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ABSTRACT 

Examining the Influence of the Urban Environment on Parent’s Time, Energy, and Resources for 

Engagement in their Children’s Learning 

by 

Carrie Makarewicz 

Doctor of Philosophy in City and Regional Planning 

University of California, Berkeley 

Professor Elizabeth Deakin, Chair 

Decades of research have shown that parents play a critical role in their children’s education and 

learning, particularly if they engage with their children’s education at home, get involved in their 

children’s schools, and involve their children in community-based activities and programs that 

provide additional types of learning and socialization. However, research has also identified that 

barriers in the urban environment often prevent parents from being more fully engaged, 

including barriers related to transportation, housing, and neighborhood safety. These urban 

environmental barriers are rarely mentioned in the current school reform debates, nor are there 

detailed analyses of how actual environmental issues present barriers to parents. This dissertation 

fills this gap by examining how the urban environment affects parents’ time, energy, and 

resources for engagement in their children’s learning.  

Parent engagement is influenced by the parent’s personal characteristics, beliefs, and capabilities, 

which provide the motivation and skills for engagement. Given the decision to engage, time and 

resource constraints imposed by family demands, employment, or the external environment 

affect whether the parent can pursue opportunities for engagement. The school environment, 

culture, or programs for parents may determine whether a parent feels comfortable getting 

involved and has information on how to be involved. Community and social supports may also 

encourage engagement by helping parents to meet their basic needs, thereby increasing time and 

resources for engagement, or by providing education and training, or emotional and social ties 

that affect their motivation to be engaged. 

In order to account for each of the various influences on parent engagement, a mixed-methods 

case study approach was used to assess environmental contexts as well as personal influences. 

Parents in 70 families residing in low- and mixed-income neighborhoods of Oakland, CA 

completed a take-home survey and a two-day time use diary, and were interviewed in person. 

The data collected covered personal background, education, household expenditures, housing 

history and residential location choices, current and past employment, daily activities and 

transportation patterns, engagement activities with their children, satisfaction with the school, 

and future plans for themselves and their children. The semi-structured interviews allowed for in-

depth explanations about how engagement fit with the rest of their responsibilities and what 

types of supports allowed them to engage, or prevented them from engaging more.  
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The study approach brought together research on parent engagement with research on activity 

spaces, accessibility, and time budgets, and added detailed neighborhood conditions data and 

travel data on trips, distances, and modes. Statistical analyses of the data were complemented 

with in-depth qualitative information from the parent interviews.  

From the statistical time-use analysis, the study confirmed that parent engagement is influenced 

by a mix of personal, external and school factors. At the personal level, there were significant 

and positive associations with at-home learning and at-school involvement by income, and at-

home learning by employment. Parents with longer work hours reduced their time on sleep, 

personal care, and leisure to allow for parental engagement. Car ownership was negatively 

associated with time spent on care and organizing for children, but there was no association with 

at-home learning or school involvement. Parents whose children attended a neighborhood school 

spent more time on care and organizing for their children, and if the school was less than 1.3 

miles from home, they spent more time on school involvement and care and organizing. The age 

of children also mattered, as expected, with parents of younger children spending more time on 

engagement activities at home, such as reading with their children. In contrast to other studies, 

there was no association by education level or race and ethnicity in terms of time spent on parent 

engagement, although there were differences by other daily time uses, mostly related to fewer 

work hours.  

The qualitative analysis helped to define the mechanisms behind these associations. In particular, 

low household incomes led to high housing mobility, and the associated time and costs cut into 

parents’ time for engagement, job searches, and personal development. School choice was also a 

major factor that interacted with income. Low income parents who chose schools distant from 

home to improve their children’s academic opportunities had trouble affording the time, costs, 

and logistics of traveling to school and other destinations, due to slow and unreliable transit and 

the high costs of gasoline. Traveling after dark was also a barrier for families who lived in high 

crime areas. In contrast, neighborhood community development and involvement in community 

organizations or with social service providers provided positive supports for parents of all 

income levels. Active participation in a community organization that provided a variety of 

training programs for low-income mothers helped to explain why parents with less than a high 

school education were actively engaged with their children’s learning.  

Improving student outcomes in the U.S. requires not only providing excellent in-school 

resources, but also removing the barriers and providing the additional supports that parents need 

to manage their multiple roles including their important role as educators of their children. Using 

a lens of parent engagement together with one of urban planning and policy has been shown to 

provide new insights into the roles planners can play in helping to improve education. If parents’ 

daily needs for travel, housing and social supports are not met, they cannot meet their children’s 

educational needs. Planners who design and seek to improve transit service, increase the supply 

of affordable housing in safe and accessible neighborhoods, and provide for community 

development thus can help improve parental involvement. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Despite decades of evidence, and common sense, that multiple public and private influences 

affect how well students do in school, the education discussion in the U.S. continues to focus on 

the influences within the school walls:  teachers, curriculum, tests, competition, and spending. 

While many of the improvements to schools have paid off greatly—“…high school graduation 

rates are at an all-time high”, and test scores are the highest ever recorded (Ravitch, 2013)—the 

achievement gap between poor and non-poor students persists. Some scholars and advocacy 

groups, such as the former U.S. Secretary of Education and educational historian, Diane Ravitch, 

point to students in poverty as the reason for the achievement gap. When students are hungry, in 

poor health, are tired from not having a sound place to sleep or live, or distracted by discord at 

home, they will have difficulty learning. Thus, Ravitch, the Broader Bolder Approach to 

Education Campaign, and others (Berliner, 2009; Rothstein, 2004; G. J. Whitehurst & Croft, 

2010), focus on how to address students’ needs at school, e.g. through counselors, meals, nurses, 

afterschool programs, mentors, etc., and in the community.  Unfortunately, these programs are 

costly and many of the urban school districts that need them most can offer only limited 

assistance. Additionally, the link between student achievement and poverty is not just about the 

student’s physical and mental health and deprivation but whether parents can be engaged. 

In addition, researchers have increasingly argued that a key factor contributing to the persistent 

achievement gap by income is what some researchers have termed the “hidden curriculum” 

(Gordon, Bridglall, & Meroe, 2005). This is the “supplementary education” that parents provide 

for their children through their own initiatives, activities that  can make up for the lack of arts, 

music, afterschool activities, and in-depth coverage of advanced topics in science, math, and 

literature at school. Higher income parents often secure this additional educational support for 

their children by lobbying for enrichment programs, volunteering at the schools, paying for 

private lessons, and otherwise being actively involved in their children’s education. In low-

income families’ homes and neighborhoods, these additional educational resources are not as 

readily available. Parents who tend not to be involved not only lack income but also have less 

flexible work schedules, transportation problems, and “stress due to residing in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods” (Hill & Taylor, 2004). In other words, barriers that prevent parent engagement 

include several barriers that fall squarely within the realm of urban planners.  

This study asks whether planners, by addressing employment options and regulations; 

transportation choice, quality and costs; housing availability, affordability, and location; and 

neighborhood amenities and conditions, can help to improve parent engagement. In contrast to 

many current strategies that have given up on parents and are instead focused on replacing 

parents by providing programs to students at schools (Reeves & Howard, 2013), this research is 

focused on what supports parents need to fulfill their multiple roles at home, at school, and in the 

community. By association, this research is also focused on how to improve disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, rather than on how to move low-income families away from these 

neighborhoods (Goetz & Chapple, 2010).  

The focus on supporting parents and improving their neighborhoods has both practical and 

empirical justification. First, schools will never have enough capacity to replace parents, and 
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there is not enough money or space to move all the families out of neighborhoods with low-

performing schools (Berube & Turner, 2009). Therefore it is crucial we find new ways to help 

both parents and their neighborhoods in order to improve schools and educational outcomes. In 

addition, active parent engagement is not always tied to the income and education levels of the 

parent or the neighborhood. Educators and community groups have been successful through 

outreach programs that work to increase parental confidence and engagement in the school and 

the community, including in lower income neighborhoods (A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, 

Vivian R. Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007; K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Parents will 

become involved when they feel welcome, when they are asked, and when they are provided 

guidance on how to be involved. However, school outreach is less successful in helping parents 

to overcome planning-related barriers. Parents still need enough time to go to the school; 

affordable and convenient transportation to get to the school and other educational places; 

convenient opportunities for direct and vicarious positive influences on their parenting; 

knowledge about affordable community resources for themselves and their children; a safe and 

affordable home with adequate space; and a supportive social network.  

The research presented in this dissertation is based on an understanding that educational 

outcomes are strongly shaped by context. As Bickel and Spatig note in their review of Head 

Start: “Context determines educational outcomes, not the other way around” (Bickel & Spatig, 

1999). More generally, schools and students are part of the ecological system of human 

development and members and institutions in the system influence one another in proximal and 

distal systems . The proximal systems are the immediate micro environments, such as family and 

school, whereas the distal systems are the larger macro environments that refer to the 

“institutional patterns of culture, such as the economy, customs, and bodies of knowledge (Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979).Thus, if students and their parents are affected by unaffordable and low 

quality housing; lack of access to jobs, goods, and services; crime and violence in their 

neighborhoods; and inconvenient, expensive, or unsafe transportation, then student performance, 

and school resources and quality will reflect these ecological effects. Since planners’ espouse to 

“Making Great Communities Happen” (American Planning Association, 2013) and the planning 

profession is responsible for promoting and protecting the health, safety and welfare of residents, 

they have a role in the ecological system that affects students, their parents and schools. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ON PARENT ENGAGEMENT AND TIME-SPACE 

CONSIDERATIONS THAT SHAPE THIS DISSERTATION 

PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

Types of parent engagement 

Within the parent engagement literature, researchers have identified both definitions of parent 

engagement, e.g. how parents should be involved, and frameworks for parent engagement, e.g. 

why they are involved. In this section, I explain the definition and framework I have chosen to 

shape the design of this study. The definition of parent involvement includes many activities, 

from those directly related to school, to those that are more about the child’s well-being, 

formative development, and “non-cognitive” skills (Bauch, 1994). Several categorizations exist 

for the various engagement activities, but I have adopted the general categorizations developed 

by Joyce Epstein and her colleagues at the Center on Family, School, and Community 

Partnerships at Johns Hopkins University to guide this research (J. L. Epstein, 1995). Their 



 

3 

framework of six types of involvement, along with sample practices for each are listed in the 

following table (Table 1-1). The sample practices include those suggested by Epstein, plus 

additional activities gathered from other studies that fit into their framework. 

Table 1-1 Types of parent involvement 

Type of 
involvement General and age-specific involvement activities 

Parenting  Meet student’s health, sleep, nutrition, and clothing needs 

 Maintain a stable housing environment 

 Know about and discuss school events, student’s courses, and issues at school 

 Discuss student’s interests and studies at school 

 Express expectations and aspirations for student’s education 

 Supervise time use and behavior, such as limiting television viewing 

 Do things with student (shopping, vacations, movies, meals) 

Communicating 
with the school 

 Parent-initiated contacts with school about academic performance 

 School-initiated contacts about student’s academic program 

 Parent-school contacts on post-secondary plans 

Supporting the 
school / school-
based involvement 

 Volunteering at school and attending school activities, e.g. chaperoning field trips, 
staffing a concession booth, fundraising, serving on the parent-teaching advisory 
board 

 Coming to school for scheduled conferences or informal conversations 

Learning at home  Providing enrichment activities pertinent to school success 

 Reviewing and helping with the child's homework 

 Monitoring child progress 

 Academic lessons outside school 

 Music, dance or other enrichment lessons 

 Discussions about school and plans for future  

 Encouraging college and high school graduation 

 Learning about postsecondary education 

 Taking on private educational expenses 

Participation in 
school decision 
making 

 Taking part in parent organizations that make decisions about the school 

Collaborating with 
community 

 Communicating with other parents 

 Taking part in community groups for students (scouts, sports) 

 Take part in community organizations for parents and families 

 Use community learning resources to expose children to important cultural and 
educational experiences that support school success, for example, through visits to 
museums, libraries, theaters, concerts and community service opportunities. 

Source: Six categories are based on the framework developed by Joyce Epstein and colleagues at the Center on 
Family, School, and Community Partnerships at Johns Hopkins University as presented by Sophia Catsambis 
(Catsambis, 1998). The activities are from Epstein et al. and other research on parent involvement (Kathleen V.  
Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; K.V. Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 

Within these six categories of parent involvement are basic parenting skills for the broader health 

and development of children, which are also important for education and learning. In particular, 

at a minimum, parents need to meet their children’s basic human needs and get them to school 

each day. Then, as the Epstein framework outlines, to assist their cognitive learning and 

development, parents also need to lead home-based learning activities, such as reading, 
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homework, and structured study times. By providing a structured environment and requiring 

children to help with household chores, parents can teach their children time management, 

responsibility, and a work ethic. Students also need motivation and emotional support, so parents 

need to express positive attitudes toward learning and to communicate high aspirations to their 

children. These verbal and emotional supports fall within the “Parenting” category.  

Ideally, parents will also be involved with school-based activities, such as volunteering at the 

school and participation in school events. Involvement at the school is important for reinforcing 

the parent’s support for education. In addition, parents also learn more from the school about 

how they can help their children to learn and what is needed for school success at different ages 

(J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009). Schools also benefit from parent involvement in multiple 

ways; the students may be more committed to school, and the parents may directly assist teachers 

and administrators with their work, help with fundraising, and garner additional community or 

district support for the school (A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don 

Davies, 2007). 

Outside of home and school, parents and schools should also “collaborate with community” by 

tapping into their social network, neighborhood, and the larger community or city to expose 

children to learning opportunities that will add to their skills and knowledge, such as museums, 

music lessons, or cultural events. By getting their children involved in volunteer or membership 

organizations, they help children to develop more and stronger relations with their peers and 

other adults (Bouffard, Bridglall, Gordon, & Weiss, 2009; Catsambis, 1998; Coulton, 2008; 

Neuman, 2009).  

As the Epstein framework illustrates, parent involvement is multi-faceted and fulfills multiple 

roles in the process of educating students (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009; A. T. Henderson 

& Mapp, 2002; H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). The different types of activities influence student 

achievement by encouraging, showing, influencing, and instructing students on how to approach, 

improve, and stay committed to their learning. Specifically, children whose families take an 

active interest in their learning:  

 have better social skills, show improved behavior in and out of school, adapt well to 

school, and have more positive attitudes toward school (A. T. Henderson & Mapp, 2002); 

 earn better grades, enroll in higher-level programs, have higher graduation rates, attend 

school regularly, are more likely to enroll in postsecondary education (A. T. Henderson, 

Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007); and have a greater sense of 

self-efficacy for doing well in school (Kathleen V.  Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995).  

 are involved in more constructive out-of-school activities (Kathleen V.  Hoover-Dempsey 

& Sandler, 1995). 

These connections between parent engagement and student achievement not only make common 

sense, but they have been well-researched, as Henderson and Mapp state in their 2002 synthesis 

of 50 studies on parent engagement:  

“The evidence is consistent, positive, and convincing: families have a major influence on 

their children’s achievement in school and through life…When schools, families, and 
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community groups work together to support learning, children tend to do better in 

school, stay in school longer, and like school more.” (A. T. Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 

This same statement was echoed in the 2013 report from the U.S. Department of Education’s 

Equity and Excellence Commission:  

“Families play critical roles in their children’s cognitive, social and emotional 

development from birth through adolescence, and family engagement is one of the 

strongest predictors of children’s school success.” (U.S. Department of Education, 

2013). 

Reasons for parent engagement 

In order to encourage and understand the types of parent engagement selected by parents, it is 

important to place them within a larger context to explain why and how parents become engaged. 

The model by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 

2007; Kathleen V.  Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; K.V. Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997) 

attempts to depict this more comprehensive view of parent involvement by including the 

psychological analysis of why parents become involved. In their development of a model, 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler first show how the typical model of parent engagement 

erroneously depicts a simplified and static relationship between parents, schools, and student 

outcomes, with parent and school factors being the primary determinants. The figure below 

(Figure 1-1) characterizes the model as critiqued by Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (Kathleen V.  

Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995).  
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Figure 1-1 Characterization of the typical model of parent involvement by Hoover-Dempsey et al. 
(1995 

 

Source: Hoover-Dempsey, K. V. and H. M. Sandler (1995). "Parental Involvement in Children’s Education: Why Does 
It Make a Difference?" Teachers College Record 97(2): 310-331. 

In contrast, the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model (HDS model) (see Figure 1-2) details the 

decision process and how additional factors along the way, in addition to parental factors, 

influence each step in a parent’s decision, or ability, to be involved. As the parent constructs her 

parental role, decides to be involved, and then decides what to do, the model depicts how these 

other factors may ultimately affect the type and amount of involvement. The model also 

theorizes the mechanisms through which involvement might influence student performance, 

whether the involvement is modeling, reinforcing, or providing instruction, and whether it’s 

developmentally appropriate and meets the school’s expectations.  
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Figure 1-2 “Causal and Specific Model of Parental Involvement, Focused on Variables of Major 
Significance That Are Also Subject to Intervention and Change” (Kathleen V.  Hoover-Dempsey & 
Sandler, 1995) 

 

Source: Hoover-Dempsey, K. V. and H. M. Sandler (1995). "Parental Involvement in Children’s Education: Why Does 
It Make a Difference?" Teachers College Record 97(2): 310-331.

 

The HDS model is defined in five phases or decision points, with the beginning depicted at the 

bottom of the diagram, and the ultimate outcome at the top (Figure 1-2). In the first step, a parent 

decides to be involved as part of her role construction as a parent. This may be influenced by the 

parent’s own resolve or emotional arousal, influences from direct and vicarious experiences, and 

personal invitations or demands for involvement. Her personal decision may be strengthened if 

she also has a sense of self-efficacy in her ability to be able to help her children with school. In 

the next step, the parent determines how much time and knowledge and other resources she has 

to devote to involvement. For instance, a parent or two-parents may make their employment 
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decisions, or a choice between two schools, based on how much time they think they will have to 

be involved given the job, or how much time the type of school might require of parents. Given 

the prior decisions, parents decide which types of activities they want to do, or are willing to do, 

with their children. Of course, this decision may be static or dynamic or ad-hoc or on-going, e.g. 

parents may make a static commitment to read each day with their children, but then each time 

the school asks for involvement, or their child asks the parent(s) to participate in an activity, the 

parent may need to reevaluate what types of activities they have the time and resources to 

support generally or on that particular day, and which she feels are most valuable. The last 

component of the process is carrying out activities that are high quality, age-appropriate, and in 

line with the school’s expectations.  

Essentially, this more tailored involvement model specifies how the status and dynamic factors 

in the “parent factors” box in the simpler diagram, lead to the parent involvement box. 

Specifically, the model shows that a parent needs to have enough time, and potentially money, at 

each specific point in the decision process; knowledge of what the school expects; and the 

capabilities to adjust to more advanced involvement as the child ages. If a parent doesn’t initially 

have the capability, she’ll need time and resources to gain that ability.  

While this decision model assumes a linear process, which may not fit reality, it is useful as a 

basic frame for analyzing which aspects of a parent’s environment support or prevent parent 

involvement, and at what point in the involvement decision process. For example, if parents in 

this study did not engage in learning activities with their children, how could I determine the 

reason for the absence? If I assumed the absence was based on the parent’s socioeconomic status, 

and then found expected and unexpected associations between involvement and education level 

or income, the evidence at that level would not fully explain the level of involvement and would 

miss the opportunity to identify other potential causes or solutions. If not by socioeconomic 

status, I needed methods to investigate whether the involvement was because a) the parent did 

not see the need for doing certain types of learning activities; b) didn’t have the time for it; c) 

saw the need and had the time but didn’t know what types activities they should do with their 

middle school child, or d) did not have the motivation. Conversely, if a parent did report learning 

activities that were relevant for each of their children’s ages, I would want to understand what 

enabled each of those age-appropriate activities: was it the parents knowledge; did something 

allow them to have or make the time; did they go to a parent workshop at the middle school; did 

a family member or teacher recommend the activity; did the student suggest it; or was it 

something they saw advertised in their community? Lastly, for urban planning purposes, I 

needed to identify if these reasons, one way or the other, were common across multiple parents 

and if there were associations with where they lived, how accessible the schools or workshops or 

activities were, and how much time they spent traveling to work, school, etc. 

For this research, the HDS model, in contrast to the standard model, provides more guidance for 

interpreting from the data how and when influences from outside the school, as well as the 

parent’s personal characteristics, might influence parent engagement. To illustrate my use of 

their model in relation to studying the urban environment, in Figure 1-3 I annotated the HDS 

model to show when and how a parent’s urban environment might influence each step of the 

engagement decision process. 
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Figure 1-3 Urban environment factors added by author to Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler’s model on 
influences on parent involvement 

 

 

TIME-SPACE AND ACCESSIBILITY 

Time is precious, the saying goes, because it is crucial to accessibility given the spatial and 

temporal constraints imposed by human biological and psychological needs, such as the need to 

sleep and eat each day, to have “elbow room” at certain times, and to be physically present in the 

same space and time as other people for certain interactions (Donald G. Janelle, 2004). Since the 

most critical human needs are often met at home, most access planning concerns the distance 

between home and other activities on a daily basis. Thus distance between home and other 

locations, and where different needs must be met, have major influences on parent engagement. 

To analyze space-time constraints in relation to access, Hagerstrand articulated the idea of space-

time autonomy with an accompanying space-time prism to represent a person’s schedule of 
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activity with corresponding travel time to reveal the options that are actually available within 

their daily time budget (Hagerstrand, 1970). Over a person’s life time, Hagerstrand theorized that 

daily access influences life outcomes (Hagerstrand, 1970). Chapple’s work on the size of low 

income women’s activity spaces and their employment outcomes partially confirms 

Hagerstrand’s theory (Chapple, 2002). Janelle’s space-time convergence theory (D. G. Janelle, 

1969), suggests access constraints are overcome through continual increases in travel speeds, 

which allow people to use the time savings to travel farther or to do other activities. However, he 

also recognized the possibility of space-time divergence if transport service levels decline, or if 

people are unable to use the faster travel technologies, as in Stanley’s study of low income 

households who were unable to “transcend place” despite generalized improvements in mobility 

(Stanley, 2010). Both convergence and divergence have direct implications for land use and 

transport planning in the short and long term since they affect household location and travel 

decisions (Alonso, 1960). And household location and travel decisions can influence household 

resources, their social networks, and their general well-being.  

Harvey interprets time-space and accessibility as a foundational aspect of the impact on urban 

geographies from the capitalist production process. Labor’s need to “reproduce itself” each night 

between work days implies a limit on daily travel time and work hours, confining labor markets 

to an accessible commuting range (Harvey, 1989). To avoid work rules and time constraints, 

corporations have created company towns, moved to different labor markets, created social, 

geographical, and functional divisions of labor, and encouraged the public sector to invest in 

transport (Harvey, 1989, p. 19). As transportation and communication improve, and corporations 

reproduce factory conditions around the globe, Harvey describes a space-time compression—the 

benefits of faster travel accrue to companies, not workers; places around the globe become 

fragmented and workers across space and time have similar experiences—rather than a space-

time convergence in which travel time savings provide workers more flexibility (Harvey, 1989; 

Peters, 2006).  

