African American homes (Jaggers, 2014). 

The first-time college graduate dynamic is complex. Fifty percent of 
the college population is comprised of first-generation attendees, of which 
45% are African American and 49% are Hispanic, while only 28% of whites 
report parents who did not receive education beyond a high school diploma 
(US Department of Education, 2010). Assumptions can be drawn relative to 
parents lacking exposure to opportunities to gain the knowledge to support 
their children’s on-line learning environment. Given current research, we may 
surmise that students in non-college graduate families may already suffer many 
existing roadblocks such as their initial preparation and readiness for schooling. 

Conclusion and remarks
In sum, if academic achievement is the barometer for success, the educational 

experience in the United States continues to be one of inequity. This opportunity 
to learn gap reflects a historical and persistent trend of students in the American 
system of public education who are “academically at risk and cannot complete 
on a level playing ground” (May, 2006, p. 39). Underserved populations, 
most notably African Americans and Hispanics, are more likely to be born in 
economically depressed and disadvantaged environments to young parents, 
enter school less prepared than their white peers, lack exposure to educational 
experiences, suffer from homelessness, neglect, and high mobility rates, (as 
cited in May, op. cit.). As we seek avenues to increase the opportunities for 
underserved students to achieve, such as online learning, we must provide 
solid and valid evidence that our strategies meet the needs of the students most 
vulnerable. The research that is presented, before a series, is related to the 
attitude of the parents towards the school and their willingness to cooperate. 
After this stage, providing an answer to the question is benefitable for further 
studying. 
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