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ABSTRACT

Experiences of secondary school, for parents whose children have a disability, are often vastly
different from those of other parents. This study examined the culture and practices of one
secondary school in order to describe how relationships with these parents are created and

maintained, how well they work for parents and how their experiences could be enhanced.

A single case study approach, situated within the complex home-school ecological context, was
employed. The perspectives of 24 parents, 23 students and five special education teachers were
obtained through semi-formal interviews. In addition sixteen IEP meetings were observed and 13
student home-school diaries were analysed as were the [EP documents from 24 previous IEP
meetings and various other of the school’s documents, such as its relevant policies and
correspondence with the Ministry of Education. The data were analysed employing a matrix style
theoretical model, which clustered identified themes into three powerful spheres of influence:

school climate, school systems and personal relationships.

The levels of satisfaction with school culture and practices were found to be very high for all
participant groups in this study. They were particularly positive about the strong individual
relationships they had been formed. However, the degree of active, equitable participation in many
school activities was influenced not only by factors within the school, but by educational policy and
practice and by society at large. There were a significant number of barriers identified in each of
these areas, which limited participation for each group. Improved systems for communication,
greater flexibility regarding IEP format and higher levels of inclusion were among the
improvements sought by parents and teachers. Potential improvements in each of the nine clusters
of themes represented in the matrix were identified as ways to achieve a more equitable role for

these parents and their teenagers.

The study suggests that describing home-school relationships utilising the matrix provides a
particularly suitable platform for identifying, maintaining and celebrating positive practices, while
revealing, acknowledging and acting on those areas that are shown to need development, both

within IEP practices and across the school community.
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FOREWORD

Stake (1995) asserts that in qualitative research, “phenomena need accurate description, but
even observational interpretation of those phenomena will be shaped by the mood, the
experience, the intention of the researcher” (p.95). Rather than deny the importance of these
fundamental dimensions, the following description makes clear my underlying perspective and
relationship to the setting (see also Ch.3).

Beginning my career as a speech therapist (now speech-language therapist) in the 1970s ensured
my roots were in a positivist world; practice involved locating problems within each child. Yet,
students always attended clinics accompanied by family members; understanding and
accommodating differences between families came with the territory. A shift into special
education teaching in the 1980s brought awareness that the potential for parents and families to
contribute to their child’s education was often underestimated, although many attempts had

been made to blame them for their children’s disabilities.

There are two further influences at play in my analysis of the current case, which encourage my
leaning towards the perspectives presented. Firstly, I honour my connection to my tipuna (my
ancestors) and their connection to the land. In this way I acknowledge the transmission of
culture and values and insist the way forward in education is not to deny these traditional views
(and the imperative of parents to transmit values, principles and practices: culture), but to
honour lessons from the past. Secondly, I live myself with permanent disability resulting from a
motor vehicle accident. 1 have had pause to reflect on the nature of disability and its
social/medical construction. In my rehabilitation, I have drawn heavily from many quarters,
including medical, psycho-medical, social, emotional and spiritual support and from people who
represent vastly differing perspectives to ability and well-being.

I believe there is, as yet, no clear direction for home-school partnerships in special education or
inclusive education; new, just and emancipating processes must be adopted without destroying
those things we cherish (or at least have found functional) from the past. It is unlikely one
model or theory will be found to fit all families; there is such a wealth of diversity to celebrate
and some things are bigger, less clear, or operate in different dimensions from those about

which we theorise in special education.
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