From a sociological perspective, Giddens builds on Hagerstrand’s notion of studying individual 

time-space paths, but emphasizes the importance of recognizing that time is socially conditioned. 

For example, the mechanical clock allowed the standardization of time, which permitted space 

and time to be separated, scheduled, and synchronized (Giddens, 1984). Continual similar 

advancements, such as transportation schedules for passenger and freight travel, and work orders 

that are communicated electronically, contribute to the reorganization of life by allowing people 

to gain access to or control over someone or something without being in the same place at the 

same time (Garrison & Deakin, 1988). These changes in time-space relations reorder social 

organization and social relations, with consequences for daily human interactions (Giddens, 

1984).  

Space-time constraints, controls, convergence, divergence, compression, and social reordering 

have implications for parent engagement since parents have multiple roles each day, often in 

different places. Whether they can locate in a convenient place, obtain flexibility in their work 

hours, access reliable and fast transportation, and coordinate their different responsibilities in 

different locations affects how much time they have to spend with their children.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

To fill the gap in the literature of how urban environment policies fit into this well-studied 

interactive social system of parents, children, schools, and their peers, I designed this study to 

show how the specific physical and economic environment of parents may contribute to the 

persistent student achievement gaps among students of different races, ethnicities, incomes, 

family structures, and neighborhood locations. 

The intent was to further understand the range of topics identified in the education literature but 

not fully studied. For instance, how does transportation prevent parents from attending evening 

meetings at schools or from taking their child to school and afterschool programs each day? Do 

certain housing policies lead to high residential mobility, which is known to be disruptive to 

student achievement (Galster, Marcotte, Mandell, Wolman, & Augustine, 2007; McKoy & 

Vincent, 2008)? Does the lack of businesses in disadvantaged neighborhoods take up parents’ 

time or result in fewer in-home resources?  

A. RESEARCH QUESTION 

To study these interactions, this study posed the following question:  

How does the urban environment—social, economic and physical, affect parents’ 

time, energy and resources to be engaged in their children’s learning?  

Specifically, the research explores these aspects of parents’ environments: 

 the location, availability, and policies associated with affordable housing;  

 the presence and quality of goods and services;  

 the accessibility, quality and costs of neighborhood activities for children, such as parks; 

 job opportunities and employment rules; and  

 the quality, cost, convenience, and connectivity of transportation systems 

Because of the relationship between parents’ behavioral and experiential influences and their 

interaction with their surroundings, travel, and employment opportunities, I also consider 

parents’ socio-demographics when analyzing the effects of external factors on their types and 

level of parent engagement. Therefore, to build upon the external influences recognized in the 

HDS model, Bronfenbenner’s ecological process model, and the time-space models, I developed 

the following figure (Figure 1-1) to depict the set of relationships among personal and external 

factors examined in this study.  
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Source: Author’s interpretation of the literature  

 

B. RESEARCH DESIGN 

To investigate parents’ lives and their surrounding environment, the study had two parts. For 

each of 70 participating families
1
, I collected information on their background and current living 

and work situation through various tools described below. In Part 2, I collected primary and 

secondary background research on the City of Oakland, the physical and economic conditions of 

the family’s neighborhoods, and non-profit organizations and programs in order to depict and 

understand the planning processes, government provided services, and urban environments that 

affect the families and schools in Oakland.  

To gather information on family living conditions, family structures, household economics, 

educational backgrounds, incomes, material resources, time-budgets, and activity patterns, each 

primary parent or caregiver completed a short background survey with 25 questions regarding 

                                                 
1
 Of the 70 families, 66 live in Oakland and have children in the Oakland public schools. Two have children in the 

Oakland public schools, but live in other cities, Richmond and Alameda, and two live in Berkeley and their children 

attend Berkeley public schools1. The four families that do not both live and attend schools in Oakland introduce a 

potential bias to the sample in that they are either not influenced by the urban environment in Oakland, or that their 

engagement is influenced by a different school district. These four families were included in the sample because 

their demographics fit within the target population, and for the two Berkeley, their physical environments are similar 

to families in Oakland since they are near the Oakland/Berkeley border. I took care not to include their travel times 

or distances, or other instances of their data that would skew the results for the Oakland sample.  

Figure 1-1 Relationship among urban policies, neighborhoods, parent 
engagement and urban schools 
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their socioeconomics, housing, employment, and transportation; a two-day time-use diary for one 

weekday and one weekend day; and an in-person semi-structured interview that lasted 

approximately 90 minutes. To begin the study, I met with each caregiver in person, except for a 

few for whom I sent the materials to by email, in order to have a personal connection and to give 

them hard copies of the survey, diary and consent form. They then completed the survey and 

time-use diary on their own time and returned their responses by mail. Upon receipt of their 

completed materials, I contacted them to schedule the interview. They received a $60 Visa card 

at the end of the interview as compensation for their time. 

Participants were recruited through a variety of methods. I posted and distributed flyers in public 

and private spaces and at meetings, such as in libraries, housing authorities, grocery stores, credit 

unions, parks, and meetings of non-profit organizations that interacted with parents. I also posted 

an electronic version of the flyer to email list serves to parent groups and commercial and 

neighborhood districts. Some participants were recruited through the snowball method from 

acquaintances of mine or the other interviewers or from other participants. 

The sample was purposive in order to include a range of incomes, education levels, races, 

ethnicities, family structures, children’s ages, school types, neighborhood locations, housing 

types, and primary transportation modes. This range was to reflect the diversity of parents in 

both the Oakland Unified School District and the city of Oakland. However, while the sample is 

diverse by these characteristics, there is a greater percentage of very low and low income and 

African American parents in the sample than in either the district or the city. More details on the 

sample characteristics are presented in “Chapter Three: Methods”. 

Terminology 

This study uses several terms that are not commonly used in urban planning, or that are 

specifically employed for this study. The following briefly describes their meanings and how 

they will be used. 

 Caregivers versus parents: The sample of participants included both caregivers, who had 

primary responsibility for their children, but were not their biological or adoptive parents, 

and parents. The caregivers included aunts, uncles, older siblings, and grandparents. Unless I 

specify the difference, when I use either caregivers or parents, I am referring to both groups.  

 Engagement versus involvement: I use both terms interchangeably, since that is how they are 

used in parent involvement/engagement research and practice. For some, parent involvement 

is defined more narrowly as involvement at the school site, but I do not apply this narrow 

definition.  

 Learning versus education: I use the term learning to include knowledge gained from a 

variety of sources, formally and informally, whereas education refers mostly to school-based 

formal learning.  

C. CASE SELECTION 

For several reasons, Oakland, California is an ideal case for this research. First, it is one of the 

areas identified by the Bay Area’s regional planning agencies for infill development in order to 

accommodate regional growth more sustainably in areas with existing infrastructure. However, 

the same agencies also noted that Oakland and other older central cities will be a challenge to 
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attract infill development because of “schools in crisis”. Second, Oakland has a diversity of 

people by age, immigrant status, race and ethnicity, income, and family structure. Third, it has 

well-defined neighborhoods throughout the city that have differences in levels of community 

development and involvement, physical design, commercial and public amenities, income levels, 

transportation access, topography, and school quality. Fourth, it is a medium sized city with 

urban problems that are similar to those in other medium sized cities throughout the U.S. 

including poverty, unemployment, crime, and fiscal constraints. 

Oakland is also a unique case because of its location in one of the wealthiest regions in the world 

and a topography that includes mountains and a bay, which shapes the direction of its 

commercial and residential development. These factors have a significant effect on home prices 

and availability. According to the 2011 American Community Survey, the median home price 

was $528,600. The region’s wealth is accompanied by extreme inequality that most Oakland 

residents are not benefitting from. Regionally, employed workers earn a median income of 

$75,898 for households and $90,220 for families, while the median income in Oakland is 

$50,000. At this income, using the rule of thumb that a household can afford home three times its 

income, the majority of households in Oakland, and even most households in the region could 

afford a home worth $150,000 or less. As a result, Oakland is a city with a majority of renters, at 

58%, which is unlike the region, state and country, which range from 43% to 34% renters. 

Another unique aspect of the case is Oakland’s school district’s non-standard school assignment 

policy that allows parents to choose non-neighborhood schools. In addition, the district does not 

provide school transportation because it is not mandated by California law.  

On other measures, Oakland is comparable to other older central cities. The city had a 2.2% 

population loss from 2000 to 2010 despite the surrounding region’s growth of 5.4%. However, 

by the 2011 American Community Survey, the city gained 5,000 residents, potentially 

recovering half of the 10,000 residents it lost in the prior decade. In addition to population loss, 

Oakland also struggles with the quality of its public schools, and neighborhoods are affected by 

crime, unemployment, gangs, disinvestment, foreclosures, and poverty. At approximately 

395,000 residents (ACS 2011), it ranks number 46 in city size in the U.S., which is comparable 

to 15 other cities between 350,000 and 450,000, including New Orleans, Miami, Atlanta, 

Cleveland, Minneapolis, Raleigh, and others. Further, while Oakland’s open-enrollment school 

assignment policy is not standard, an increasing number of urban school districts have adopted 

school choice policies. The school district is also implementing and responding to many other 

types of reforms that other U.S. school districts are implementing, including community full-

service schools, school closures and right-sizing, rampant opening of charter schools leading to 

declines in public school enrollment, restorative justice programs in place of suspensions and 

expulsions, and most relevant for this study, programs to foster greater parent involvement.  

Additional details on Oakland are presented in “Chapter 4: The Case of Oakland” 

D. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The mixed-methods approach used in this research was critical to understanding this topic and to 

both extend and contribute to the existing research. A quantitative analysis was necessary to 

understand to what extent the observations of families were due to the individual characteristics 

and circumstances of parents and families in relation to associations found by similar 
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characteristics in the extensive research on families, time use and children’s educational 

outcomes. Thus, 70 cases of the primary unit of analysis allowed for sufficient repetition to 

check the reproducibility of the evidence for some tests, such as the difference in travel time by 

location or mode for the same travel purpose, and time spent reading to children based on the 

parent’s education level.  

At the same time, the characteristics and circumstances of families are heterogeneous; 

individuals have very different experiences in life that shape their beliefs, attitudes, work 

opportunities, and parenting skills. Each person also has agency and free will, even though it is 

often constrained by societal and structural forces, limited by practical considerations, or affected 

by singular phenomenon. How people choose to respond, or are able to respond to their 

circumstances are based on their personalities, knowledge, social supports and networks, and 

available opportunities given time and space constraints. The ethnographic interviews of each 

family, helped to validate and interpret the quantitative findings. 

Combined, the repetition from the multiple units of analysis, and the in-depth ethnographic 

information creates a more comprehensive picture for understanding in what ways people with 

similar characteristics, such as education levels and income, are affected by their urban 

environments—social, economic and physical. Existing research is lacking in rich empirical 

evidence that seeks to understand these specific mechanisms (Phillips, 2011).  

Although the mixed methods approach aided in making sense of complex daily lives, this study 

has limits and constraints. Quantitatively, I was not always able to collect the same type of 

information from every household. Some caregivers were not as thorough or accurate in 

completing the time use diaries, and some interviews did not reveal as much information as 

others. Also, I only had two in-person interactions with each caregiver, and sometimes they were 

close together, even less than two weeks. Other times, the two interactions were further apart and 

this distance in time proved that major changes can occur in peoples’ lives in a few months, such 

as a home burglary, job change, housing move, or child custody decision. These instances 

highlighted the value of more longitudinal studies of individual families. While the single in-

depth interview in this study was useful for learning about some of these past events, it was 

limited for capturing all the events, decision processes, constraints, people, etc. 

The sample size is also limiting. While 70 in-depth interviews provides for rich ethnographic 

detail, 70 cases broken into three large income groups of around 23 cases each, does not allow 

for sophisticated modeling. Yet, it does allow for tests of association and differences between 

groups, such as t-tests and ANOVA. Nevertheless, these statistics are not always definitive, and 

the sample size makes it difficult to control for other factors.  

For this study, the current coding and analysis of the time-use diaries is focused on the main 

caregiver or parent in the study. Additional coding is necessary to account for multi-tasking, 

where the children were when they weren’t with their parent, and what the other parent was 

doing in two-parent households. Some families did not record where all the children were 

throughout the day if they were not with their parents. In some cases, I asked where they were 

during the interview and made notes on the diaries and it was captured in the audio transcription. 

Piecing together each child’s whereabouts will take additional coding to augment the time-use 

database with additional information from the interviews, but this will be left for future studies. 
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More detail on these points, recruitment, and others are in Chapter 3 Methods.  

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Through the analysis of the detailed qualitative and quantitative data from each family, as well as 

the data on their urban environments, I confirm that deficiencies in the urban environment for 

transportation, community development, housing, and neighborhood amenities affect parents’ 

time, energy and resources in ways that reduce the additional time and resources they need to 

provide and sustain the broad range of recommended parent engagement activities. Although 

parents must first have the motivation and will to help their children as the first step to parent 

engagement, the existence or lack of any of the above supportive factors in their life, makes the 

difference in whether they want to help their children, but can’t, and to what extent they can 

translate their desire to engage into meaningful and ongoing actions as their children develop. 

The research findings also confirmed that many of the supports parents and families need are 

eroding in central cities. Other researchers have also found that the “back to the city” and 

“resurgence of cities” movements are only positively affecting some neighborhoods, while sharp 

inequities in health and wealth remain, and are increasing (Galbraith, 2012). Oakland is 

representative of these stark contrasts. While some neighborhoods are filled with million dollar 

homes and parents hold postgraduate degrees, in other neighborhoods in Oakland, as much as 

86% of the adult population has less than a high school education, and low income families 

struggle to obtain employment, and face challenging housing and transportation problems.  

While planners interested in promoting urban infill to slow urban sprawl to undeveloped areas 

should be happy with the recent resurgence of city population growth, planners also should be 

looking for new solutions for the neighborhoods that have been in decline since the 1960s, and 

are still being overlooked by investment from both private firms and the public sector, amidst the 

resurgence in other neighborhoods.  

A solution that has largely been overlooked by traditional planning processes is more community 

support of families and schools (Warner & Rukus, 2013). It is not that planners are unaware of 

schools and the implications for the well-being of urban residents. In the San Francisco Bay 

Area, planners stated clearly in their long range plan for the region that urban “schools in crisis” 

are one of the top challenges to sustainable regional growth (Metropolitan Transportation 

Commission, 2010). But most planners have been largely quiet in the education reform debates 

and have not engaged with the education literature. Few have made the connection to the 

community-supported side of the raging school reform movement. Only recently has school 

choice and the affordability of student transportation been studied by planners in terms of access 

and equity (N. McDonald, Librera, & Deakin, 2004; Mikulecky, 2013; E. J. Wilson, Marshall, 

Wilson, & Krizek, 2010), and the importance of community development to schools is still a 

small body of work within planning research (Silverman, 2014). 

The focus on urban planning and policy issues and their connection to education does not mean 

that I believe urban planning and policy solutions to be sufficient to address the challenges. 

School performance is a complex matter, and several variables affect student achievement. 

Education experts have focused on teacher quality, principal leadership, and in-school resources. 

These surely are key factors that require continuing improvement. Still, a student’s family’s 

socioeconomic status (SES), parent involvement, and neighborhood effects have all been found 
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to be important to educational outcomes (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. Markman, 2005; Galster et al., 

2007; Kozol, 1991; Lee & Shute, 2010; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sirin, 2005). In 

addition, the education literature since the 1960s has shown that these external factors are as 

important to student achievement as teachers, principals, and school resources (J.S. Coleman, 

1966; Cuban, 1990; McGuinn, 2006; Schorr, 1997). Of the top for reasons often citied why 

children do well in school, parent engagement is often number three or four, after excellent 

teachers, principal leadership, and complex school resources. What I show in this dissertation is 

how parent engagement can be deterred or facilitated by the quality of the urban environment.  

GUIDE TO DISSERTATION CHAPTERS 

The dissertation proceeds in the following six chapters.  

Chapter 2 Literature review on parent engagement and the interactions between time-

budgets and space  This dissertation brings together two separate literatures; the research on 

influences on parent engagement in their children’s education, and studies of how urban space 

affects individual time-budgets. 

Chapter 3 Methods  In this chapter I provide the detailed explanations for the case selection, 

sampling procedures, data collection tools, and data analysis. Specifically, I explain why I chose 

a mixed-methods single-case approach using both quantitative tools of analysis for time-use and 

accessibility, as well as more in-depth ethnographic interview methods. I also describe the 

coding procedures for the time-use diaries and the interviews. Appendices contain samples of the 

time-use diary, survey, and interview script, and lists of activity codes, and interview codes 

around relevant themes. 

Chapter 4 Oakland’s urban environment  This chapter provides a brief review of the case of 

Oakland, beginning with its historical development and how it shaped the current geographic 

layout and physical and economic characteristics of its neighborhoods, housing market, and 

transportation system. The chapter then provides an overview of the current state of Oakland, 

including the job market, the City’s budget, crime levels, and transportation system performance. 

The last section provides more detail on the Oakland Unified School District (OUSD), and the 

relevant policies for this study, including its policies for school assignment and transportation, 

and upcoming implementation of its vision for “full-service community schools”. This review of 

Oakland and the school district is necessary in order to explain the influences of segregation, 

accessibility, affordability, community development, and crime on parent engagement, and the 

justification for this single case.  

Chapter 5 Findings on time use and parent engagement  In this first analytical chapter, the 

focus is on how household and individual characteristics, such as the number of caregivers, 

family size, income, education level, and employment status affect parents daily time use and 

resources and therefore the type of activities they do for and with their children. This chapter 

categorizes parent engagement by the Epstein et al. parent engagement types, and statistically 

measures the associations between personal and household characteristics and time on specific 

activities. The associations in this chapter inform the investigation for the next chapter: how 

policies, programs, and physical structures in parents’ external environments interact with 

parents personal characteristics to explain their involvement.  
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Chapter 6 Findings on parent engagement and the infrastructure of everyday lives  In this 

second analytical chapter, through individual case analysis at the neighborhood level, I show 

how a family’s physical, social, and economic environment in and around their home, including 

neighborhood safety, nearby amenities, the accessibility, costs, and quality of transportation, the 

costs, size, condition and location of housing, the recreation costs and quality, and the presence 

and outreach of community organizations, affect parent engagement. The neighborhood analysis 

shows how families respond to similar neighborhood conditions. These findings contribute to the 

neighborhoods effects research within the parent involvement literature by explaining the causal 

mechanisms that link neighborhood conditions to parent engagement. From an urban planning 

perspective, it explains how various conditions in the urban environment related to parent 

engagement, including work schedules, transportation costs, transit system characteristics, 

housing location, affordable housing policies, park conditions, and community development. 

This chapter draws from the unique dataset developed for this study. It is different from (1) 

studies based on large datasets on time use or the SES of parents in relation to children’s 

outcomes that are devoid of specific location information or detailed personal characteristics, or 

(2) studies using in-depth ethnographies from a few cases that help to understand specific 

mechanisms, but do not have enough data to make statistical comparisons either by location or 

individual characteristics.  

Chapter 7 Conclusion  The conclusion responds to the two findings chapters on the forces that 

contribute to the structural, economic and physical differences among neighborhoods and similar 

forces that affect household resources. A key finding is that the school choice process has not 

solved the issue that lower income children are more likely to attend lower performing schools, 

but it has increased the burden on low income families who choose to send their children to non-

neighborhood schools. The time and cost to travel to these schools can reduce the time and 

resources families have for parent engagement. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE ON PARENT ENGAGEMENT, AND 

URBAN ENVIRONMENT EFFECTS ON TIME BUDGETS AND 

ACCESSIBILITY 
 

This chapter provides a review of the two literatures that shape this dissertation. The first section 

provides a more extensive review of the parent engagement literature briefly covered in Chapter 

1, specifically the theoretical and empirical research on why it matters, what influences it, and 

what schools have done to encourage it. The second section complements the influences portion 

of the parent engagement literature with a review of the theories and studies of the interaction 

between urban conditions, time-budgets, and travel. This section also reviews research on 

housing and community development.  

2.1 PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

The parent engagement literature is vast and extensive and studied from several disciplines, 

including anthropology, economics, education, psychology, public policy, sociology, and social 

welfare The research has studied the spectrum of engagement from reasons parents engage with 

their children’s learning, to the student outcomes from engagement, to methods for increasing 

and supporting more engagement. This review covers three strands of this literature as follows.  

The first section defines parent engagement, why it matters, and what it entails. In order to better 

understand the barriers to engagement, it’s necessary to understand the range of activities that are 

considered “parent engagement” by researchers, and to identify the outcomes of the different 

types.  This first section begins with the general evidence in support of engagement for 

improving student outcomes, and is followed by descriptions of the types of engagement. I use 

the three categories at-school, home-based, and with the community, and six types of 

engagement defined by Epstein and her colleagues (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009). For the 

different types and categories, I briefly describe the theories for why that type of parent 

engagement is important and what evidence there is for student outcomes whether academic, 

behavioral, social, or cognitive.  

The second section of the review focuses on reasons parents decide, or are able, to engage. 

Specifically, I review the research that finds associations among individual characteristics and 

barriers to engagement, such as a parent’s education level, employment status, income, and 

family structure, as well as exogenous effects such as neighborhood conditions, housing 

mobility, transportation issues, and work conflicts. This section is directly related to the main 

hypothesis of this research which seeks to understand how various exogenous barriers interact 

with individual characteristics to affect levels of parent engagement. 

The third section reviews some of the strategies that schools have used to increase engagement 

by addressing barriers in the school, home, and neighborhoods. In the school, topics include 

changing the school culture, implementing outreach and training programs for parents on 

parenting and engagement, and working with the surrounding community to link services to 

students and families. I cover this material because understanding what has worked; what has 
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been recommended but not fully implemented; and what has been tried but failed, is important 

for understanding the magnitude of different barriers and whether current practice is actually 

addressing the causes or the symptoms. It also highlights which types of groups and government 

departments are involved in education and school improvements. In this study, with the focus on 

exogenous variables, I hypothesize that most of the causes are not being addressed and that 

strategies to help schools, individuals, and communities to overcome or work around the causes 

are not adequate because they are not reaching out to a more diverse set of practitioners who 

affect the away-from-school factors in students and parents lives.  

SECTION ONE: WHAT IS PARENT ENGAGEMENT AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT? 

Parent engagement includes a range of activities that I loosely organize into three categories with 

corresponding types based on the literature. Hoover-Dempsey et al. have defined three 

categories; “home-based behaviors (e.g., helping with homework), school-based activities (e.g., 

attending school events”), and parent-teacher communication (e.g. about homework)” (K.V. 

Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). I collapsed these three into two categories, home-based and 

school-based, and add a third, community based, drawing from the types of engagement in the 

community that Epstein recommends, such as attending museums, communicating with other 

parents, and involving children in community organizations, such as the scouts. These three 

categories; home-based, school-based, and community-based each contain specific types of 

activities and provide a comprehensive framework for the research on the outcomes from parent 

engagement.  

Although some researchers in the field acknowledge there has not been enough empirical, 

longitudinal, or controlled experiments on the outcomes from parent engagement, Hoover-

Dempsey et al. argue that there is a there is a growing and multi-disciplinary body of research 

that supports the assertion that parents influence students’ learning and educational success” 

(K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Others are less tentative and argue that numerous studies 

have shown parent involvement leads to improved individual outcomes in school and adult life 

(J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009; A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and 

Don Davies, 2007; Newman & Chin, 2003; H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). Specifically, engagement 

has been positively associated with student performance on school assignments and tests, as well 

as other indicators for school success, such as lower rates of grade retention and drop-outs, and 

higher rates of participation in advanced courses and on-time graduation (See citations for 

studies by Barnard, 2004; Ma, 1999; Marcon, 1999; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999 Trusty, 1999 in 

Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005). Rothstein (Rothstein, 2004) summarizes many of these findings, 

noting that four decades of scholarly research to further test Coleman’s 1966 finding that peer 

and family influences have a greater influence on student achievement than schools, have “not 

been able to attribute less than two-thirds of the variation in achievement among schools to the 

family characteristics of their students” (Rothstein, 2004, p. 14). 

To identify the above outcomes, researchers and practitioners have studied a range of parents’ 

activities in relation to student outcomes. The theory supporting parent engagement relates to 

child and adult development, how humans learn, and the types of supports that each needs. Both 

school and home supports are important because excellent teaching is beneficial for in-school 

learning, but it does not meet the other crucial developmental needs of children. The other needs, 

including positive support, physical and emotional stability, and activities outside of school, need 

to be met by parents or other adult caregivers. Through the provision of adequate nutrition and 
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healthcare, stable housing, emotional connections, and stimulating environments, parents help 

children to be able to focus in school, and to develop the building blocks for lifelong learning, 

including early brain development, cognitive skills, social competence, self-discipline, and 

emotional maturity (Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010; J. G. Dryfoos, 1994; A. Lareau, 

1989; Neuman, 2009; Rothstein, 2004).  

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler further specify important psychological processes and attributes 

supported by teachers and parents that are necessary for student achievement, including a “sense 

of personal competence and efficacy for learning”, mastery orientation, “perceptions of personal 

control over school outcomes”,” self-regulatory knowledge and skills; “attentive, adaptive school 

behavior; engagement in schoolwork; and beliefs about the importance of education” (see review 

for further studies in (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005)). To summarize the application and 

relevance of these attributes to schoolwork, they use the following phrases: “I can do this work”; 

“I know how to do this work”; and “I want to do this work”.  

Parents also help children to develop skills and competencies when they set structures for basic 

routines, such as hygiene, household chores, being on time for school, and finishing homework. 

These skills help children with classroom learning by teaching self-discipline, time management 

and organization (J. G. Dryfoos, 1994). Specific learning activities like reading to or with a child, 

or even in front of a child, allows children to gain an appreciation for and understanding of books 

and the importance and enjoyment of reading (Neuman, 2009).  

Consequently, many schools have developed parent engagement and parenting skills programs in 

an effort to improve student achievement. Parent engagement programs raise parent awareness of 

educational issues, expand a parent’s social network, and provide resources, such as books, 

computers, a place to study, and after school programs (Neuman, 2009; Sirin, 2005). Investing in 

parent engagement is attractive to researchers and practitioners alike because the programs are 

relatively low-cost and have the potential to increase student learning by increasing at-home 

educational resources for parents and students, regardless of the family’s socioeconomic status. 

Helping parents to be engaged is lower cost than providing more at-school supports for students 

with few resources at home. 

Specific types of engagement 

Home-based activities 

Parenting 

Parenting involves a range of activities that support children’s learning. Many parenting 

activities require financial resources, such as providing health care, nutrition, clothing, and 

housing. Other parenting activities address psychosocial factors such as providing the motivation 

to learn and guiding the development of a child’s self-concept (Dika & Singh, 2002). Parents 

should know about, and discuss school with their children; supervise their non-school activities; 

spend time with them on other activities; set expectations; and express aspirations for their 

children’s future. 

Stable housing is probably one of the most important basic needs that parents need to provide as 

a support to their child’s academic performance. Having a long-term home allows parents to 

establish a routine and have a sense of security and predictability for their children. When daily 
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grooming, self-care, and housing maintenance activities are routine and stable, children can more 

easily develop routines around their school work and create homework and study habits. Stable 

housing also allows parents to establish chores around the house, and to create conducive spaces 

for homework and other activities. Kids will also learn by watching their parent(s) take care of 

the same home over time, learning vicariously about organization, time management, and 

responsibility.  

If a family’s housing is unhealthy or crowded, or in an unsafe neighborhood, the family has to 

live with stressors, and is more likely to move. Both the stressors and the moving are barriers to 

parent engagement. In high mobility situations, parents have to spend their time finding housing, 

moving, and negotiating with landlords or housing agencies, instead of with their children. If 

housing is crowded, children may not get enough sleep; have space for homework or creative 

activities, or even a place to feel comfortable and safe. Moving also makes it difficult to provide 

learning aids at home, including toys, books, computers and internet access. Money or time to 

find programs that donate these types of things, is the biggest barrier to obtaining at-home 

leaning materials, but multiple moves and robberies can be a secondary barrier to keeping 

learning supplies through each move (McKoy & Vincent, 2008; Neuman, 2009). 

Organizing children’s activities and time is another important engagement activity that requires a 

parent’s time each day (J. L. Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Newman & Chin, 2003). When kids use 

free time to play or to be involved in structured activities, it is a reflection of how their parents 

organized and structured their day. Organization allows parents to allocate enough time for 

important developmental activities, including mealtimes, sleep regimens, and reading, and to 

limit passive activities such as television.  

Time for reading each day is important to academic performance for obvious reasons that have 

been well-documented in the literature. Television, on the other hand, may have the negative 

effects that some have identified because it cuts into time for reading and studying (Hofferth & 

Sandberg, 2001), as well as the “the talks, the games, the family festivities, and arguments” in 

which children learn and their character is developed (U. Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, 1986). When the television set is turned on, Maccoby concluded in 1951 that 

family life is “parallel” rather than interactive (Maccoby, 1951). However, until recently studies 

in the physical sciences on the effects on children’s learning have been less conclusive. Since the 

turn of the century, the American Pediatric Association has recommended guidelines against too 

much television for children because of the associations with decreased school performance, as 

well as “violent or aggressive behavior, substance use, sexual activity, obesity, poor body 

image”(American Academy of Pediatricts Committee on Public Education, 2001). More 

recently, they recommended a stronger guideline advising parents not to expose children under 

two years old to television or other “screen time” because it interferes with the development of 

the brain. The academy recommends positive interactive play time with other children and adults 

until children are old enough to process the sights and sounds of television (American Academy 

of Pediatrics, 2009). Meal time is one of the times when children can have those types of positive 

interactions. Family meals are likely to be correlated with children’s well-being because they 

contribute to a stable and organized family life, which may lead to fewer behavior problems 

(Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Seep routines and adequate amounts of sleep further support these 

other activities and should be associated with parent engagement in their child’s development 

(Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001).  
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The above parenting activities can be independent of a family’s income, but much of the research 

on parenting and academic achievement focuses on family economics. In Sirin’s meta review of 

the literature on student backgrounds in relation to achievement, he criticizes studies for over-

emphasis on economics. Although they may refer to their control variables as socioeconomic 

status (SES), researchers often condense the three separate components of SES; social, 

economic, and class into a single factor, often poverty status or income. He argues this approach 

does little to represent the social (Sirin, 2005). When researches include more specific measures, 

they find that social supports provided by parents can be powerful counterweights to a lack of 

economic supports. Even the occasional expressions of aspirations and expectations from parents 

to their children will help to motivate a student to stay in school and work hard despite a lack of 

material wealth (Don & Stage, 1992; Hauser & Anderson, 1991; Mau & Bikos, 2000; Rothstein, 

2004; Seginer, 1983). 

There is an extensive empirical literature that links the time parents spend time with children on 

“intellectual matters”, regardless of the parent’s wealth or education level, to academic outcomes 

(Dika & Singh, 2002; Phillips, 2011). Studies have shown that social interaction within families, 

what James Coleman calls “family social capital”, can influence a child’s academic development 

“over and above heredity traits and parents’ educational background (J. S. Coleman, 1988, 

Phillips, 2011 #1233). These findings provide the justification for the US Department of 

Education’s grant programs for schools to provide parenting workshops and parent liaisons who 

encourage and coach parents on how to spend this type of time with their children (J. L. Epstein, 

and Associates, 2009; U.S. Department of Education, 2013). One of the common programs is 

STEP, Systematic Training for Effective Parenting.  

Studies on parent-child communications and early child development have informed programs 

like STEP and others. By studying conversations between parents and their preschoolers, 

researchers identified that sentence structure, word count, word complexity, tone, and other 

factors was associated with children’s academic test results when they entered grade school. By 

engaging in more complex conversations with their children, parents can positively affect a 

child’s language development, vocabulary, reading skills, and self-confidence (Rothstein, 2004). 

Programs that have worked with parents on communication techniques have shown success 

(Phillips, 2011; G. J. Whitehurst, David S. Arnold, Jeffery N. Epstein, Andrea L. Angell, 

Meagan Smith, and Janet E. Fischel, 1994). In Stone’s analysis of the student surveys from the 

1988 National Education Longitudinal Study to determine the relative influence of family, child, 

and school on home communication about school as children transitioned to high school, there 

was a relatively small effect from school processes. Overall, the variation of change in home 

communication between 8
th

 grade and 10
th

 grade were related to child and parent factors, not 

school factors. In particular, adaptive demands of the families, such as to unemployment, family 

size, and non-English home language, rather than skills or beliefs, seemed to hinder parents’ 

ability to continue communicating about school as their children entered and progressed through 

the first years of high school (Stone, 2006). 

Schools also develop programs that seek to complement or make up for fewer social supports in 

a child’s home. The complementary programs are especially important in areas where students 

may experience trauma on a regular or daily basis from living in a neighborhood with high crime 

and violence. For instance, when asked about a new mentoring program for male adolescents in 

the Oakland Unified School District (OUSD), the Department administrator for OUSD's Full 

Service Community Schools program stressed that children need three things to learn: 1) to feel 
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safe; 2) to have a caring relationship with an adult who believes in them; and 3) to have high 

expectations set for them (Grady, 2012). These are key parenting roles identified by Epstein, but 

OUSD is also trying to provide them through new programs for students who may not be getting 

enough of these supports at home. Schools are also initiating Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) 

programs based on the growing body of evidence that schools can teach the five core elements of 

SEL: “self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision-making.” As noted above, these are skills that parents should also model for their 

children (Cohen, 2006). 

Learning activities at home 

Learning at home includes some of the basic parenting skills, but goes beyond them to include a 

broad base of learning activities (Carreón, Drake, & Barton, 2005; Elias, Bryan, Patrikakou, & 

Weissberg, 2003). However, most researchers trying to understand the mechanisms that might 

explain the achievement gap by race and socioeconomics have focused on the typical at-home 

learning activities promoted by schools, such as help with homework, reading, conversation, and 

activities over the summer break. Large samples of time use data have shown differences in the 

amount of time spent on these activities by race, ethnicity, and income levels and association 

with different types of academic achievement (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. Markman, 2005; Phillips, 

2011; Rothstein, 2004). Some studies do not use actual time-use, but proxies for time-use such as 

the mother’s employment or the family size, based on time-use studies that these parent 

characteristics affect the time a mother spends with her children. In contrast, Meredith Phillip’s a 

recent study using the Panel Study of Income Dynamics’s Child Development Supplement 

(CDS), uses the dataset’s two-day time-use diary data, longitudinal demographic information on 

the family, and in-person interview data to show actual time spent on different activities. Her 

analysis of the actual time-use data reveals how parents who spend a few extra minutes a day 

reading with or talking to their young children (0-6 years), provide their children with hundreds 

of extra hours of learning before their children enter school. This extra learning time, is what has 

been shown to pay off educationally in the short and longer term and what several argue helps to 

explain the achievement gap that begins before children enter pre-school (Phillips, 2011). 

But time alone is not a definitive measure for explaining the achievement gap. Quality also 

matters and large datasets on time-use do not include measures on the nature of the interaction, 

such as how a mother and child might talk about the book they are reading together. The time us 

differences found by Hofferth and Sandberg depict the problem with looking at time alone. 

Using time-use data, they identified that White adolescents spent more time reading for pleasure 

than Black and Latino children, but Black and Latino children spent the same or more time 

studying than White children (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Thus, for certain activities, there is 

not necessarily a correlation between more time and higher achievement, nor did they find 

consistent associations between time on learning activities and race or ethnicity. The authors note 

that the longer time on homework might reflect children’s competencies, perhaps because they 

are reading less and therefore require more time to do their homework. Phillips also notes that 

some of the studies have not controlled for the interaction between socioeconomics or class and 

race and ethnicity. Further, there still have not been enough smaller and ethnographic studies on 

both the quantity and quality of interaction with non-white participants (Phillips, 2011).  

In their study of immigrant families, Carreón et al argue for parental engagement to be 

understood more broadly than just time spent on these formal learning activities. They suggest 
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that researchers need to identify parents’ presence in all types of “schooling [emphasis added]”, 

including formal school space, and more personal, informal spaces (Carreón et al., 2005). 

Several other studies support the argument that learning happens in a variety of contexts and 

advocate for children to participate in more family and community routines and activities, 

including some “market work such as babysitting and newspaper delivery”. These jobs help 

children with socialization, language development, handling responsibilities, and developing 

skills at a young age (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Carreon et al. argue that children’s declining 

participation in family and community routines is because home-based learning is not 

encouraged or valued enough by schools. This devaluation of home learning experiences, they 

argue, may explain why some parents are reluctant to engage in traditional school-parent settings 

and do not encourage home-based learning. Studies found parents who go along with the 

school’s established rules and procedures are appreciated, whereas those who question the 

practices or have other ways of engaging with their children’s education are seen as problematic 

or uninterested (Carreón et al., 2005; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003). They stress that this 

is counterproductive, citing a study by Weiss and Edwards (H. M. E. Weiss, M. E., 1992) that 

found that parents who participated in activities others than those provided by their children’s 

schools, such as adult education and family counseling, found them to be more beneficial to their 

ability to support their children’s educational experiences.  

Epstein’s work on parent engagement has also reported that schools should undertake non-

typical engagement activities that invite more collaboration between parents and their children at 

home. For instance, teachers or parent liaisons would provide guidance to parents on developing 

“homemade homework” using every day concepts for learning, such as writing a letter to a 

grandparent, rather than working on formal homework assignments (J. L. Epstein, & Van 

Voorhis, F. L., 2001). Assigning chores and playing games together are among some of the other 

effective home-based learning opportunities. As long as chores are not excessive, they teach 

children time management skills, a sense of responsibility, contribution to their family, and 

potentially, hands on skills that are complementary to learning (Elias et al., 2003). Doing chores 

together also allows parents and children to spend more time together, which may lead to 

conversations about school and future goals. Others take a more traditional view and are not as 

supportive of chores and activities that may be enriching and part of parenting, but not related to 

academic achievement (Cooper et al., 2010). Researchers also caution that there is a difference 

between chores and a level of responsibility that turns into unpaid work that cuts into a student’s 

study time (Coulton, 2008). In families with older and younger children, studies have found that 

as parents work more, older siblings take on the responsibility of caring for younger children, 

and that this can come at the expense of the older children’s study time (Gennetian et al., 2002; 

Newman & Chin, 2003). Other studies have also found that teenage employment can limit their 

involvement in school and family activities, increase use of smoking and marijuana and lead to 

cynical views of work (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). However, parent engagement with their 

child about their work experience, as well as the type and amount of work the child selects, can 

mediate the effects and thus youth work status is not generically good or bad. The type, timing, 

and interpretation of the work experience may influence outcomes.  
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School-based involvement 

Communicating with the school 

Advocates for parent engagement argue that parent interactions with the school are just as 

important as home-based activities. When parents communicate regularly with their children’s 

teachers and others at the school, the benefits accrue to the parents, the school, and their children 

(Comer, 1980; J. Eccles & Harold, 1993; J. L. Epstein & Sheldon, 2002). When teachers contact 

parents, parents are more likely to volunteer and to be involved in the parent-teacher 

organization (Feuerstein, 2000; Kerbow & Bernhardt, 1993). They also are more likely to 

communicate with their children at home about school. More communication with the school can 

also build social capital between the parents and teachers and allow the parents to feel more 

comfortable advocating on their children’s behalf. Further, the teacher is more likely to respond 

favorably to parent requests if the parent is regularly in communication and involved (Feuerstein, 

2000; Horvat et al., 2003; A. Lareau, 1989). More involved parents also may have more support 

for their children during the difficult adolescent years. As adolescents mature, parent contact 

with the school helps them to stay apprised of what the student should be doing, in and out of 

school, to ensure graduation. Parent teacher meetings and other school visits also provide a good 

opportunity for parents to share information with one another. Studies show that higher 

achieving students’ parents are more likely to have more frequent communication and to learn 

from each other because they interact at school, at soccer games, and other outside of school 

activities (Horvat et al., 2003). This parent-to-parent interaction can be especially helpful with 

the adolescent years.  

Volunteering at the school 

Volunteering at their children’s school is another way for parents to be able to meet the teachers. 

When necessary, in exchange for their volunteer time, or because they earned the respect of the 

teacher, they may even be able to “call in a favor” from the teacher if the child needs extra 

support or is having problems in school, etc. (Newman & Chin, 2003). By getting to know the 

parents better, teachers may be more likely to provide referrals to families for additional support 

for their children if the teacher is in regular contact with the parent and perceives that the parent 

is interested in being involved (J. L. Epstein & Sanders, 2006). 

At-school involvement is also linked to at-home involvement. In a study of one school, parent 

volunteers or parents who reported having some contact with school staff through phone 

conversations with teachers, informal visits to the school, attendance at school activities, or visits 

to the Family Center, were among the group of thirteen parents able to provide direct, one-on-

one homework help to their children (Mapp, 2003). Hoover-Dempsey, et al also report on several 

other studies with similar findings of the link between parent engagement programs at schools 

and the parents ability to provide more at-home support (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). 

However, volunteering tapers off after elementary school (Elias et al., 2003; Stone, 2006). Some 

parents lessen their volunteer time because they don’t have time to both provide care for their 

younger children and volunteer in their older children’s middle school. Others might be burned 

out from having dedicated so much energy to their children’s first years when the child is more 

reliant upon them for all their needs; eating, getting dressed, and even walking into the correct 

classroom. For others, the school environment plays a role in whether they continue to volunteer 

at the middle school level. Middle schools often are not as welcoming for school volunteers. This 
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is potentially a reflection of what the students want at that age—most middle-school students 

don’t like having their parents around school, as well as intentional actions of some schools. 

Schools understand children’s development processes and adolescents’ desires for more 

autonomy, and they also are aware that teachers may not need as many “extra hands” in the 

classroom or on the playground as children get older. Schools also recognize that as children 

move from childhood to adulthood, they need to develop non-familial relationships with other 

adults (J. Eccles & Harold, 1993). Thus, the potential volunteer roles for a parent decline as 

children become more self-sufficient and schools treat students more like adults.  

However, a decline in volunteering during the middle-school years may contribute to parents 

losing touch with how their children are doing in school and students becoming more at-risk for 

dropping out of school (J. Eccles & Harold, 1993; Simon, 2004). Children of parents with less 

education may be especially at higher risk since their parents might not be able to help them with 

the more advanced level homework. Further, if the same parents are no longer in touch with the 

school, they are less likely to know where to find tutors or afterschool programs to help their 

children with the advanced homework (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Sheldon & Van 

Voorhis, 2004). Parents also need to get in touch with multiple teachers, potentially one for each 

subject, and as they become less familiar with the school, contacting more than one teacher 

becomes more difficult. 

Participation in school decision making  

A step up from volunteering at school is participation in school decision making. Being involved 

in the decision making can make parents feel respected and validated by the school, which will 

help to sustain and even increase their involvement (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009). Studies 

have found that levels of involvement in school decision making varies with the social capital in 

the community and the school’s view of the community (Feuerstein, 2000). Schools with higher 

shares of low-income and minority students tend to view the community as in need of direction 

and control whereas schools in higher income communities are more willing to work 

collaboratively with parents. Scholars relate these two different types of relationships to Bowles’ 

and Gintis’ theory on the capitalist worker-employer divisions and strong class biases embedded 

in societal relationships. They argue these relationships are reproduced in the educational 

experience for both students and their parents (S Bowles; Samuel Bowles & Gintis, 2002; A. 

Lareau, 1989). Less respect by the school is perceived by the parents and can harm their interest 

in engagement (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).  

Collaborating with the community 

Researchers focused on parent involvement primarily talk about the home- and school-based 

activities, but a subset of research focuses on how parents should also draw upon community 

resources. The school-community literature expands to topics beyond parent engagement to 

include ways a community might support activities at the school, and vice-versa, but this section 

of the review focuses on parents. Later sections discuss the school-community partnership.  

The support that children need as they mature may be further supported by participating in any 

number of activities in their community with their families. Because children spend much more 

time out-of-school in their homes and neighborhoods each year, than in school, 4,700 waking 
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hours versus 1,150 waking hours, (Education, 2009), children do better when some of the out-of-

school time is away from home and in the community.  

Parent engagement activities with their children in the community may include “going to church, 

eating meals, and visiting with others” and are expected to lead to fewer behavioral problems by 

offering children support as they struggle with their adolescence (figuring out their identity and 

what it means for their future, etc.) (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Communities also provide 

additional resources and opportunities that parents cannot provide on their own. Activities that 

are structured, such as sports, can improve children’s self-esteem through “the development of 

physical and social skills” (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Phillips cites several studies that have 

shown an association between participation in structured activities, such as sports or other 

organizations, and higher math scores and fewer behavior problems for students with similar 

demographic backgrounds (Phillips, 2011). A parent’s organizational role in their child’s life is 

important for children’s participation in structured activities, because children are more likely to 

enroll in these types of group activities, and to stick with them, when their parents are helping to 

identify the activities, encouraging them to enroll, and supporting their involvement by providing 

transportation, going to the events, and meeting other parents. But planning and paying for these 

activities is increasingly dependent upon a parent’s time, money, and energy since public sector 

funds for community programs are dwindling. As income inequality increases, researchers have 

begun to link the income related achievement gap to the additional activities, or “supplementary 

education” that wealthier families or communities can provide for their children (Gordon et al., 

2005).  

Because of these disparities, Epstein and others suggest both schools and communities need to 

provide various programs, subsidies, and services that help parents to help their children 

participate in these types of activities. Some schools reach out to parents so it is not the sole 

responsibility of parents to find these activities. Whether families reach out to community 

resources can be impacted by their individual and neighborhood influences, therefore it is helpful 

if the school can help to reach out to community resources (Coulton, 2008).  

But the issue of the importance of community engagement for student performance is not a 

settled matter. In the popular press and media about school reform debates, there continue to be 

discussions as to whether extracurricular activities or community activities are necessary or just 

an additional benefit, while academic achievement is ultimately the responsibility of teachers. In 

a radio interview (Fleming, 2012) on his new book, That used to be us: How America fell behind, 

Thomas Friedman, the New York Times columnist argued for the importance of community 

involvement. "We need a collective effort" he said and expressed his fatigue with teachers being 

targeted as the problem. Yes “we need better teachers”, but “we need better neighbors, better 

parents, better politicians” (Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011). His comments were a direct 

reference to the ongoing education wars (Anrig, 2013) about increasing achievement by holding 

schools more accountable, regardless of student background, or by providing more resources in 

students’ homes and neighborhoods, in addition to improving school practices.  

SECTION TWO: ASSOCIATIONS WITH AND BARRIERS TO PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

In this section, I review the research on why parents decide to engage, and why they select 

different types of engagement activities. In the literature, reasons for parent engagement are 

typically studied from one of three perspectives on what affects engagement decisions and 
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activities: 1) socioeconomic status, 2) psychological processes, and external influences, 

including neighborhood effects. I group these three into two categories: 1) personal influences, 

and 2) external influences.  

Personal influences on parent engagement 

Research in the fields of sociology, social welfare, and economics often study the relation 

between parents and student achievement in terms of associations with human capital, 

educational attainment, work experience, race or ethnicity, and income. Combined, these 

characteristics may affect a parent’s material, social, and information resources, as well as their 

attitude toward education, and their physical and mental health.  

Family structure 

With a rise in single headed households, interest in the effects of single parents is increasing 

(Sawhill & Karpilow, 2013). Single parents, or single-earner households, have lower average 

household incomes and may have less time to spend with their children after taking care of other 

responsibilities. Waldfogel and Brooks-Gunn have studied family structure in terms of family 

stability and have looked for an association with child cognitive, behavioral, and health 

outcomes (Waldfogel, Craigie, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010). To measure the fragileness of the family, 

they identify and study several independent factors, including: parental resources, parents’ 

relationship quality, parents’ mental health, parenting quality, and father involvement. However, 

their study is reliant upon longitudinal data and to date, their findings apply only to the first five 

years of a child’s life. While they have not identified associations between children’s well-being, 

they have found associations between single parents and children’s behavioral issues.  

Bianchi and Robinson have also looked for an association between parent engagement and 

mother’s employment or marital status using time use data (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). In their 

study of children’s time use diaries, when compared to children of married parents, they did not 

find that children of single parents spent less time in the positive cognitive development 

activities, e.g. reading, studying, or doing household chores, or more time in less positive 

activities of watching television. Instead, the primary indicator was parental education. They 

interpret their finding by suggesting that mothers who are working or going to school full or part 

time outside the home, in comparison to mothers who are at home fulltime, have to actively find 

a balance between their away from home time and time with their children and therefore may be 

more successful in engaging their children in more productive time uses (Bianchi & Robinson, 

1997, p. 342). In a more recent study, single mothers spent less total and less interactive time 

with their children than did married mothers, but again, once SES was controlled, the differences 

went away (Kendig & Bianchi, 2008). In contrast to Bianchi’s and Robinson’s earlier study, in a 

more recent study they found children of single parents spend less time in constructive activities 

such as arts and sports and more time watching TV, but this study did not control for SES, 

including marital status or education level (Bianchi, Robinson, and Milki 2007) Thus single 

parenthood is not by itself an issue; socioeconomics may be a stronger indicator of whether a 

single parent is engaged. 

Another element of family structure is family size, since increasing the number of family 

members may affect financial resources and time constraints. Multiple children may affect the 

amount of time a parent has for each child, whether older siblings help younger siblings, and the 
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amount of household work required or assigned to family members. Sayer, Bianchi and 

Robinson found that smaller families spent less time overall on direct activities with their 

children, but children had more time per parent (Sayer, Bianchi, & Robinson, 2004). Using data 

from the Parent and Family Involvement Survey, Stacer and Perrucci did not find associations 

with family size and parent involvement at school, at home or in the community. However, they 

did find that single parents were more likely to do community-based parent engagement 

activities with their children (Sayer et al., 2004; Stacer & Perrucci, 2012).  

Age of parents may also matter. If parents delayed parenting until “they were ready”, older 

parents might be more involved unless they are too involved with many of the things that were 

the reasons for delaying parenting. They conclude that some of the differences they saw in 

parents spending more time with children today than parents spent in the 1960s may be due to 

the fact that more parents today chose to have children. In earlier decades, parents succumbed to 

the social pressures to have multiple children and to have them early (Sayer et al., 2004). 

Birth order of each child is often studied as well, since parenting styles may change with each 

additional child (Price, 2008). For instance, parents may spend more interactive time with first 

born children (see:  Black, Devereux, and Salvanes 2005 and Powell and Steelman 1993 and 

Doublas Downey 1995 p. 210 in Phillips 2011). Some researchers suggest the amount and type 

of time parents spend directly playing or talking with first versus later born children helps to 

explain the association between family size, children’s grades, test scores, and educational 

attainment (Phillips, 2011). 

The ongoing research on family structure and parent engagement builds upon Coleman’s seminal 

1966 study on how children develop via a family social capital, which asserts a relationship 

between how many parents are present, maternal employment, family size, and parents’ 

educational attainment. But because of the current inconclusive findings on family structure, 

Sayer et al. conclude that research must consider the actual time and activities the adults are 

doing with their children, not just how many adults are involved (Sayer et al., 2004). Phillips’ 

findings are similar to Sayer et al. Micro and macro effects at home, in the neighborhood, and in 

society influence parents time use and parent involvement; socioeconomics and family structure 

alone do not fully explain differences (Phillips, 2011). 

Life events and changes in family structure 

Studies following families over time in order to observe the effects of a single or ongoing life 

event, such as divorce, have found different effects from similar events on parent engagement. 

For instance, Heatherington, Cox et al. in 1978 and 1981 (see Bronfenbrenner 1986) studied 

divorce and separation and how it affected the mother-child relationship and the child’s behavior 

in school. They found in cases where mothers had social supports, especially from the father, the 

mother’s parenting was more effective. Although the negative effects from the divorce peaked 

after the first year of divorce, the divorced mothers never gained as much influence over their 

children as their married counterparts. In instances where the divorced mother began working 

after the divorce, the negative effects were exacerbated.  

Employment and income  

Over time, income in American life, compared to other modern industrialized countries, 

education has become increasingly important for sustaining family health and well-being and 
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supporting children’s development and education (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Grubb, 2009). 

Thus, income is often associated with different types of parent engagement as well as student 

outcomes.  

Having an adequate income from employment is the most obvious way that parents are able to 

financially support their children’s education and development, from providing basic needs to 

additional learning opportunities. Numerous studies have found positive associations between 

income and parent engagement. In Phillips’ recent study of time-use data, high income children 

of all ages spend about 1.5 hours more per week on learning activities than low-income, of which 

24 minutes is on reading. By income quintile, 39% of top income quintile children were read to, 

compared to 20% of bottom quintile children (Phillips, 2011). Another positive association with 

income and engagement was the amount of time parents spent with their children in novel places. 

Infants and toddlers from high income families spend around 4.5 additional hours per week in 

novel places relative to infants and toddlers from low-income families. Phillips scales this 

weekly difference to more than 1300 hours in novel places between birth and age six for higher 

income children (Phillips, 2011). However, unlike other studies, her research did not find an 

association between income and interactive play (Phillips, 2011). 

When studying income and engagement, maternal employment must also be considered since 

theories of parent engagement support both positive and negative effects when parents spend 

time away from children to work. On the one hand, when a parent is unemployed, their lack of 

financial resources as well as mental health—if involuntarily unemployed—may affect the 

quality of at-home learning as well as community-based activities. On the other hand, a parent 

may have more time for school-based involvement activities. In Phillips study of time use data, 

maternal employment, when controlling for other factors may have a small but negative effect on 

children’s achievement (Phillips, 2011). Studies on balancing work hours with parenting 

demands increased after the Welfare Reform Act passed in 1996 (PROWRA). The Act limited 

the time adults could receive unemployment benefits and required parents to work or return to 

school in order to receive aid for their children. Most of these studies look at the effects of 

maternal employment on student outcomes, and the findings have been mixed, identifying both 

positive and negative effects (Newman & Chin, 2003; Ruhm, 2008; Sayer et al., 2004; Spain & 

Bianchi, 1996; Waldfogel et al., 2010).  

But the influences are more complicated than working or not, and high or low income, because 

being especially low income or working especially long hours, has different effects than having a 

moderate income or part-time employment. If parents are not working and they do not have other 

supports and therefore the family lives in poverty, the effects on children from birth to age five 

may be more detrimental than a working parent. Brooks-Gunn and Markham found that a lack of 

home-based and community-based parent engagement in high poverty homes, defined as a lack 

of “books and newspapers” and access to “learning experiences” explains about a third of the 

poverty effect (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. Markman, 2005; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).  

Job type must also be considered in addition to pay and satisfaction, since jobs have to allow 

parents the time, flexibility, and income to shuttle their kids to the various activities. Some jobs, 

mostly white collar and salaried positions, allow their employees to leave work early some days 

and make up the hours at home or on other days in order to take care of their children. Part time 

jobs may also work around children’s schedules. Other jobs are less flexible and employees may 
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be penalized or fired if they take off time for their children’s needs (Doussard, 2013; Newman & 

Chin, 2003). 

To compare how family characteristics influenced four major activities outside of schools, 

Hofferth and Sandberg (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001) broke the time into: structured and 

unstructured activities, out-of-school learning, and family time. Specifically, they suggested that 

working mothers could negatively affect their children by swapping unstructured time with 

structured time in order to accommodate the mothers’ tight work and home schedule. Having a 

tight schedule, they theorized, might also result in less time helping children with homework and 

children spending more time in daycare. Using the 1997 American Time Use Survey they found 

that on average, children spent very little time on at-home learning during a week: 1 hour reading 

and 1 hour and 48 minutes studying. This was compared to 15 hours of free play, 12 hours of 

television viewing. Although they did find that children of working parents spent more time in 

daycare, their findings on parent engagement times in relation to work have been contradicted by 

other studies. Using a California sample, Bianchi and Robinson found children of parents at 

home full-time actually watched more television than those of parents working part time 

(Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). Yet, they did find that when mothers are employed, they have less 

time with children, unless mothers are able to align work hours with the hours their kids are in 

school. A study sponsored by the Annie E. Casey Foundation by Bond, Galinsky, and Swanberg 

(1998) during that same timeframe on the demographics of working and low-income parents 

showed that there was a steadily increasing number of both working and working low-income 

parents resulting in a “20- to 25-hour per-week gap between parents’ work schedules and 

students’ school schedules” for the majority of working mothers (Newman & Chin, 2003). 

Beyond time and financial resources related to employment, other studies have looked at the 

social effects on children with non-working parents, such as the lack of role models and mentors 

to reinforce the connection between education and career development, or to model time 

management skills and responsibilities related to work. In some cases, long-term involuntarily 

unemployed parents may be stressed, depressed, or pre-occupied if they have been unable to find 

work and therefore less likely to be engaged at home, or away from home.  

Moorehouse (Moorehouse, 1986) studied the family-workplace-school interface and found that 

children with mothers who were not working full-time had the greatest difficulty adapting to 

school, even when controlling for the mother’s education levels (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; 

Moorehouse, 1986). Moorehouse hypothesizes that working mothers who had more positive 

communications system at home with their children, had children who were just as, if not more, 

competent than children of non-working mothers. Thus, a mediating effect is whether the 

mother-child activities can compensate for the mother’s time away from home. In a later study, 

she examined instability in mothers’ work status and found that the issue for children’s school 

outcomes was the instability of work status, particularly mothers who went from working to no 

work. Pitkanen-Pulkkinen independently confirmed the effects of instability on children through 

a longitudinal study of 8 to 14 year olds that looked at the following changes in families’ lives: 

“number of family moves, changes in day care or school arrangements, parental absences, 

changes in family structure, and altered conditions of maternal employment.” More instability in 

the family’s environment was associated with “greater submissiveness, aggressiveness, and 

anxiety among children in later childhood and adolescence, and higher rates of criminality in 

adulthood” (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Pulkkinen, 1982). 
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Researchers have also studied how families experience financial crises, whether from an external 

event such as an economic recession, or from other reasons that cause employment instability or 

loss of income, to understand the effects on the parent-child relationships. A classic study of this 

is Elder’s research on the life course—“a sequence of developmental transitions over time”—of 

“Children of the Great Depression” (Elder, 1974). By dividing longitudinal data on individuals 

who were born in either the early or late 1920s and whose families did or did not experience 

economic deprivation, which he defined as a loss of 35% or more of income, he showed the 

effects differed based on the age of the child at the time their family became economically 

deprived
2
. The adolescents in the economically deprived families had greater life satisfaction, 

according to both their own and societal standards, especially for those in the middle class, than 

their peers whose families had not lost their economic security. He theorized the deprived 

adolescents’ success was due to the experience of taking on new roles and responsibilities inside 

and outside the home to help their families survive. Such efforts “provided effective training in 

initiative, responsibility, and cooperation” (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Elder, 1974). However, 

the outcomes for the male preschool children in the economically deprived families were the 

exact opposite. In contrast, the young children at the time of hardship did not do as well in school 

or their later work and career, and had more social and emotional difficulties than their non-

deprived peers. It was especially true for boys rather than girls and from families with the lowest 

incomes. To explain this difference, he and others have stressed the importance of mediating 

processes and conditions within the family. Personalities, or developmental stage, may affect 

how the children handle the deprivation, which may affect the parents’ moods and behaviors, and 

how the father reacts to job loss, which can affect the marriage and the children’s behaviors 

(Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Irritable fathers, irritating children and marital discord increased 

the likelihood that unemployment had long range negative consequences for the child’s life 

course development (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Thus, disturbance in family relationships 

triggered by an external economic event can alter an individual’s development from youth 

through adulthood, independent of the employment status or income level. 

If parents are forced to trade off working long or non-standard hours to increase their financial 

resources and they do not have an adequate social support network or high enough income to pay 

for activities for their children, the added time at work can be at the expense of sufficient time to 

monitor their children’s education. In Newman’s and Chin’s and Weiss et al.’s ethnographic 

studies of parents who returned to work, the low-wage working parents no longer had as much 

time at home or at their children’s school, so there was less school and homework monitoring, 

and those with long commutes were exhausted when they returned home and their children were 

already in bed (Newman & Chin, 2003; H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). Work also cut into their time 

to find additional activities within the community or to volunteer at or communicate with the 

school. Newman’s and Chin’s summary of mothers with school-aged children who returned to 

work through the welfare reform act captures this difficult balance between family-work, work, 

and parent involvement: 

“What they did have, at least before they increased their work hours in response to 

welfare reform, was time. They could insert themselves in their children’s schools as 

volunteers—and they did. They could find time and space in their cramped apartments 

                                                 
2
 He compared families below and above this line who were otherwise socioeconomically comparable pre-

depression. 
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for kids to do their homework—and they did that as well. Even when they could not tell 

whether the work was really done because of limited English proficiency, they could 

certainly figure out whether or not Johnny was bent over his books. Staying on track, 

maintaining household discipline, attracting attention through volunteer work in school, 

and making time to go to the branch library become much harder to do when work hours 

ratchet up” (Newman and Chin, 2003). 

By looking at both the increased high stakes testing of education policy and the increased work 

requirements of welfare reform, Newman and Chin showed how the two separate policies were 

colliding in the ecological meso-system theorized by Weiss et al. and Bronfenbrenner (Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979; H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). Their work helps to explain the mixed-

outcomes for children whose parents had increased incomes from additional work. In four 

experimental studies, two of which provided social supports to the families, such as health 

insurance, childcare subsidies, and structured after-school programs for younger kids, children 

did better on achievement tests when a family’s income increased. However, there was no 

change in the number of students being held back or promoted, and adolescents in the programs, 

especially those with younger siblings, did worse when parents’ work hours were increased, 

becoming more likely to be suspended or to drop out (Brooks, Hair, & Zaslow, 2001; Gennetian 

et al., 2002; Zaslow et al., 2002). Some adolescents took on child care responsibilities for 

younger siblings, and for others, their participation in out-of-school activities dropped. Both the 

burden of taking care of younger children and the lack of involvement in other out-of-school 

activities may help to explain the decline in performance for adolescents when parents’ work 

hours increase.  

In the long run, the trade-off parents were forced to make between their family’s economic 

security from increased work hours from low-wage jobs and the educational needs of the 

children, could lead to low intergenerational mobility. The fear of worse outcomes for their 

children and observation of their decline in school may help to explain why when parents in the 

four experimental programs had a choice, they reduced their work hours, often from 40 hours to 

30 hours (Newman & Chin, 2003). Allard found that reducing work hours from eight to six hours 

a day, could increase the time that parents who are working typically spend with their children 

each day, from the 4.4 total hours to 6.4 hours (Allard & Janes, 2008). It might also increase the 

time that is primary, which is typically 1.4 hours, with just 24 minutes on average devoted to 

reading and talking with children. After subtracting time on transportation to and from school 

and work, preparing and eating meals, taking care of household activities while children are 

present, and getting themselves and their children dressed and ready for school, work, and bed, 

the extra two hours each day might allow for more time to help children with homework, 

reading, or other out-of-school-activities. The extra two hours may be especially beneficial for 

low-wage workers since they may be doing more household work and may have poor sleeping 

conditions or health and therefore less energy to help their children when they are working 

longer hours. 

The other difference by socioeconomics among working parents is the quality of schools and 

after-school care options in most low-income neighborhoods. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler note 

that parent engagement is not as necessary when a child attends a school with excellent teaching. 

But a substantial research finds that if teaching is not high quality, if classrooms are 

overcrowded, and if the school’s learning environments are not aesthetically pleasing or even 
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physically healthy, the time-squeeze for low-wage parents ends up having more serious 

consequences for their children since they do not have a fall back (Newman & Chin, 2003). The 

differences in school quality as well as in the incomes and education levels of studies of working 

mothers with high incomes and advanced education mean that their children do not experience 

the negative effects from the time-money trade-off (Allard & Janes, 2008; Sayer et al., 2004). 

With more income, mothers may be able to buy other people’s time (Alcaino, Domarchi, & 

López, 2011), or as Bianchi and Robinson suggest, their higher education level may also 

influence how they use their limited time with their children (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). 

Because of the variation in both the parents’ resources (economic, social and educational) and 

the quality of the school, studying only the work hours and time at home is not sufficient for an 

overall characterization of employment effects on parent engagement. Based on the research, the 

issue is level of income in exchange for work hours, as well as social supports; it’s not only a 

matter of working or not, or even between full- and part-time work. Therefore, when parents 

transition from financial poverty to increased work hours without adequate supports, they may 

replace the negative issues of unemployment with a new issue of time-poverty and associated 

negative outcomes (H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). Weiss et al. argue this differentiation has not been 

studied fully, particularly for low income parents. The conflicting activities of work and 

parenting, they argue need to be part of the construction of an “ecological mesosystem” that 

allows researchers to understand how work-family life affects student achievement (Weiss et al., 

2003). 

In contrast, Bronfenbrenner documented that work-family schedule conflicts have been studied 

since the 1960s. Researchers documented that both children of afternoon shift workers who 

rarely saw their parents and daughters of evening shift fathers had poor academic outcomes (see 

(Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1993)). In 1977, Kanter’s idea of “work absorption” and Heath’s 

description of a “narrowing effect” both described how work demands affected a parent’s mental 

and physical energy and the ability to do activities outside of work, including spending time with 

their children. Later studies documented two-way “spill-over” effects between work and home, 

generating tensions and feelings of guilt, and affecting modes of interaction through irritability 

and impatience in dealing with children (Crouter, 1984; Piotrkowski, 1979). Yet, the studies 

from the 1960s through 1980s were largely on the studies of fathers or two-parent couples, and 

didn’t specifically look at children’s academic outcomes or processes that might explain how 

“work absorption” and less time with children affects specific school outcomes.  

A decade since Weiss et al.’s article, the topic of maternal work and time with children has 

reemerged as a frequent headline in the news and book publishing. The New York Times 

newspaper has a series and blog devoted to profiling working mothers, “The “Motherlode blog”, 

in which articles with titles like “Coveting not the corner office, but time at home”(Dell'Antonia, 

2013) describe how mothers are trying to balance involvement in their children’s lives while 

progressing in their careers.  

Education 

As identified in the time-use study by Bianachi and Robinson (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997), 

education may explain some parent engagement activities more than income or employment. 

Studies since the 1970s have shown college-educated mothers spend more time caring for their 

children. By 2010, studies show the time had doubled and now amounts to about four to six 
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hours more per week. Studies also show the quality of time appears to be better with college 

educated parents spending more time reading with their children and less time watching TV 

together, than high school drop outs (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001; 

Phillips, 2011). College educated parents also talk more, use more varied vocabulary, provide 

more relevant responses, ask children more questions, direct them less, and spend about three 

hours more per week in novel places with their children (Phillips, 2011). 

Studies that have tried to identify the mechanisms that explain the association between parent 

education levels and children’s verbal skills are able to account for some of the differences based 

on the parents’ reading time, warmth, and verbal responsiveness (Phillips, 2011). The 

assumption is that parents develop these skills through their additional education. Hoover-

Dempsey, Sandler et al.’s work (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005) explains the association 

with education in terms of the parents’ sense of self-efficacy for being able to help their children. 

For more advanced grade students, low-income working parents with low levels of education 

may have time but not be able assist their child with learning beyond offering encouragement 

and some monitoring of homework completion. Bronfenbrenner suggests that educational 

attainment of the parent is a representative index of a parent’s background, often before they had 

children, so it is not affected by family processes. Further, the level of education can also 

influence a parent’s notion of their own capabilities as well as their child’s (Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  

Allard and Janes (Allard & Janes, 2008) also identified educational attainment as a significant 

factor. Using the ATUS to study married working parents ages 25-54 with children under the age 

of 12 years old, they found that married mothers, aged 25-54, who were working full time and 

had a Bachelor’s degree or higher spent more time providing primary childcare than did those 

mothers with a high school diploma or less; the difference was 2.1 compared to 1.3 hours, with 

an overall average of 1.8 hours. The same held true for married full-time employed fathers with 

college degrees; they spent more primary care time with their children than did those without a 

college degree, 1.3 compared to 0.8 hours, with an overall average for fathers of 1 hour. Similar 

to other time-use studies, only 0.4 hours (24 minutes) of the primary time per day was on 

“playing, reading, and talking with their children”, while 0.8 hours was giving physical care of 

children, 0.2 hours was on travel related child care and about 0.4 hours was on other primary 

childcare. When parents were providing secondary childcare, the majority of their time on other 

primary activities was on leisure and sports. While doing household activities, which was about 2 

hours a day, about 76% of that time, or 1.5 hours, was also providing secondary childcare (Allard 

and Janes, 2008). This time on household activities for married and working parents is less than 

what Krantz-Kent found using the ATUS for all civilian adults aged 15 years and older: the 

average for the larger population is 20 hours a week on unpaid household tasks, or about 2.9 

hours a day(Krantz-Kent, 2009). Thus, working parents seem to reduce time on household tasks 

in order to spend time with children. 

Beyond helping with at-home learning, studies have also found that parents with lower levels of 

education are not as involved with the school, possibly because they are not comfortable in a 

school environment. However, there has not been sufficient study of why education levels are 

associated with less involvement at school (S. Park & Holloway, 2012). 
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Race and ethnicity 

On achievement tests that look for differences by SES factors and race and ethnicity, on average 

African American, Latino and low-income children enter school less well prepared, than their 

white, Asian American, and middle-class peers (Phillips, 2011). Duncan and Magnuson cite the 

achievement test results from the 1998 Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K). In the 

study, “black and Hispanic children scored about two-thirds of a standard deviation below whites 

in math (the equivalent of roughly 10 points on a test with a mean of 100 and a standard 

deviation of 15) and just under half a standard deviation (7–8 points) below whites in reading” 

(Duncan & Magnuson, 2005). The authors note one clear explanation for the difference is the 

historic racial and ethnic inequalities in the U.S. They point out the significant differences in 

socioeconomics between white, black and Hispanic children in the study: relative to whites, the 

average socioeconomic level of black kindergartners “was more than two-thirds of a standard 

deviation below” and for Hispanic children it was even lower (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).  

Phillip’s study from the CSD of the PSID (referenced earlier) also shows that race and ethnic 

effects are a matter of socioeconomics. She initially found differences by race in adult 

conversation, meals together, and literacy activities but when SES factors were controlled, 

mainly income and parents education levels, the differences disappeared. Differences that 

remained between white and black children remained on meal time’s together and interactive 

play with adults. For meals, black infants and toddlers spent about two hours less than white 

infants and toddlers, even when socioeconomics were similar. The times reversed with age; 

white school aged children spent about one hour less per week with adults having meals than 

black children of similar socioeconomics (Phillips, 2011). The difference on meals may be due to 

white children being involved in more after school activities so they have separate meal times 

before or after practice.  

Unfortunately, many time-use and observational studies that look at race or ethnicity do not 

include a wide range of SES factors. Phillips’ recent review of the parent time-use literature 

notes that research on ethnic disparities has been less extensive, especially for studying parent-

child conversation; samples often consist of mostly white families, and in other cases there is 

little controlling for other SES factors when ethnic differences are the focus (Phillips, 2011). 

Some studies have also found associations with race and ethnicity by certain activities, often 

involvement at school (Stacer & Perrucci, 2012), even after controlling for income. Studies that 

found associations on at-home activities by race and ethnicity, but did not control for income, 

have been questioned by other researchers (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. Markman, 2005; Phillips, 

2011). There are also complex interactions by race and income, e.g. Stacer and Perrucci found 

that low income Black parents were more involved at home and in the community (Stacer & 

Perrucci, 2012). 

Thus, some authors conclude from the research that there are differences among white, black and 

Latino mothers and parenting in terms of the amount of reading their children do, how much TV 

they watch, and child disciplinary tactics, but Phillips questions these findings since income and 

other socioeconomic variables were not controlled (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. Markman, 2005; 

Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001; Phillips, 2011). 
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Summary of association with SES factors 

Because of varying social contexts, individual backgrounds, and school policies and cultures, the 

studies on the associations between parent SES factors and parent engagement are inconclusive, 

and sometimes contradictory. Some find maternal employment matters, but when controlling for 

income and education, employment is not significant. In smaller ethnographic studies, work 

hours and the nature of work also matters. Likewise, parents with lower incomes and lower 

levels of education may be less engaged, but if these parents have time, and/or family and social 

supports and the school outreach is successful, the income factor is no longer significant and 

studies find equal levels of engagement. In some studies, race and ethnicity have been found to 

be significant for certain types of parent engagement, but in studies that control for income, most 

differences by race or ethnicity disappear. 

External Influences: neighborhoods, social network and community 

Neighborhood and community conditions 

Neighborhoods have long been a studied as the social context for human development (Brooks-

Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Hoyt, 1939; R. Park, Burgess, & McKenzie, 1925; 

W. J. Wilson, 1996). The structural characteristics of neighborhoods and social processes that 

occur within them may individually or in combination affect the “physical, psychological, or 

social development of individuals” (Settersten & Andersson, 2002). Numerous aspects of 

neighborhoods have been studied, including demographic composition (e.g. race, sex, age, 

income), institutions, community assets, resources and services, degrees of social capital, 

disorder and social cohesion (Crowder & South, 2003; Haney, 2007; Jacobs, 1961; Settersten & 

Andersson, 2002). These inquiries are guided by models of “social contagion, social comparison, 

institutions, and social organization and disorganization” (Settersten & Andersson, 2002). Most 

of these studies tend to focus on the social outcomes of children and adolescents (Settersten & 

Andersson, 2002). 

Studying neighborhoods and developing social policies for them is complex since there are so 

many moving variables, and some of them are constantly or slowly changing while others 

persist. Over the century, the knowledge in this field has been evolving and while findings of 

some of the early studies on neighborhood effects still stand, subsequent research in the field has 

helped to clarify the reasons for the effects and to more fully specify the mix of effects and 

outcomes.  

One of the earliest government commissioned studies on neighborhood effects on educational 

outcomes was the 1966 study by Coleman, The Equality of Educational Opportunity. Coleman’s 

major finding was that peer influences were a major contributor, more so than influences in the 

classroom, e.g. teaching and curriculum. Since then researchers have been interested in 

exogenous or external effects, including neighborhood conditions and peer influences on student 

performance. Through time, these effects have been studied mostly through large data sets 

looking at single variables to represent the neighborhood condition while controlling for SES to 

determine if there is a separate independent effect of the neighborhood condition (Duncan & 

Magnuson, 2005). However, these studies are limited on a number of factors. To begin, the 

variables to represent neighborhood conditions, e.g. percent of households with poverty status, 

percent of vacant buildings, percent unemployed, or crime rate, do not measure families specific 

responses to them, nor do they present a complete picture of the conditions each child 
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experiences (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1997). Second, rather than controlling for SES, it might be 

more important to interact certain SES factors with the neighborhood factors, since a poor family 

living in a neighborhood may have a different experience than a wealthier family in the same 

neighborhood, due to each family’s housing conditions and available resources to overcome the 

gaps in the neighborhood (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).  

In a 1986 in-depth review of research on how intrafamilial processes are affected by extra-

familial conditions, Bronfenbrenner notes that study of the exosystem on families and children 

began in the 1930s with research on adoptive families living in different contexts. He broke the 

research into two broad paradigms: the external structures and how they affect familial 

processes, and the “degree of explicitness and differentiation accorded to intrafamilial processes” 

from the influence of the external processes. The second paradigm is the most overlooked; most 

studies stop after looking for general associations between the “social address” and the child or 

adult developmental outcome. The found association is not fully explained because there is “no 

attention to what the environment is like, what they are doing, or how the activities taking place 

could affect the child.” Yet, the association tests are useful for identifying issues to study, or to 

test if a “new demography” might have a developmental outcome effect. But a follow-up study 

should then look at how personal characteristics interact with the specific external context 

influences to understand the effect of the change on the developmental outcome. This is what 

Bronfenbrenner refers to as the person-process-context model. Ideally, a fourth variable, time, 

would also be added to consider how the length of time that a family has been exposed to a 

particular environmental context may change the outcome (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Few 

studies use all four of these factors, especially studies in the U.S. prior to the 1990s which 

focused on associations with the social address without looking fully into the social and physical 

characteristics of the neighborhood (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

Studies in Europe looked more systematically at the physical and social characteristics of 

communities. For instance, Rutter (Rutter, 1981) used a large dataset on the psychiatric disorders 

in children and families from the city of London and the Isle of Wright to identify how external 

conditions affected both children and families. In comparison to disorders affecting the rural 

children, he found that city children were more likely to have more disorders and that they came 

on early, were chronic, long lasting, and accompanied by many other problems in the family. 

However, by controlling for family adversity, there was virtually no difference in children’s 

psychiatric disorders. He surmised that both ecological and individual effects affected parents, 

and these created family disturbances which then affected the children. Using few indicators of 

the community, beyond the characteristics of the residents who lived there, he was less certain 

about the specific place factors or processes that “makes inner-city life stressful for some 

families in some circumstances” (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

Since then, there have been more in-depth studies of neighborhoods, and how to use 

neighborhood improvements as a means to improve educational outcomes. In the most current 

federal government study on equality and equity in education by the Equity and Excellence 

Commission, the study recognizes the role of poverty in the home and the community in a 

child’s academic performance:  

Achieving excellence in American education depends on providing access to opportunity 

for all children…But many of the problems our schools face begin elsewhere—in the 
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home and family poverty, with inadequate health care, in dangerous communities and 

slum housing, in peer groups, in the larger culture. These external factors are, at best, 

explanations, not excuses (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 

Noting that twenty-two percent of American schoolchildren live in conditions of poverty, the 

report concluded that poverty conditions do not “absolve schools from their responsibility to 

expect and support educational excellence” but do present “formidable barriers to school success 

for millions of students and their families (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 

Duncan and Magnuson (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005) tested for both SES and neighborhood 

indicators they judge as important for children’s well-being, including income, education, and 

family structure, and the neighborhood conditions of drugs, gangs, violence, high vacancies, old 

housing stock, and children unable to walk or play outside. In their review of similar studies, 

they summarize that conditions may influence children by creating stress and problem behaviors 

which may be attributed to “community violence, a lack of positive role models and shared 

values…a lack of institutional resources, such as strong schools and police protection; and 

negative peer influences”. But they conclude that neighborhood characteristics “can explain no 

more than five percent of the variation in children’s achievement and 10 percent of the variation 

in their behavior” (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).  

Results from the Moving to Opportunities (MTO) studies are one example of the minimal effect 

from neighborhoods on student achievement. Data collected on children four to seven years after 

a family moved, showed no difference on test scores, school success, engagement, or behaviors 

between the program and control group children, eve for children who were preschoolers when 

the family moved. Duncan and Magnuson offer two possible explanations. First, although the 

families changed neighborhoods, the children might have attended schools that were no better 

than the ones they attended in high poverty neighborhoods. Second, although some of the 

mothers who moved to better neighborhoods had improvements in their mental health, their other 

characteristics remained similar to the control group, including “employment, welfare 

dependence, family income, parenting practices, and connections to their children’s schools and 

to the parents of their children’s friends.” Thus, the neighborhood change resulted in few 

changes to the household resources that might have influenced the children’s well-being and 

academic performance.  

These findings and other critiques of relocating households to better neighborhoods as a way to 

change their lives make the case for studying other ways to address the so-called “out-of-school 

factors” as a way to improve parent engagement and education (Berliner, 2009). The specific 

influences directly related to the child, family, and school must also be addressed (Duncan & 

Magnuson, 2005). For instance, several studies have looked at social supports as an external 

effect with both positive and negative influences on parents’ attitudes, stress levels, and 

parenting.  

Social Supports: Policies, programs, and networks 

The role of social supports and connections in child development from birth to adulthood has 

been extensively studied and there are several theories on their importance and influence. Their 

effects on outcomes are contingent upon the nature, strength, and context of the connections, and 

their timing and continuity.  



 

41 

In terms of timing and continuity, as children develop, they go through successive transitions that 

involve different extra-familial settings, e.g. from parental care, to day care, to peer group, 

school, and eventually work. There are several transitions that occur in and between these extra-

familial settings depending on parents knowledge and connections prior to a child entering a new 

setting, whether the family responds internally to changes from their child being in a new setting, 

and how and whether the family relates to their child’s new setting, such as through parent 

involvement at school, or getting to know their children’s friends from school (Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, 1997). 

An important social support through these transitions is the presence of a family network that 

helps to reduce stressful events. In a longitudinal study of individuals from students through 

adulthood, Werner and Smith found the reason their “vulnerable but invincible” group performed 

better in school and as young adults in comparison to their matched socioeconomic peers, was 

resilience created by family supports. These supports compensated for parents with low 

education levels or mental health problems and included a stable home with a “low number of 

chronic, stressful events” in childhood or adolescence, and the presence of an “informal 

multigenerational network of kin” (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Werner & Smith, 1982). This 

suggests that effects on student achievement from peers, neighborhoods, and family backgrounds 

may be mediated by other processes within a family, such as stability and support from other 

relate adults.  

Garbarino’s (Garbarino, 1976) large scale study of child abuse with data from 58 counties in 

New York state found that neglect and child abuse was more likely among mothers that “do not 

possess adequate support systems for parenting and are subjected to economic stress”. Several 

other studies following lines of parent support networks also found the more supportive help was 

from kin, rather than nonkin, with fathers being the first line of support, even for single mothers. 

The father was followed by the mother’s mother, then other relatives, friends, neighbors, and 

professionals (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Crnic et al.’s (Crnic, 1983) observation of the 

outcomes, behaviors, and attitudes of mothers and children, during and one month after 

pregnancy, in response to environmental and social sources of stress and support confirmed that 

social supports served to buffer the disruptive effects of environmental stressors on mothers’ 

attitudes toward their pregnancies, and support from the family, especially the father, had “an 

appreciably stronger and more general effect” on mothers’ actual behaviors toward their children 

than did help from friends or the community. The mothers attitudes in response to social 

response was reflected in the children’s response; children of mothers with more social supports 

responded more positively to their mothers, made their needs more clear, and had greater 

recognition of the mother (Crnic, 1983).  

The effectiveness or need for social supports is also relative to the source of the stressors, and the 

characteristics and attitudes of the family or parent. Weinraub’s and Wolf’s (Weinraub, 1983) 

study of single and two-parent families found that external stressors were more debilitating, 

social supports were more effective for single mothers, and effects were less appreciable when 

parents were not experiencing stress (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Crockenberg (Crockenberg, 

1985) and Riley and Ekenrode (D. Riley & Eckenrode, 1986)found that social supports may shift 

from a positive to negative influence on psychological well-being depending upon a parent’s 

socioeconomic status, misfortune in the lives of their significant others, and the parent’s belief in 

their capacity to influence their life on their own or through the help of others. Thus, having 
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certain types of social connections is not enough, the parent must perceive that the connections 

may be helpful, and the connections must be able to respond. Parents with a low SES, whose 

social connections have experienced a negative life event, may find their connections to be a 

source of stress rather than a source of support. 

Beyond family connections, community supports also affect parents. Crockenberg (Crockenberg, 

1985) compared similar English and U.S. teenage mothers after child birth since the UK and US 

provide very different types of healthcare to mothers. Through the National Health Service, the 

UK provides a comprehensive community-based program of health care to mothers and their 

children that begins during pregnancy and lasts through the child’s school years. Midwives and 

home health visitors see the mothers and children regularly in their homes. In the US, parents 

rely on a system of private health care providers that separately deliver care for parents and 

children, and typically not in their homes. Though social workers or public health nurses may be 

assigned to low income mothers in the U.S., the care is not comprehensive or standard and health 

care and parenting advice is often provided by separate agencies. By controlling for other 

confounding factors, she found that this specific type of community supports can make a positive 

difference in mothers’ behaviors and attitudes toward their children. Others’ studies of teenage 

mothers also found that external mediating processes, such as parenting workshops in homes and 

at centers can change the outcomes of a life course event that is typically associated with 

negative consequences. With adequate home-based external supports, teenage mothers avoided 

academic failure and other personal difficulties (Spiker, Ferguson, & Brooks‐Gunn, 1993). 

Children also benefitted when parents participated in parenting and school readiness workshops 

in community centers (J. Brooks-Gunn & L. B. Markman, 2005). 

In summary, direct relationships between parents and children may be indirectly influenced by 

separate and external events and social supports for the parents. Their effects are dependent upon 

the context, timing, quality and type of support (family or community), and the nature of the 

issue, e.g. the degree of environmental stress the family is under. For instance, a child may 

develop aggressive behaviors through interactions with peers or from disruptions to the family, 

and how the parent responds to the behavior, such as with corporal punishment, may be based on 

the parent’s background, the type of social connections and supports the parent can access, or 

other environmental stressors, such as unemployment, that influence a parents attitudes, beliefs 

and behaviors (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  

Mobility 

Tying together the neighborhood effects and social supports studies are studies on the effects of 

mobility on children’s development and parent engagement. Neighborhood change experiments 

have helped to inform our understanding of neighborhood effects, but mobility itself must also 

be studied. Before the housing mobility studies in the U.S. with the Gatreaux settlement and 

HUD’s follow-up controlled experiment, “Moving to Opportunities” (MTO), there were few 

studies on the effects of mobility on family functioning and children from moving from place to 

place. Though some studies have identified positive outcomes from the forced mobility of 

Gatreaux and MTO (DeLuca & Dayton, 2009; Rosenbaum & DeLuca, 2008), other researchers 

have pointed out the negative effects of mobility as another source of instability, which often has 

negative effects on children (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Goetz & Chapple, 2010; Imbroscio, 

2010; Pulkkinen, 1982). A more careful read of these studies reveals again that the process, 
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context, time, characteristics of those involved matters, as well as the characteristics of the 

destination and origin neighborhoods.  

On the negative side, a move can simultaneously disrupt a child’s patterns of relations with their 

peer group, school, and family while also demanding the child establish new relationships with 

peers and at school. On the other hand, the disruption may be positive if the former peer group 

was involved in negative or criminal activities, the former school was low quality, and there are 

more work opportunities for the parents in the new location. But another layer is how it affects 

parent engagement during and after the move.  

SECTION THREE. SCHOOL STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT AND ENCOURAGE PARENT 

ENGAGEMENT 

At the end of the 20
th

 century, theories in education and society shifted to reflect the reality of 

declining urban areas. School strategies that focused on individual achievement as the path for 

student success were recognized as limited. Education sociologists found that theories of 

economic stratification and reproduction also helped to explain student achievement (Schutz, 

2006). Translation of the poverty-related research into schools led to a resurgence of the interest 

by educators in strengthening school-communities (families, teachers, and principals) and 

reaching out to broader communities, e.g. social services, for resources to help students succeed. 

Neighborhoods residents and larger communities or cities have also taken greater interest in their 

schools, such as through mayoral take-overs, the creation of community schools, voter approved 

school tax increases and bond measures, and local charter movements (Blank, 2003; Comer, 

1996; M. W. Kirst, Katrina E. Bulkley, 2001; Simmons, 2006; Witte, 2003). Further, the federal 

government has also increased its awareness of the need for other programs to support 

Department of Education Resources, such as programs within Health and Human Services, 

Department of Justice, and Housing and Urban Development, and the Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

To address these larger structural issues through programs for parent and community 

engagement, Hornby et al. identify four levels of barriers that must be addressed to improve the 

effectiveness of parent engagement programs: 1) parent and family (schools must adapt to each 

parent’s demographics, attitudes toward education, and current life situation); 2) child (programs 

must address the learning needs of each child, depending on age, talents, disabilities); 3) parent–

teacher (programs must improve the ability of parents and teachers to communicate, collaborate, 

and agree on mutual goals); and 4) societal (programs need to recognize historical, political, 

social, and economic contexts that influence the other barriers) (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 

2009; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).  

To review the strategies that address these four barriers, I break them into two categories: 

strategies that target individual parent characteristics, and strategies involving the community.  

Strategies targeting individual parent characteristics to increase parent engagement  

Some of the specific and common types of complaints or reasons given by parents for not 

communicating or volunteering at the school relate to school aesthetics, an unwelcoming culture, 

and poor scheduling, e.g. the school wasn't clean; school work is not displayed; teachers don’t 

value input or feedback; the school has few events; and events are held at times parents cannot 

attend (A. T. Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Parents also cite problems within their own lives, such 
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as moving, family crises, costs, time, or safety of transportation to get to the school, especially 

for evening meetings, lack of child care for their other children, conflicting work schedules, and 

inability to receive (lack of internet access) or read communications from the school (A. T. 

Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007).  

In response, parent engagement programs try to change these in-school factors that are seen as 

negative to parents, and have created additional programs to facilitate better school-parent 

relations. Specifically, educators may focus on making parents feel comfortable at school by 

hanging student’s school work, improving home-school communication strategies, and training 

school staff on how to welcome and communicate with parents when they visit. To coach them 

on being involved, schools also provide instructions for parents. Schools have also become more 

flexible and accommodating with the schedules for parent-teachers conferences, and some 

schools continue to make home visits for parents who have not come to the school. Because most 

schools have few resources to dedicate to non-instruction activities, changing the culture, 

revising scheduling, and providing how-to instructions is the maximum most schools can do to 

improve parent engagement (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009; A. T. Henderson, Karen L. 

Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007).  

Those with more funding have also hired parents as teacher aides, created parent resource 

centers, and hired full-time parent liaisons. These programs have shown success; evaluations 

have identified benefits to teachers and students including behavioral and academic gains for 

students receiving intensive services, improved student attendance, parent engagement in school 

and youth events, positive student attitudes toward school, lower teacher turnover, and positive 

community views of the schools (J. G. Dryfoos, 2005; Nettles, 1991; Sanders, 2001). The 

success of programs led to federal government funding for more parent programs in lower 

performing schools in the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009). 

But not all programs achieve these benefits due to inconsistencies in the designs of the programs, 

the quality of implementation, and resource constraints. They also do not address some of the 

other individual barriers parents often note, e.g. transportation. To address some of these other 

barriers not addressed by more limited parent engagement strategies, the 2013 Department of 

Education’s committee report (U.S. Department of Education, 2013) provided additional ways to 

increase material and knowledge resources of parents so they may be more engaged. The report 

recommended parenting programs at schools, adult English language learning classes, access to 

health care for children at the schools, crisis counseling for families, extended learning time for 

children, improved school facilities and transportation for children’s extracurricular activities at 

schools, and professional development for educators to improve the communications between 

parents and schools. The focus of these programs was mostly on educating parents about parent 

engagement, improving and increasing children’s at-school and extracurricular time so they are 

in their home environment less. There was little mention of ways to improve the economic well-

being of families, including housing, transportation for the parents, providing at-home learning 

and communications resources, including internet access, or assistance with finding employment 

or encouraging employers to support family-work life balance. 

Some of the recommendations in the Department of Education report also reflect the idea of full-

service schools, which the Obama administration has supported (Shah, Brink, London, Masur, & 

Quihuis, 2009). The full-service school model is an extension or compliment to parent 
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engagement programs and one way to offer a more comprehensive approach for addressing each 

barrier level defined by Hornby. There are many different models to full-service schools, but 

generally, they refer to providing on-site ancillary social and health services at schools for 

students and sometimes their families or even neighborhood residents. The theory is that by 

providing on-site services to students and their families, such as health clinics and adult ESL 

classes, schools can address “social, physical, cognitive, and economic needs in the short term” 

that may have longer term positive effects on academic achievement (Castrechini, 2011). They 

also encourage parents to visit the school, and may increase communications with the teacher. 

Services that include parent resource centers with employment services, such as computers for 

job searches and online applications, and resume assistance may also help to improve a parent’s 

employment options. 

To date, though they have been around since at least the 1990s, full-service schools are still a 

small percentage of all schools and there is limited, although growing, evidence of the student 

achievement outcomes from these services (J. Dryfoos, 2000; J. G. Dryfoos, 1994, 2005). While 

large scale studies are few (Communities in Schools, 2010), individual evaluations of site-based 

school services have shown positive effects in student attendance, parent-teacher 

communications, children’s preparedness for school each day, greater parent involvement, and 

school discipline (Blank, 2003; Shah et al., 2009). Some also find that they build trust within the 

school, and the students feel cared for, which is an important motivator for students (Adams, 

2010; Castrechini, 2011). Castrechini points out that many of these findings are similar to the 

ample research on each of the individual types of programs at full-service schools, e.g. after 

school programs, parent engagement programs, and health clinics, but what is lacking in the full-

service schools research is how the combination of wrap-around services affects students and 

whether these short term improvements lead to longer term improvements (Castrechini, 2011). 

Preliminary findings after a three year evaluation of full-service community schools model in 

Redwood City, CA that looked at the combination of services over time, along with school 

factors and student outcomes, shows that full-service school models may have a positive effect 

on student achievement (Castrechini, 2011).  

Overall, a limitation in the full-service school model itself is that the services are only at the 

school, and therefore do not fully address the spectrum of the first and fourth level barriers 

defined by Hornby et al., parent and family, and societal, particularly issues related to housing, 

transportation, time, and community development (Crowson, 2001; J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 

2009; Newman & Chin, 2003; Rothstein, 2004). In his 1991 article about improving services for 

children at school, Kirst’s hypothetical scenario portrays how many other influences from the 

broader socioeconomic system are not addressed by student services: “Dick is flunking because 

he's frequently absent. His mother doesn't get him to school because she’s depressed because she 

lost her job. She missed too much work because she was sick and could not afford medical care” 

(M. W. Kirst, 1991). In this simple scenario, Kirst summarizes the equal importance of mental 

health, health care, employment benefits and security, and parenting in supporting achievement, 

especially for lower income and single parents. Several others have also recommended larger 

reforms in social and labor policy, in support of school reform, because income, race, and other 

characteristics have combined to define a social class in the U.S. that is disadvantaged. Without 

social and policy responses to improve the outcomes for this social class, their children will not 

be prepared to learn (Rothstein, 2004). This leads to the next strategy for parent engagement, 

involving the community.  
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Strategies involving the community 

Beginning in the 1980s, following the community development movement from the 1970s, some 

of the parent involvement research began to include community development, going beyond 

outreach to community social service providers. Without community development, they argued 

school reforms will only narrow, not close the achievement gap. Since then, researchers and 

practitioners have expanded the idea of community involvement to school-community 

partnerships with mutual goals: to improve both the community and the school (Bingler, Quinn, 

& Sullivan, 2003; Blank, 2003; Center for Cities and Schools, 2009; J. G. Dryfoos, 2005).  

Increasingly, government, educators, and social science researchers are recognizing that schools 

cannot “do it alone” (Gold, Simon, & Brown, 2002). Rothstein argues that to address the 

“collection of occupational, psychological, personality, health, and economic traits that interact” 

to predict the performance students and parents that social policies have to help with the non-

school hours in two ways: 1) provide more funding and programming for early childhood 

programs, and after school and summer programs so that lower-income families have the same 

types of supports for their children outside of school hours, as higher income families; and 2) 

provide social and economic policies to increase the stability of lower-class families, mainly 

healthcare for the children and parents, family housing, and initiatives to narrow the income gap, 

such as the Earned Income Tax Credit. He argues these social policies should be considered 

education policies, since they will help children come to “school more equally ready to learn”. 

He also argues for community support of internal school reforms, including more funding for 

investments in facilities, higher pay for more experienced teachers, and more funding to lower 

class sizes (Rothstein, 2004). The community-school partnership supporters suggest organizing 

communities around schools will make funders and citizens more willing to support these types 

of school reforms and investments (Gold et al., 2002; Schorr, 1997). 

Like the full-service model, community interests and approaches differ; they have not all moved 

to the community development model. Schutz distinguishes two types of school and community 

activities: school-community relations (schools looking out from inside) and community-school 

relations (communities looking to improve schools). From these two views he defines roughly 

three categories of parent and community programs: 1) schools with formal linked services from 

community service providers; 2) Parent involvement activities at schools; and 3) neighborhood 

schools (Schutz, 2006). A fourth category, or an extension of the third, should be community 

revitalization and development programs.  

Rather than seeing them as three different types, other researchers argue all of these programs 

should be implemented on a large scale; linked services at the school, parent involvement 

programs, and neighborhood revitalization that includes school improvement (Berube & Turner, 

2009; Schorr, 1997; Silverman, 2014). Seeing these programs as a continuum rather than types 

may be more appropriate. The continuum begins with changes in the school culture and training 

teachers and other school officials to engage parents (J. L. Epstein & Sanders, 2006); this is 

followed by increasing the capacity of schools by providing on-site supportive services through 

the full-service or community-school models (J. G. Dryfoos, 1994, 2005); and providing out-of-

school programs for kids and their parents that are focused on learning (M. W. Kirst, 1991; 

Neuman, 2009). The ultimate community school model would incorporate each of the above and 

would bolster resources in the community, improve housing, and address parents income through 
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employment and other income supports (Berube & Turner, 2009; Grubb, 2009; McKoy & 

Vincent, 2008; Rothstein, 2004; Schorr, 1997)Gold, Simon et al. 2002, Blank 2003, Dryfoos 

2005, Warren 2005, Warren, Hong et al. 2009).  

President Obama’s Administration and the U.S. Departments of Education and Housing and 

Urban Development have expressed interest in the far end of the continuum by linking 

community investment plans to school reforms building upon the school reform with community 

supports model in Harlem, New York. Led by Geoffrey Canada, the “Harlem Children’s Zone” 

(HCZ) includes charter schools and a 98-block area surrounding the school in which there are 

added social services for young parents and children (Curto, Fryer Jr, & Howard, 2011; Tough, 

2008). The HCZ has not undertaken neighborhood revitalization activities. Going beyond the 

HCZ model, the federal departments jointly sponsored a competitive pilot grant program that 

required applicants to submit proposals that incorporated school-community principles that 

aligned to the federal departments’ new strategic objectives (Office of Innovation and 

Improvement, 2010, Whitehurst and Croft, 2010). 

Based on her findings of the large discrepancies in time use on parent engagement, by parent 

income Phillips’ proposals for micro and macro level interventions coincide with both the 

individual programs and the community level supports. Micro interventions would target the 

specific mechanisms that limit recommended types of parent engagement, such as conversation 

and reading instruction coaching for parents (Phillips, 2011; G. J. Whitehurst, David S. Arnold, 

Jeffery N. Epstein, Andrea L. Angell, Meagan Smith, and Janet E. Fischel, 1994), other ways to 

increase reading time (programs like One-book Chicago, library reading clubs, providing free 

books to families, reading competitions, etc.), and subsidies that make novel places more 

affordable for families (e.g. museum passes, bus passes, better parks). Macro programs should 

include higher quality and improved access to schools, daycares, preschools and summer 

programs for lower income students, and better neighborhood resources, such as recreation and 

family learning centers (Phillips, 2011). 

SUMMARY OF PARENT ENGAGEMENT LITERATURE 

These bodies of literature are evidentiary of the complex processes that influence human 

development and human behaviors, of which parenting and learning are a subset. Individual 

characteristics, specific external influences and settings, interactions among them, and the 

timing, change, and continuity of multiple influences can affect how parents interact with their 

children and their children’s schools. The Epstein and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (HDS) 

models regarding parent engagement are reflective of this complexity. Epstein’s six types of 

parent engagement provides a comprehensive set of strategies to cover the variety of ways that 

children learn both in and out of school and the HDS model accounts for many of the psycho-

social, time pressures, and skills over time to explain why parents practice the different types of 

engagement. However, they recognize the model is short on the external social and structural 

factors and that broader ecological models by Bronfenbrenner and others provide a more 

comprehensive context.  

What is important to remember is that both the influences on parent engagement and the types of 

parent engagement must both be defined in order to understand the mechanisms that effect parent 

engagement and its outcomes. For instance, although some studies found that family members 

provided more effective social supports for mothers, than community members, Crockenberg 
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showed that when the generic community was specified to be the UK’s program for mothers and 

children during and after pregnancy, community support was valuable and did have a positive 

influence on mothers’ specific actions with their infants. Further, not all supports are helpful for 

parent engagement, including family supports, and they may even be a source of stress (D. Riley 

& Eckenrode, 1986). In each of these cases, the researchers were studying similar outcomes—the 

mother’s attitudes and behaviors toward their children—and how they were affected by social 

supports, but only full specification of the supports and the specific outcomes identified the 

nature of the influences.  

In other cases, particularly time-use studies that seek to measure educational outcomes from 

parent engagement activities, researchers have attempted to identify variations in time use as the 

mechanisms that explain associations between individual characteristics, parent engagement, and 

student achievement. These studies have identified areas for more study, but they have not been 

able to identify consistent findings. Some of the limitations are the lack of quality information 

associated with time-use; failure to control for SES when testing ethnic and racial associations; 

and insufficient measures or information on parent’s complete background, e.g. the type and 

hours of work, the relationship between the parents, the availability of other supports in a 

working parent’s life, and other family processes. More specific studies have observed how the 

parent reads to their children, how often and for how long, the age of the children, controlling for 

other influences. Further, the studies are cross-sectional so they cannot account for changes over 

time or longer term academic and life outcomes. This suggests the importance of life course 

research and other longitudinal or chrono-process research that studies how single or multiple 

external events, such as an economic recession, employment instability, death of a loved one, 

divorce, or exposure to frequent violence that affect the parent and the child directly or 

indirectly, can then affect how parents and children interact with each other through other family 

processes.  

Thus, Bronfenbrenner’s successive typology of study approaches in which the ultimate model: 

the family-process-context-chronosystem model, is the one that is best suited to fully understand 

and capture all the intra- and extra-familial events, social and physical characteristics, and 

processes overtime that influence both child and parent, including how, when, and to what extent 

parents engage. This review of the spectrum of engagement literature, from how and why parents 

should engage, to characteristics associated with parent engagement, to how schools and 

communities can increase parent engagement shaped both the design of this study as well as the 

interpretation of the findings. To understand family backgrounds, contexts and changes over 

time, I used interviews to ask questions about the family, their histories, their current 

socioeconomics, and the time-use diaries to understand some of their current daily family 

practices. I also analyzed their neighborhoods and activity spaces to further understand the 

external contexts that influence their daily life. In the next chapter, I study the associations 

between time on specific types of parent engagement and individual and household 

characteristics. Some of these characteristics include aspects of their physical environment, such 

as the distance to their children’s school. I use these associations as a first step in looking for 

patterns and causes, rather than as conclusive results. To understand the different associations, I 

use the interview data on family backgrounds, beliefs and attitudes to understand quality of time, 

and reasons for time or lack of time on certain types of engagement. In the subsequent chapter, I 

qualitatively compare statements about parent engagement activities at home, at school, and in 

communities for families that live within the same geographic location. From this analysis, I 
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confirm that there are some features in neighborhoods that affect different families similarly, but 

that it also depends upon how families respond to and interact with the physical and social 

characteristics. For instance, if families have role models for their children in other parts of the 

city, or they own a car and do not rely upon the transit system, the neighborhoods lack of role 

models or unreliable transit may not directly affect them.  

2.2 THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT, ACTIVITY SPACES, AND HUMAN BEHAVIOR 

Regional scientists, social geographers, sociologists, and many others have studied how daily 

urban environments affect “the fate of the individual human being” (Hagerstrand, 1970). In other 

fields, including education and urban planning, the extensive research on “neighborhood effects” 

covers the same broad issue of external environmental effects, but focuses on conditions within 

the neighborhood rather than daily movements within and between neighborhoods. In this 

section of the review, I focus on how neighborhood amenities and accessibility affect residential 

location decisions and travel within and between locations.  

The review is divided into four sections: activity spaces, residential selection, transportation 

accessibility, and community development.  

ACTIVITY SPACES 

The concept of an activity space is socially, physically, and geographically constructed. One’s 

activity space includes the spaces they travel to get between places and the physical conditions of 

each place. It’s often determined by the personal social contacts and networks, individual 

behaviors, and social and economic policies that allow them to travel those spaces at certain 

times and for certain prices or that exposes them to different places. Hagerstrand noted that a 

critical component of activity space analysis, since the most critical human needs are often met at 

home, needs to be accessibility analysis between home and other daily activities (Hagerstrand, 

1970; Hanson, 2004; Hanson & Hanson, 1981). He conceived of these components in a space 

time prism that depicted a person’s home, the locations and timing of activities and the 

corresponding travel times between them. This model revealed the options that are actually 

available to someone without stretching the person beyond an agreed to level of livability given 

their time budget, travel options and other constraints. 

One of the objectives of studying individual activity spaces is to relate the “behavior of small 

scale elements and large scale aggregates” (Hagerstrand, 1970). For planners and engineers to 

design urban systems, they need to understand individual user’s lives to model how the users will 

affect the performance of the system and vice versa.  

Within the time space perspective there are two interacting systems: the individual’s time-

directed life paths made up of thousands of daily time space prisms made up of specific people 

places and information, and the space oriented system of imposed domains, constraints, and 

bundles. Hagerstrand theorized that people have to figure out how to open new domains or paths, 

or else migrate to a new area with more permissive paths. If people cannot access certain 

domains or detour to others, they become victims of inflexible systems and fail to meet all their 

needs, e.g. education, housing, work, recreation, etc. Thus, daily paths and bundles determine 

long term life opportunities because learning, social ties, and resources one makes or accesses in 

younger life are the keys to the gates that open or close domains later in life.  
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Jarvis also describes household and place characteristics to study the effects of choices and 

constraints: "Choice is invariably constrained, as much by what is possible within a given built 

environment (the location, opening hours and cost of transport and amenities) as by the material, 

institutional and emotional resources available to the household” (H. Jarvis, 2005). By studying 

households, she argues, we have a “powerful lens through which to highlight the co-constitutive 

links between social reproduction and city-regionalism.” Unpaid work, in particular, she notes 

creates a mismatch between where people live and work. Thus, each day they have a complex 

“…‘juggling’ of paid employment and unpaid social reproductive work, especially in households 

comprising two or more wage earners” (H. Jarvis, 2007). 

Specifically, she uses the “school run” to depict a typical home-work and constrained choice 

trade-off for parents that happens each weekday. She also considers how the situation of fewer 

children in a neighborhood attending the same school as each other may lead to community 

disintegration. Basic things like neighbors being able to create car-pool arrangements to take 

children to school or to make it easy to allow children to play at each other’s homes, become 

more difficult without the neighborhood school ties. In contrast, she spotlights the project of 

former Mayor Peñalosa’s in Bogota, Brazil to “civilize” the city by having “carfree” days and 

“trying to convince affluent city dwellers to invest in neighborhood resources, like local public 

neighborhood schools, rather than traveling elsewhere to consume private goods and services.” 

The school-run, and other daily activities, she argues, is one of those mundane everyday life 

issues, that shows the important link between the social and environmental (H. Jarvis, 2007).  

The broader argument Jarvis seeks to make is “what remains underdeveloped is adequate 

iteration, and inclusive conceptualization, of the messy realities of urban daily life, as subjects of 

strategic policy and planning” (H. Jarvis, 2007). Using feminist theory, she argues that city-

regions incorporate multiple economies and competing identifications. Planners, she argues, 

need to question from “whose point of view “livability”” is being understood in an effort to shift 

attention away from economic efficiency and competitiveness to moral conceptions of social 

wellbeing and environmental stewardship (H. Jarvis, 2007).  

Time spent on long commutes, work hours, or numerous other required but constrained activities 

has led to a new interest in the concept of time-poverty, used by geographers, sociologists, and 

planners building on Hagerstrand’s time-space autonomy model (Lucas, 2010). Theorists of 

time-poverty describe societal changes in the last fifty years that affect the spatial organization of 

society and limit the opportunities available to “different people within given timeframes, 

causing time-poverty based exclusion for certain social groups, particularly women” 

(Schönfelder & Axhausen, 2003; Uteng, 2009). The demands of tight scheduling, multi-tasking 

and multiple responsibilities are experienced differently by different population groups” (Lucas, 

2010, p. 10). However, time-poverty theory must also incorporate choice and preferences. Some 

people may suffer transport-related exclusion, not because of income, but because of their own 

“preferences, needs and attitudes” that determine their transportation choices and selection.  

Time on daily activities 

An extensive literature exists on the detailed activity patterns and time use by households 

according to income, work status, family size, and other characteristics. Much of this research is 

used to inform transportation planning and is based on state or regional activity and travel 

surveys (Whitehead-Frei & Kockelman, 2010). However, the advent of the American Time Use 
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Survey and national time-use surveys in other countries has stimulated research on time use for 

other purposes, including parent engagement, as referenced above. In time-use studies, total daily 

time is generally divided among subsistence or maintenance activities, and work activities, and 

both can take place in and out of the home (Golob, 2000). Subsistence or maintenance activities 

are required for self-reproduction, but may include some discretionary activities. Work and other 

activities with prior social commitments, such as picking up children, are mandatory and may 

also serve as “pegs” around which other things are scheduled (Kitamura, 2001). People often 

make trade-offs among daily or weekly activities, but some are more flexible than others and the 

shifts also vary by socioeconomics or family structure. For instance, in a study of nuclear 

families, in-home maintenance activities for wives tended to be most susceptible to change and 

fluctuated with the activity choice of husbands (Srinivasan & Bhat, 2005). Differences also vary 

by country or perhaps culture, e.g. working American women spent more time on personal care 

than their Dutch counterparts (Kitamura, 2001). Work also has a major effect on time allocation 

by task, with those who work spending less time on out-of-home maintenance activities and in-

home recreation or leisure (Kitamura, 2001). Since work is closely related to income, both have 

similar positive affects on commute times.  

On a daily basis, certain activities tend to start and end at the same time and receive the same 

amount of time, including sleep, personal care, eating, and work. Activities and child care tend to 

be distributed throughout the day, and leisure activities tend to peak toward the end of the day. 

Some of these variations in time of day are due to the characteristics of the location of the 

activity, and where people are at those times. Gender also influences the length of activities, 

location, and time of day, particularly for child care and travel. Women are more likely to do the 

grocery shopping and chauffeuring of children (Kitamura, 2001).  

Based on the American Time Use Survey, a breakdown of time by task shows the average U.S. 

adult spent about two to three hours a day on unpaid household work (or in-home maintenance), 

such as meal prep, and household cleaning, and 25 hours on paid work. If a family has children, 

caring for household children or other members is less than seven hours on average, depending 

on the parents’ age (Krantz-Kent, 2009). Sleep is generally 8 hours a day. In-home discretionary 

time averages four hours, and in-home mandatory time, is 28 minutes. Travel time averages one 

hour and 11 minutes and is distributed among mandatory, maintenance, discretionary and work 

activities (Konduri & Pendyala, 2010).  

RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY AND HOUSING CHOICE 

Residential mobility can be a factor of both neighborhood and individual characteristics. 

Regardless of community development, suitable housing, or convenient transportation, the 

research on lifecourse and residential selection finds that an individual’s income, education level, 

family structure, tastes and preferences, life stage, and life events, such as a divorce or career 

change, may also influence whether a person stays in a neighborhood (W. Clark, Deurloo, & 

Dieleman, 2006).  

For households who opt to move, population studies show that short- and long-distance moves 

and migrations are becoming increasingly complex as family formations and dissolution patterns, 

family and social connections (or “linked lives”), and employment careers are increasingly ‘de-

standardized’, de-institutionalized, and increasingly individualized (Macmillan, 2005). Research 

that seeks to identify how moves from one place to the next influence behaviors in the new 
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location, particularly fertility, offer four competing view: socialization (how they were 

raised/socialized), adaptation (adapt to the new place), reflect the new place because they self-

selected to the new place; or disruption (fertility rates decline because of the change in their life) 

(Kulu & Milewski, 2007). This supports the idea that moves and behaviors are highly 

individualized; some may adapt to the new location while others may continue acting as they 

were socialized in their formative years. It may also depend upon how well the move went and 

the culture and people in the receiving place.   

Portugali and Benenson (Portugali & Benenson, 1995) address the issue of people deciding to 

rent or own, to move or stay, and to where, based on an heuristic model where certain conditions 

have to be met and these act for the rules of thumb or experiential knowledge that households 

use to make location decisions. The idea of heuristics is how people process and interpret 

information to make decisions. Sometimes they use logical and rational information in a 

systematic way, while other times they depend on experiential processing that is adaptive to the 

situation. In both cases, their rules of thumb, prior experiences, or attempts to be deliberate in 

their decisions are vulnerable to error. 

What the research has not covered as well are market interventions and external constraints 

imposed on mostly lower income households, such as housing voucher requirements that specify 

conditions of the unit, and maximum costs. For low income households, a prior experience may 

be a personal trauma that makes safety the absolute most important condition, but little research 

exists on safety concerns and residential selection. Most higher-income households already set a 

threshold (or select an area) where safety is assumed.  

Another issue changing the residential location decision is school choice. Only a few studies 

have addressed this. With school choice, schools are not as strong a factor in the hedonic bundle 

of location amenities. Rather than moving to a new neighborhood to ‘purchase’ entry to better 

schools, private schooling and public school choice may allow some to decouple the 

neighborhood-school choice (H. Jarvis, Pratt, A. C. and Cheng-Chong Wu P. , 2001). 

These choices for housing, neighborhood and school require not only transportation coordination 

but they also imply different social status, tastes and preferences. Phe & Wakely criticize 

residential selection models that ignore these types of factors, noting they are harder to model 

econometrically (Phe & Wakely, 2000). At the crux of their theory is that significant 

improvements to auto and public transit have reduced the obstacle of transportation, and instead, 

location status, e.g. within or outside of a ‘desirable’ zone, is more important. Rather than 

making a housing/transport trade-off, people trade-off the condition of the housing unit and its 

location in the desirable or undesirable zone based on the household’s predetermined level of 

desired status. Of course, this trade-off is more likely for the rich than for people with fewer 

financial resources. The tension from the lack of balance and constant “movements within and 

between ‘desirable’ and ‘undesirable’ zones” is what drives the urban housing markets and 

contributes to the shape of cities (Phe & Wakely, 2000). 

Clark, et al.’s (W. Clark et al., 2006) study of study of movers by neighborhood and housing 

quality shows the difference in what low and high income movers are able to attain in their 

moves. Households with higher incomes are able to make the greatest gains with a move both in 

housing and neighborhood quality. They are also less likely to ‘slip’ into housing with lower 
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neighborhood quality. At the same time, their research showed that when lower income 

households moved, 20 percent of them only made gains in neighborhood quality and not housing 

quality. This may be because they are constrained to rental housing stock and therefore they 

purposely move just for a better neighborhood (W. Clark et al., 2006). 

Lower income households may move more frequently in search of better neighborhoods because 

they are more likely to be living in lower quality neighborhoods and worry about the effects on 

their children. Research on neighborhoods conditions, finds that the concentration of 

environmental hazards in communities of color, red-lining by financial services and service 

providers, and lack of employment for both youth and adults results in neighborhoods that are 

unsafe, under-resourced, and unhealthy. These physical conditions affect family routines and 

children’s education. Environmental hazards lead to health problems in children and parents, 

such as asthma, that lead to increased absenteeism from work and school. Redlining practices by 

banks and commercial stores force families to leave their neighborhood for daily goods.  

Increased unemployment often leads to increases in crime and informal economic activity, 

creating a dangerous environment for children on their way to and from school. In some cases, 

crime, both real and perceived prevents people from leaving their homes or walking or biking in 

their neighborhood (Wilcox, Bopp, Oberrecht, Kammermann, & McElmurray, 2003). Lack of 

employment also diminishes the presence of role models and the motivation to do well in school 

(W. J. Wilson, 1996). Pedro Noguera describes families in such disinvested communities as 

“captured populations” who lack power to change their schools and communities (Noguera, 

2003).  

However when a family changes neighborhoods, the increased mobility may have negative 

effects, as some of the above referenced studies of MTO have shown (Goetz & Chapple, 2010). 

Researchers studying housing issues on children’s school performance have shown how housing 

mobility constrains parent engagement and home-based resources for a child’s education. 

Frequent home and school changes make it less likely a parent will get involved. Even if the 

student does not change schools when the family changes housing, educational resources may be 

affected if parents are not aware of resources in their new community. The expense of moving, 

high rent, or sharing housing with others may make it prohibitive to purchase, move, store, and 

use learning games and toys or to have quiet study and homework space (Berube & Turner, 

2009; McKoy & Vincent, 2008; Neuman, 2009). High housing mobility also erodes a parent’s 

time, energy and resources by raising stress levels, adding expenses to already tight budgets, and 

making it difficult to establish and maintain social ties and networks.  

TRANSPORTATION ACCESSIBILITY: ROUTES, COSTS, TIME, AND EQUITY 

Households can change their access to opportunities by moving to new locations, by improving 

their transportation, or both. In the U.S., many poverty researchers conclude that poverty 

alleviation strategies must allow more poor to move to the suburbs, where opportunities are 

presumed to be superior (Dreier, Mollenkopf, & Swanstrom, 2004). They cite that fair housing 

policies and the reduced cost of transport (from steady gas prices, a growing used car market, 

and greater fuel efficiencies) have allowed low income and minority workers to overcome 

“spatial mismatch” by moving to areas that where there are jobs, but there may not be public 

transit. In addition to a suburban location, they argue that lower income people should also have 

access to cars (Blumenberg, 2004). Studies have documented that workers with autos have 

access to more jobs (Lichtenwalter, Koeske, & Sales, 2006; O'Regan & Quigley, 1999; T. W. 
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Sanchez, Qing Shen, Zhong-Ren Peng, 2004), as well as higher paying jobs and more hours 

(Lichtenwalter et al., 2006; Raphael & Rice, 2002), and significantly shorter commutes 

(Kawabata, 2007; Newman & Chin, 2003). In some cases, the auto was almost as significant to 

securing a job as were education levels and work experience, implying that investments in 

human capital without investments in personal-access would not help low income adults obtain 

work (Danziger et al., 2002; Lichtenwalter et al., 2006).  

Not all researchers who recognize the importance of transportation in one’s ability to access 

advocate for car ownership. The erosion of public transport services, particularly urban bus 

transit, has spurred a growing social justice movement around public transportation. Researchers 

interact with active grassroots organizations involved in using public transit to promote more 

equitable urban areas (Center for Neighborhood Technology, 2010; Deakin, 2007; C. Sanchez, 

2013; T. W. Sanchez, 2008; T. W. Sanchez & Brennan, 2007). In the UK, Karen Lucas 

connected transportation equity to Social Exclusion and embedded the research and organizing 

within the government’s Social Exclusion unit.  

Because public transit works best in dense environments, this movement also promotes 

investments in place, in order to reduce growing travel times among all incomes. Long term 

place investments may be more beneficial in the long run, even if car ownership provides more 

mobility in the short term. For instance, although residents of Atlanta and Pittsburgh both have 

high mobility, because of proximity differences Atlanta residents have “lower overall 

accessibility…and have to spend more time traveling just to accomplish a comparable set of 

daily activities” (Grengs, Levine, Qing, & Qingyun, 2010). Investments in places, such as new 

affordable housing, neighborhood recreation centers, and commercial street revitalization that 

help to eliminate segregation patterns by making low income areas more habitable for existing 

residents and attractive to moderate income households, could also help to reduce other personal 

and societal costs, such as the public health problems caused by spatial segregation that create 

higher costs for individuals as well as the surrounding municipalities and all levels of 

government (Dreier et al., 2004; Hartman & Squires, 2010).  

Zhang’s work on accessibility for daily activities like school trips, work commute, shopping, 

entertainment and social trips found that when schools were more accessible, adults and children 

were found to pay more visits to and spent more times in schools yet without generating 

additional total school travel. Increases in accessibility to other social destinations, such as 

entertainment, recreation, and dining out, also increased people’s engagement in these activities 

over staying at home (Zhang, 2005). 

Another aspect of accessibility and daily activities is on whether trips are joint or solo, in 

addition to trip distances and durations, and therefore time spent on other types of activities. Fan 

and Khattak found that better access meant more solo trips and on weekdays (Fan & Khattak, 

2009). Their work also explored differences by income, race and gender in terms of types of 

trips, solo or joint, and frequency of getting out of the house. Income was positively associated 

with “solo or joint recreational and dining activities as well as solo shopping activities.” As they 

expected, the more time one spends on “subsistence activities”, such as work or school, predicted 

less time spent on non-work activities. Having children was also highly significant for their joint 

shopping and recreation models. As expected, by gender, their model showed women were most 

burdened with shopping and other errands (Fan & Khattak, 2009). 
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Fan & Khattak’s research relates to equity concerns regarding household travel to daily needs. 

Equity analysis of transportation for low-income households often focuses on access to work due 

to data availability on the work commute from the census (T. W. Sanchez, Qing Shen, Zhong-

Ren Peng, 2004), but a growing literature is also showing that easy, timely, quick, and affordable 

access to many other things is also of value to low-income parents and their children, including 

to groceries, recreation, school, to other family members, health care appointments, and laundry. 

Clifton and Handy have used small samples to show access to groceries (Clifton, 2004). Stanley 

and Curry have done similar studies to Lucas’s work on transportation and social exclusion, 

mainly in the Australian context, showing that access to transportation for youth and parents can 

lead to more active participation in important societal events and opportunities and improved 

social capital (Currie & Stanley, 2008; Stanley, 2010). 

Transportation equity analysis also needs to consider the economic expense of transportation. 

Transit passes, and driving and purchasing autos directly affect household budgets (Bernstein, 

2005; Haas, 2008). More specific research on transport expenditures have looked at just the cost 

of school transport to low-income families (N. McDonald et al., 2004; Mikulecky, 2013). 

Advocates for social equity increasingly argue that high transport costs, mainly from auto 

ownership and gasoline usage, due to dispersed land patterns, lack of jobs in central cities where 

poor people live, and poor transit quality are placing disproportionately high transportation costs 

burdens on low-wage workers. The U.S. Departments of Transportation and Housing & Urban 

Development (HUD) have responded through an interagency agreement to provide better 

coordination between public investments in housing and transportation (United States 

Department of Transportation, June 16, 2009). In October 2013, HUD launched its online 

calculator for a new Location Affordability Index which allows a person to calculate the 

expected transportation costs associated with living in a particular zip code (Department of 

Housing and Urban Development, 2013). 

Pundits and bloggers are also writing about the high cost of transportation. A recent article by 

David Moser from Citytank discussed the specific link between the lack of affordable housing in 

walkable neighborhoods in cities, since demand for such neighborhoods is higher than supply. 

As others have also suggested, he noted the pressure on home prices in walkable neighborhoods 

is one of the things that is pushing inner-city poor to suburban areas, where transportation costs 

are higher. Higher income people are increasingly seeking such neighborhoods for the 

convenience and time savings from being able to commute by rail to central city or other high 

density employment centers, while low income people continue to rely on transit because it is 

more affordable than owning a car. Moser and others follow with the recommendation to build 

more housing, especially affordable housing, near transit (Center for Transit Oriented 

Development, 2012).  

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND AMENITIES 

Transportation and housing represent only a piece of the urban development and residential 

location puzzle. The very poor are not necessarily moving to suburbs because they are being 

pushed out by high housing prices. Many can afford these areas as well as they would afford a 

suburban home because they may have a voucher, be eligible to live in public housing, or have 

low-cost rents or mortgages because of the low value of housing in their urban neighborhoods.  

Unfortunately, what these places don’t have is the safety, peace, and calm found in suburban 

areas and higher priced neighborhoods in cities. While research on the low-income families who 
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relocated to suburbs in the Moving to Opportunities and Gatreaux experiments is mixed on most 

measures, families have reported that they feel safer in the suburban neighborhoods (Goetz & 

Chapple, 2010). Therefore, although more affordable housing near transit will help, cities don't 

only need to provide more housing near transit, they need to make the areas with existing 

housing near transit safer and more desirable. A lot of affordable housing already exists near 

dozens if not hundreds of transit stations in the US. Goetz and Chapple argue that to help low-

income households, we also need to invest in community development in the places in cities 

where the poor live, not wait for gentrifiers to develop these neighborhoods (Chapple & Goetz, 

2011).  

However, moving to the suburbs may have negative consequences. When people move away 

from places they have lived and grown up, they lose touch with their networks. Their departure 

also affects the neighborhoods. This has led some to argue against the “dispersal consensus”, or 

the deconcentration of poverty by sending poor households to the suburbs, and instead to 

promote the equitable redevelopment of central cities through city and neighborhood strategies 

and policies that promote greater justice and equity in local development and access to resources 

(Fainstein, 2010; Imbroscio, 2010; Tough, 2008), and cooperation with the suburbs to promote 

regional equity (Pastor, Benner, & Matsuoka, 2009).  

Schools 

Another interest in neighborhood revitalization is the possible effects it can have on school 

reform. Warren (Warren, 2005) asserts that urban school reform cannot be successful without 

community revitalization in the surrounding neighborhoods. In his research, he identifies three 

school community-based approaches to urban school reform: the service approach (community 

schools); the development approach (community sponsorship of new charter schools); and the 

organizing approach (school-community organizing). He then offers a fourth type that goes 

beyond individual school reform to political strategies to address the structures of poverty. 

Schorr’s research on neighborhoods and family well-being also promotes neighborhood and 

family policy as school policy (Schorr, 1997). 

Sayer et al.’s study relates safety issues in neighborhoods to parent’s safety concerns for their 

children and the thus their desire to supervise more of their children’s activities. The growing 

parental concerns for children’s safety, they attribute in part to the “erosion of community bonds 

within neighborhoods”, as well as parent’s perceptions and the longer distances children must 

travel to participate in activities (Sayer et al., 2004).  

The community schools movement has been trying to rebuild the ties between schools and 

community since the Progressives separated schools from local governments, and then the 1954 

Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme Court Ruling and the subsequent federal act prohibited 

school segregation. Some cities responded by busing students to out-of-boundary schools in 

order to create racially integrated schools. In the 1960s and 1970s when central cities were no 

longer growing and some began to lose population, this further eroded the school-community 

connection because neighborhood schools were closed (Grant, 2009). School consolidation also 

began to take place in both cities and suburbs, largely for cost efficiencies (N. C. McDonald & 

Howlett, 2007). As a result, schools became more insular and the reference to the “school 

community” became less tied to place, and increasingly became the more insular and associative 

definition of community—a group with shared interests. The school community was essentially 
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the “community” of teachers, principals, and students, with some keeping parents at arm’s 

length. Epstein’s characterization of school culture for parent involvement includes the arm’s 

length schools as “fortress schools”, and “come if we call”, as opposed to the “open door” 

“partnership schools” (J. L. Epstein, 1995) that have embraced parent involvement. 

Parks 

For centuries, parks have been an important neighborhood amenity for families. But with city 

fiscal problems, urban parks are often not maintained or the safe refuges they once were. In a 

study of the Los Angeles county parks, Joassart-Marcelli documented insufficient and unevenly 

distributed recreational resources (Joassart-Marcelli, 2010). Because of state restructuring, 

federal devolution, and privatization, funding for parks and recreation comes primarily from 

local governments and non-profits. This results in disparities in expenditures with middle and 

higher income communities having better parks than lower income and minority communities. In 

a local example from the San Francisco Bay Area, the San Francisco Chronicle reported on the 

renovation of a 30 year old park in San Francisco being organized by a group of neighborhood 

mothers. The renovation will replace wood treated with arsenic, toxic sludge in the pond, and 

deteriorating wood structures. To fund the renovation, the City will provide $2 million from the 

2012 Clean and Safe Neighborhoods Park Bond, but it is up to the neighborhood group to donate 

$1.15 million (N. J. Riley, 2013).  

Community organizing and social capital  

People may initially be attracted to a neighborhood for its physical location, investments, and 

amenities, including the age, type, and investment in the housing stock, the type of 

transportation, parks and public spaces, and the style of commercial development. These things 

also contribute to prices and quality of housing, neighborhood safety, commercial activity, and 

access to activities for adults and children. But research has identified for years that there is a 

social element to neighborhoods as well.  

Much research has shown that parents who are involved in other community organizations and 

activities where they take on a leadership role, or even just a participate as a member, are more 

likely to be involved or active in their children’s school and to get their children involved in 

other activities (Coulton, 2008; A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don 

Davies, 2007; Terriquez, 2009).  

At the opposite end, a lack of social capital can create neighborhood disorder, which in turn may 

affect the household’s.  Haney’s analysis of the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality Data found 

that “disorder does not significantly and entirely replace the relationship between poverty rate 

and individual self-esteem”, but a resident’s perception of neighborhood physical disorder can 

affect their self-esteem more strongly than poverty. His models show there are two ways that the 

disorder affects self-esteem, through civic engagement and compromised health. Individuals 

internalize the blighted and physical disorder of their neighborhood, from a lack of investment 

by residents and city governments, and it affects their psychological make-up (Haney, 2007). 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODS AND DATA 
In this chapter I describe the research design and methodological approach I have used in the 

study, including the data collection tools that I chose to help me understand the lives of families 

in neighborhoods throughout Oakland, in order to examine, how and to what extent a family’s 

physical, social, and economic environments affects time for parents’ involvement in their 

children’s informal learning and formal education.  

To answer the research question, the research design of this dissertation is a case study that 

incorporates qualitative ethnographic and quantitative methods of primary data collection to 

study the families within the context of the social planning processes and phenomena that create 

the physical, economic, and social environments in which the families live and operate. Thus, the 

case required two main data collection efforts: data collection on the context of Oakland and the 

urban environments of each family, and data collection about the caregivers activities and 

backgrounds. Because of the multiple variables and processes that I theorize to have an effect on 

parents, I wanted to collect both quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data allowed me 

to control for certain factors and test for associations found in the literature or theorized for this 

study. Qualitative data is necessary to understand the mechanisms that cause the associations, as 

well as for processes that cannot be statistically tested.  

To construct the background context for the larger case, Part One, I used participant observation 

of neighborhoods, meetings, public hearings, and planning processes, and note taking and 

content analysis of list serves and archival data. I also interviewed several practitioners and 

residents who work and live in Oakland. For the caregiver data in Part Two, I used purposeful 

sampling to obtain a diverse sample of 70 caregivers. Participants volunteered for the study by 

responding to flyers, email lists, and referrals from nonprofit groups and their acquaintances. 

Each participant completed a short questionnaire, time-use diary, and an in-person semi-

structured interview to provide a mix of quantitative and qualitative information on their 

backgrounds, social networks, living environment, and daily routines with and without their 

children. To summarize, the mix of data collection activities consists of the following: 

 Part One: data collection on the physical, social and economic environments of 

caregivers. This includes primary qualitative data collection from participant observation 

of neighborhoods and meetings, and secondary sources such as policy and planning 

documents; quantitative data sources on crime, census household data, school 

characteristics; and geographic data on block size, transit accessibility, density, and 

distance among daily destinations. 

 Part Two: data collection activities with caregivers, both quantitative and qualitative 

including an introductory in-person meeting or email exchange, demographic 

questionnaire, two-day time use diary, and a follow-up semi-structured 90 minute in-

person interview. 

Quantitative and qualitative data for Part One allowed me understand how institutions and 

policies that administer social services and public infrastructure affected the choices available to 

families. I collected data on the relevant public agencies, nonprofit organizations, and policies at 

all levels of government through participant observation of meetings organized by affordable 
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housing groups, the county public health department, and others; and performed content analysis 

of their websites, reports, and program descriptions. I took notes or made audio recordings of 

meetings I attended and used these notes to inform my interpretation and understanding of the 

policy making process, including how public input is collected and used, and which factors 

agencies take into account when making plans or administering programs. For instance, for the 

West Oakland Specific Plan (WOSP) process I followed, I attended the public participation 

meetings, went to the plan commission and historical preservation hearings about the plan, and 

read the planning preliminary reports and studies. I observed who was there, what questions were 

asked and how they were answered, and how this input was incorporated into the plan. I also 

examined which data they included in the plan when describing the neighborhood to evaluate 

how the planners were representing the existing community and how that representation 

compared to those who were represented at the meetings and those whom I interviewed for the 

study. Through this analysis, I pieced together where there were disconnects or omissions in the 

planning process in terms of planning neighborhoods that meet family needs.  

In Part Two, with the quantitative data I was able to measure and assess actual levels and types 

of parent engagement from a sufficient number of cases. I could then use these levels as 

dependent variables and test for the independent effects from characteristics of the environment 

or the individual. While these statistical tests reveal significant associations between some 

engagement activities and the characteristics of the parents and their environments, this 

information by itself was not sufficient since there are so many different variables in the 

environment and in a person’s current and past life that affect the strength of the association. 

Thus, the qualitative information was necessary to further interpret mechanisms that caused the 

association, the anomalies, or instances where there were no statistical patterns.   

The qualitative methods included coding and interpretation of the in-person interviews, as well 

as qualitative evaluation of the time-use diaries and surveys in relation to the information from 

the interviews and the data collected about the urban environment. This data is especially useful 

for studying the theorized effects of the social environment on parents’ time, energy and 

resources, such as their personal networks, community organizations, and neighborhoods. But it 

was also useful in analyzing the physical and economic aspects of their environments, especially 

in relation to the complex set of factors in their life course that affect their current activities and 

decisions, including upbringing, family formation, work history, residential moves, and 

education. These experiences influence one’s decisions regarding transportation, housing, 

neighborhood selection, school involvement, employment, day care, and shopping for good and 

services.  

For both methods, I used the survey data and information from the interviews to control for 

factors that have been studied in other research, such as the caregiver’s employment status, 

income, education level, and housing tenure. On the survey, caregivers provided information on 

their education, income, housing, employment, and transportation. Each of these items were 

coded to represent numerical categories.  However, many of these items are not as easily coded 

once the fuller story about an individual was revealed in the interview. For instance, employment 

may have been 30 hours on the survey, but in the interview I may have learned that this work has 

not been steady since the recession, and they previously were working 10 hours or not at all. Or 

the education level questions might not reveal all their experience or specific certifications they 

received through training programs. Thus, some of this single point in time information does not 
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give a full picture of the parent’s work or education careers and how they have overlapped with 

their children’s development. For some categories, I needed to create codes that would capture 

this extra information, e.g. “some college or certificate” instead of placing them in the “high 

school” category because they didn’t fit into the “college” category. I also limited the issues I 

used for statistical analysis when I felt qualitative information that provided a comprehensive 

description of a particular characteristic was more useful in trying to understand the mechanisms 

between certain causes and types and levels of parent engagement. 

In the next three sections of this chapter, I discuss the research design, case selection, 

background data collection, data collection tools for the caregiver sample, sample characteristics, 

and analysis and interpretation techniques. I end with a discussion of study limitations, including 

potential biases or omissions due to my sampling procedures, compensation incentives, tool 

design, interpretation techniques, and other influences. 

SECTION ONE: RESEARCH DESIGN 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The HDS process model combined with my interpretation of the literature that were presented in 

Chapter 1, dictated the necessary data to conduct the study in a way that would allow me to 

compare it to the existing literature on barriers to parent engagement and to contribute new 

findings to the practice and research of urban planning. With the quantitative data, I was able to 

test the hypothesis about factors that affect time use and resources for engagement, and the 

qualitative data aided my understanding of the decision processes about parenting, balancing 

work and family, choosing home and school locations, and budgeting household time and 

money.  

More specifically, to discern how parent, school, and urban environment factors may affect a 

parent’s total time use and thus the discretionary time for engagement with their children the 

quantitative data collection tools needed to capture household socioeconomics, the frequency and 

types of involvement activities, travel times and distances for all purposes, work hours and work 

location, and all other daily activities, e.g. shopping, leisure, civic involvement, and visits to 

friends. The qualitative data gathering methods were designed to explore the parents’ attitudes, 

beliefs and experiences that influenced their knowledge and beliefs about education and 

parenting, their direct and vicarious social interactions, how and where they access information, 

why and how often they do certain types of activities with their children, how they perceive the 

school environment and their ability to be involved, etc. Combined, this set of data allowed me 

to follow Newman’s and Chin’s recommendation to look more closely into the lives of families, 

particularly low-income families. Absent this closer look, low-income families will remain the 

subjects of “streams of regulation, often created in isolation from one another and without regard 

to their contradictory impact” (Newman & Chin, 2003). 

There were multiple ways that I could have collected the information on the types of 

engagement, but the time-use diary format was particularly appealing given the mounting 

research on “time poverty” among low and moderate income parents as another barrier to 

engagement (Alcaino et al., 2011; Newman & Chin, 2003; H. B. Weiss et al., 2003). However, 

detailed ethnographic studies on this topic do not include the specific time break down on each 

activity of the family or geographic information, see for instance Newman and Chin (Newman & 
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Chin, 2003). These studies are valuable for describing the outcomes of the tradeoffs that parents 

make between working and spending more time with children, but they cannot be used to 

analyze local housing needs or transportation system planning. They also cannot be directly 

compared to studies using large datasets on time-use (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). For example, 

if a parent in the time-use data set from the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) and a parent in 

the ethnographic study both work the same amount of hours, but the parent in the ATUS reported 

a certain amount of homework time with her children whereas the parent in ethnographic study 

notes she no longer has that amount of time to check her daughter’s homework since increasing 

her work hours (to the same level as the other), it is difficult to identify the reason for the 

difference in homework time. It may be the timing of the job shift and when the child goes to 

bed; the parent’s ability to easily sit down and figure out how to help with the homework once 

she returns home from a long commute; the nature of the two jobs and if one parent comes home 

more tired than the other; or any number of other reasons. These reasons must be explored 

through more qualitative approaches and more detailed analysis of the time-use logs and the 

parent’s activity spaces. 

As the above needs suggest, another goal of this study is to include specific geographic data and 

spatial analysis, which is aided by the time use diary, since it incorporates a travel log for any 

activity that involves travel away from home. Neither the studies that use large samples of data 

on family time use, such as the American Time Use Survey, nor the more in-depth sociological 

and ethnographic studies on parent engagement and parent-school relationships include detailed 

spatial data. Although the parent engagement research has frequently reported “transportation 

problems” as a reason for the lack of parent involvement (A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, 

Vivian R. Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007), the studies do not include enough about location, 

distances, and characteristics of the neighborhood to determine the root of the transportation 

problem. Is the “transportation problem” that prevents a parent from getting to an evening 

meeting an issue of not having access to the family car because the other spouse uses it in the 

evening for the night shift; not feeling safe on public transit at night; not having the extra money 

for bus fare or gas; or not being able to rely on the frequency or timing of the transit service at 

that time of day, especially between locations that are off the main routes? Without school and 

housing location data, travel mode options and choices, and household budget information, it is 

not possible to determine the distance between locations, the speed or costs of travel, the 

transport options available given household budgets or public systems, or the conditions and 

safety of the transportation routes. With geographic data, as well as more detailed household 

data, this study provides enough information to make better interpretations of why a parent might 

be spending a significant amount of time traveling, but not attending a school meeting, and 

whether it is travel times, costs, convenience, or safety that explains the parents level of school-

based engagement. It also lends the opportunity to analyze the policies that dictate the public 

transit service or safety issues along a specific route.  

Because of the interest in spatial analysis, I needed to target participants from different parts of 

the city and whose children go to different types of schools. Parent engagement may vary by 

school types, such as “small schools”, elementary versus middle or high school, and public 

charter vs. traditional public schools, because school types have different spatial and social 

interactions with the community and parents, as well as different needs for volunteers depending 

on their teaching style, the children’s grade level, or their annual budget. In terms of spatial 

differences, a large school that takes up an entire block and has 2,000 students may be more 
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accessible by transit if the transit agency designs a route to specifically serve the school. Charter 

schools and some small schools tend to request or even require more parent involvement in order 

to supplement their lack of funded resources and because they know the importance of parent 

involvement. These school differences have different time-use impacts on parents depending 

upon where the family lives in relation to the school and how much money a parent has to devote 

to travel to school and perhaps time away from paid work. 

The target sample size of caregiver participants was 65 with a maximum of 85. The size was 

based on two factors: statistical analysis, and the sample size of other studies that used mixed 

methods to study family processes. Both types of analysis are important for urban planning 

theories on the influence of the urban environment on daily activities, trip making, and location 

choices. Jarvis argues there is a need for more rich data from the household perspective to better 

plan for housing, transport, work, school, shopping, socializing, and recreation (H. Jarvis, 2003). 

However, I was not able to get more than 70 households given the timeframe, limited resources 

for recruitment, and the inability to work with the school district to recruit households. Based on 

recommendations from teachers and others who had worked with OUSD at the beginning of the 

study, I requested permission from the district to distribute flyers through homeroom teachers or 

parent resource centers. I also requested the ability to contact teachers and principals for 

interviews. This dual request was denied, so I resubmitted a request to work with parent liaisons 

to post flyers, but this request was also denied. The District is continuously being studied by 

researchers from the University of California and they are sensitive to the time, resources, and 

perception of schools that are being studied or asked to help with research. I believe their lack of 

resources and their “research fatigue” is why my requests were denied. As a result, my 

alternative recruiting method took longer and did not resulted in fewer cases. 

Lastly, to put the data from the household perspective in the context of their larger urban 

environment, the household level data is embedded within a larger case study to understand 

some of the school and other urban environment factors. The larger case of Oakland includes 

data on the physical characteristics of the built environment in each neighborhood, government 

planning processes and programs that affect Oakland neighborhoods, housing costs, 

characteristics of the transit systems, and OUSD programs that affect where and when children 

go to school, and activities for children outside of school. More detail on the physical data and 

participant observation is in Chapter Four: Oakland’s urban environment, and section two of this 

chapter on the case selection and background. 

MIXED METHODS TO STUDY THE MECHANISMS THAT SUPPORT OR HINDER ENGAGEMENT 

In addition to Types of Engagement (what parents should do) and the mechanisms for why they 

do it, it was also important to design the study to collect information why the barriers or support 

occur so they can decide to do the different types of engagement. Many studies analyze what 

parents do and whether there are associations with sociodemographics, but few have looked at 

the mechanisms that might explain the association between the soiodemographics and types of 

engagement (Phillips, 2011).   

SECTION TWO: CASE SELECTION AND BACKGROUND DATA 

After I decided on my research topic, I considered multiple ways to design the case study. 

Initially, I planned on studying several major cities throughout the US, then I narrowed it to three 
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in the Bay Area and eventually I settled on one city with multiple neighborhoods. The one city 

case is to control for the school district factors, as well as the public agencies that administer 

housing, police, parks, recreation, and other services. The commonality of city provided at least a 

modest control for influences of city context. Had I included multiple cities, the additional cases 

would have compounded the interpretive difficulties by necessitating more qualitative data on 

the influences from the cities; researchers have flagged the  need to understand the influences of 

place on parents’ decisions about residential location, family formation, work, etc. (Bailey, 2008; 

W. A. V. Clark & Withers, 2009; Kulu & Milewski, 2007). 

I chose the city of Oakland after learning more about the city’s neighborhoods, schools, social 

services, and resident demographics through research as well as participation in numerous 

meetings and tours focused on the East Bay or Oakland. Three non-profit organizations in 

Oakland produced much of this information; Greater Oakland Public Schools (GO!), the 

Oakland Schools Foundation (OSF), and Urban Strategies Council, Inc. Each one has published 

a number of reports and regularly conducts outreach efforts and sponsors joint programs with 

OUSD. GO! and OSF are focused on schools, but Urban Strategies Council covers a range of 

urban issues and partners with various public sector and other non-profit organizations on 

housing foreclosures, crime, health, restorative justice, economic development, and other issues. 

The University of California Berkeley’s Center for Cities and Schools also has done a substantial 

amount of advisory work and research on the intersection between cities and schools in Oakland 

and the surrounding cities and I reviewed this work to inform myself about these issues. 

Having decided upon Oakland, I began saving newspaper articles from the Oakland Tribune 

Oakland Local, and the San Francisco Chronicle, and from national sources on public schools 

issues in general as well as on Oakland.  These articles have helped to track developments in the 

district and city, and to situate my study in the broader setting of what was going on in the region 

and country related to the issue of school reform, parent involvement, and urban life for families. 

I use this content to inform the entire study, but especially to compare how social planning 

processes and programs reported on in the news compare to the needs of the families and schools 

in this study. 

BACKGROUND DATA COLLECTION: INVESTIGATING THE URBAN CONTEXT  

The second part of my study was to investigate the urban context so I could relate it to the data 

collected from the caregivers. I did this in many ways.  First, I have lived in Oakland for six 

years, where I live shop, recreate, and work. I also studied Oakland through a course I took for a 

semester and then assisted as a Graduate Student Instructor (GSI) for three more semesters. This 

qualitative methods course taught the technique of observation and interviewing. Students 

conducted several interviews and observations and submitted their notes and interview 

transcripts to share with the class and for their assignments. In the four years, I read more than 

265 field note summary documents and 53 transcripts of interviews with a range of professionals 

in various sectors, business owners, and residents of Oakland all ages. I became much more 

familiar with the city’s neighborhoods, non-profit organizations, residents, and city departments 

from these assignments. Finally, I engaged in active study for this dissertation. Specifically, I 

used three different types of methods for this formal investigation: participant observation, 

interviews, and content analysis.  

Overtime, the value of using multiple sources of data collection techniques became evident as I 

conducted the interviews with the parents and caregivers. These various background sources 
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provided a richer context in which to evaluate the multiple perspectives and experiences I was 

hearing from caregivers.  People are influenced by their surroundings, including the media, local 

politicians, group participation, neighbors and neighborhoods, friends, and institutions as they go 

through their life course (Bailey, 2008). It is important to be aware of the panoply of influences 

as one tries to understand peoples’ current and past activities, beliefs, and life events (Kulu & 

Milewski, 2007). Parents have a unique set of experiences because they are responsible for 

another person and this may lead to different interactions and often different priorities. Hence, it 

was not enough to interview parents without also exploring the surrounding environments. 

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION: MEETINGS AND FIELD WORK 

My participant observation included meetings, tours, and observation of public and private 

spaces on foot, as well as by car, transit and bike.  

Meetings 

To learn what the social service agencies offered, and how adult education, schools, work 

options, transport, and other issues were affecting parents in Oakland I began this study with two 

years of pre-fieldwork as I formed my research questions.  I attended meetings held by nonprofit 

organizations and collaboratives, public officials, public agencies, think tanks, social services 

providers, and educators working on school and community development issues throughout 

Oakland. Through these activities, I was looking to see how or whether practitioners from 

different fields that address issues affecting parents and students; social services, public health, 

transit planning, affordable housing, etc. were making connections among the overlapping 

issues, both formally and informally. Did educators and public health agencies know about the 

urban planning and transportation projects and issues in Oakland, and did planners know about 

OUSD’s vision for full-service schools and their Master Facilities Planning process? I also 

wanted to see what direct contact these groups and individuals had with parents. 

At the meetings, I sat at tables with other participants, took notes on panelists and their 

presentations, queried people at lunch and breaks, and later interviewed participants and panelists 

I me through these interactions. Once I began my field work, I attended dozens of more meetings 

including planning processes by the Alameda County Transportation Commission, the Bay 

Area’s regional planning agencies, the transit agencies that service Oakland, BART and AC 

Transit, Oakland’s planning departments, and the board of education. I also went to Oakland 

City Council, Plan Commission, and Historic Preservation Committee hearings for sub-area 

plans. At the meetings I continued to take notes on the presentations, the number and types of 

attendees, and the agenda. At these meetings, I met teachers, agency and non-profit staff 

members, parents, council members, board members, citizen activists, and other residents. I also 

collected numerous paper handouts and reports from these events. 

As Maxwell notes, sampling these meetings is to gather specific information and facts, but also 

to study people, settings, processes and events (Maxwell, 1996).  He also notes that many 

meetings will not be fruitful. Some I stopped attending, others I attended when I could, and 

others I tried to attend as often as possible. Some I should have attended more, such as school 

board meetings, the Mayor of Oakland’s town hall meetings in the different districts, and 

neighborhood meetings with the police departments. School board meetings were somewhat 

prohibitive because they last 5-6 hours and often are not pertinent to my topic. Plus, they are 
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viewable online so I could watch the excerpts that were relevant. The following (Table 3-1) 

provides a list of most of the meetings I attended by category and the groups that hosted or 

sponsored them.  

Table 3- 1 List of meetings and events by category 

Category  Meetings and events 

Education Events and 
Activities 

 UC Berkeley Center for Cities and Schools 

 GO! Public Schools 

 Oakland Schools Foundation: small schools tour, and 3 Principal, Teacher and 
Student “fishbowls” 

 OUSD Board of Education meetings 

 OUSD Master Facility Planning Meetings 

 Castlemont High School Sustainable Urban Design Academy (SUDA) Board 
meetings, end of year student presentations, UC Berkeley campus visit, and 
guest lecturer for high school class 

Observations of public and 
private spaces and events 

 Attendance at Oakland Art murmur, a monthly street festival and art walk 
through open studios 

 Participant observation in grocery stores, parks, farmer’s markets, coffee 
shops, libraries, WIC stores, and recreation centers throughout Oakland,  

 Biking, walking and driving through different neighborhood streets and 
commercial districts before and after interviews with parents 

Neighborhood/Community 
meetings 

 Block by Block Organizing Network monthly meetings 

 Oakland Police Department’s Strategic Plan Townhall 

 Mayor Quan’s Town Halls 

Public agency Planning 
Meetings 

 West Oakland Specific Plan meetings and hearings 

 Lake Merritt BART Station Subarea Plan meetings and hearings 

 Metropolitan Transportation Commission Regional planning meetings 

 AC Transit Bus Rapid Transit Meetings in different districts along the line; 
Temescal, 81

st 
 Senior Center, 81

st
 Library 

Non-profit grassroots 
organizing for Affordable 
housing, community 
development, and transit  

 Genesis student bus pass meeting (coalition of OCCC, Urban Habitat, St. 
John’s Episcopal church) 

 ACCE march and protest against AC transit bus cuts 

 Boards and Commissions Leadership Institute 

 East Bay Housing Organization (EBHO) meetings  

 Transform meetings 

 Urban Strategies Council meetings 

 Youth Uprising tour, meetings and forum on Oakland’s “Dream Team” 

Public Health and 
community development 

 Alameda County Healthy Homes Alliance quarterly meeting 

 Health-Wealth Community Collaboration 

 Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco’s Community Development 
Department forums on housing, community development, and public health 

 

School observations 

Through various organizations, I visited several public schools in Oakland and San Francisco. 

These interactions highlighted the various types of school environments; the range of 

communication styles between schools and outsiders; how students interact with each other and 

the teachers; and the level and types of parent involvement at schools. Collectively, these 

meetings were extremely informative to my fieldwork. Since I am not a parent or a teacher, and I 
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have not been in a k-12 school for more than 20 years, I needed to be re-acclimated to the grade 

school environment. I also needed to become more familiar with the specific and current urban 

school environments throughout Oakland. Although the purpose of this study is to show the 

factors out-of-school that affect students learning, in order to engage with the research and 

rhetoric on what is happening at the school, and to understand how parents can be involved at the 

school, these first hand experiences were necessary. 

In Spring 2009, I went on a three-school tour with the Oakland Schools Foundation (OSF); the 

tour was to show anyone who was interested how the foundation’s involvement with Oakland 

public schools was helping the schools’ performance. OSF is a non-profit that supports a 

network of 45 Oakland public schools with capacity building, fundraising, administrative 

support, and special programming. It was founded in 2003 by a group of local businesses and 

school leaders to support the “small school” movement. We walked through several schools, met 

with the principal, dropped in on classrooms, and listened to a presentation from OSF about their 

technical assistance work with the schools.  

I had a more informative and intense observation of a single public school in fall 2009. For an 

entire day, I observed a fourth-fifth grade classroom in an Oakland charter public school that is 

known to have a very active parent base. The daylong observation allowed me to see the 

challenges of teaching and managing an entire day of active fourth and fifth graders who learn at 

different paces and in different ways. I also saw the active parent base in action; they were 

present throughout the day from stopping in to talk with the teacher at morning drop-off, to 

helping with the lunch time, assisting with the garden project’s hands on learning for the math 

and science class, to running the various afterschool programs.  Numerous parents were also in 

the office, in the common areas talking with each other and the parents, and helping their kids 

and other kids with art work, reading, and homework. 

Two years later, in October 2011, I volunteered for University of California, San Francisco’s 

student commute-to-school study. I was assigned six public schools in San Francisco and was 

required to make multiple contacts, by phone and email, and in-person visits to each school in 

order to get permission from the principal, enrollment numbers and teacher contact information 

from the school secretary, and agreement by the teachers to conduct the commute tally on the 

targeted days. For the majority of the schools, this request was more challenging than I or UCSF 

imagined. Although the District provides email, most of the school contacts (principals, 

secretaries and teachers) did not use respond to their school email. When I contacted the school 

administrator by phone, some of them acted as the notorious gatekeeper often written about in 

organizational literature. In the end, I resorted to in-person visits for most of the schools, hoping 

they would agree to take the tally if I asked in person. Once I got past the introduction and 

request, I encountered more problems when teachers lost the form, forgot to take the tally, or 

returned the form to the administrator who then told me they never received it from the teacher. 

What was most revealing from this experience was the range of organization, resources, and 

environments I observed at the different schools. At some schools, the principal immediately 

responded to my email, as did the secretary and the teachers. For other schools, I never heard 

from the principal and despite the approval letter I had from the District Superintendent, the 

secretaries required I go through the official guess pass process and made me wait for extended 

periods in their office before I could stop by a classroom. With all surveys, respondents vary in 

their willingness to participate, but this was more an issue of communication channels and 
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openness than willingness to participate in the specific survey. Some of the potential differences 

I observed were whether the school had parents helping in the office and how accessible the 

principal was—was the principal’s office door open to the lobby or front office, and did the 

secretary reference the principal with familiarity or formalness? I recognize that I cannot make a 

full evaluation of these schools from this commute study; I was an outsider and non-parent 

asking them to take on another responsibility, and the study was not about school performance. 

However, I was reminded of the difficulty I had making contact with and then getting responses 

from particular staff at the schools when I interviewed parents who had similar frustrations when 

trying to get in touch with staff at their children’s schools about more important matters. 

My third school interaction was with an academy at an Oakland high school. Through 

membership on their advisory board, I had several interactions with the teacher, the students, and 

others involved with the school. In addition to the board meetings, I gave a guest lecture to two 

classes; helped to arrange a campus tour for the students of UC Berkeley; and attended the 

student’s year-end presentation of their experiential learning project. These activities exposed me 

to some of the in-school and out-of-school opportunities for high school students in the Oakland 

public schools. A couple nonprofit groups were working with the students on the experiential 

project and the students worked on it during and after school. The teacher also shared some of 

the challenges he had as a high school teacher in a part of Oakland where students are exposed to 

crime and violence and their communities lacked disinvestment. During my lecture to his class—

which was on urban planning and how it contributes to the cost of living in urban areas—some 

of the students echoed the teacher’s comments about growing up in their community. They 

agreed that their parents had a hard time paying for housing and transportation, and that when 

their parents were working long hours to afford rent and everything else, their parents were not 

as involved in the student’s lives as the students wanted them to be. 

Lastly, most of the events and meetings convened by the Greater Oakland Public Schools (GO!) 

nonprofit organization were held in schools and the meetings were attended by parents, students, 

and teachers. Many of the GO! staff are former teachers and staff of the OUSD. These meetings 

provided additional exposure to the school communities and education relationships throughout 

Oakland. They also were a good opportunity to observe parents interacting with their children in 

a school-related function. The purpose of these meetings is related to GO!’s grassroots 

organizing with parents and teachers to advocate for major structural changes in the school 

district and for greater funding of education from the state. To fund their work, they have raised 

money from local and national foundations and fundraisers. Some of foundation funding 

involved brining in guest speakers from other parts of the country on different education topics 

related to GO!’s policy agenda. Thus, parents attending these meetings were hearing from 

national speakers, other parents, teachers, school district officials, and GO! staff about how the 

District was doing, what they thought the District should be doing, and what they wanted the 

parents to do. This group has stirred a substantial movement in the District and some of their 

advocacy work has resulted in policy changes.  

Overall, these various school interactions were most useful to my research because I saw the 

different ways parents might interact with their children’s schools. Numerous parents in the 

study told me their primary way of staying on top of their children’s learning was to talk to their 

child’s teacher every day, or nearly every day, when they were dropping off or picking up their 

children. Some even asked the teacher for daily or weekly progress reports that they picked up at 



 

68 

the end of the day or week. At first, I was surprised that a teacher might have time each day to 

talk to the same parent, but then I remembered seeing parents briefly talking to the teachers 

during some of my school visits. Yet, I did not see this at every school and when I asked some of 

the parents and teachers about these daily parent-teacher check-ins did not agree with this 

strategy. They felt teachers were too busy with all the parents and students coming and going 

before and after school. It may be a time to quickly hear if the student misbehaved, or for the 

parent and teacher to say a quick “hello”, but if it were the parent’s primary way of monitoring a 

student’s performance, it would not be sufficient.  

Still, my observations and some of the literature suggest that this informal daily greeting or 

exchange between the parent and teacher seemed useful. Newman and Chin (Newman & Chin, 

2003) note that it allows the teacher to be familiar with the parent, which allows the parent to 

feel comfortable contacting the teacher for more important matters. When parents in their 

ethnographic study of working mothers were no longer able to check-in with the teacher due to 

new work commitments, they missed subtle and important updates from teachers about their 

children. Indeed, several of the parents in this study noted that they could text the teacher 

whenever they had questions because they knew the teacher from the daily drop-off and pick-up 

times. Of course, each situation is different. A parent’s ability to have a meaningful interaction 

with teachers each day depends on whether the teachers makes themselves available, and how 

many other students and parents are vying for the teacher’s time. The layout of the school can 

also make a difference; if classrooms are down a long hall or on a higher floor, rather than off the 

main entrance, parents may be less likely to run-in when dropping off or picking up their kids.  

CONTENT ANALYSIS 

I also tracked written sources of information on education movements, news and events on 

Oakland, and relevant urban planning issues locally and nationally. The sources included list 

serves and email updates from local and national advocacy organizations on transportation, 

housing, education, and social supports. I also subscribed to local group email lists for my 

neighborhood and other neighborhoods on Yahoo! Groups. The following table (Table 3-2) 

provides a partial list of the numerous sources of written (digital and paper) material I collected 

and reviewed throughout this research.  
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Table 3-2 Sources for content analysis 

Category List of providers 

Electronic Listserves/Groups 
and newsletters 

 Email lists in and around my neighborhood 

 Yahoo! Groups for commercial districts and parents in different Oakland 
neighborhoods 

 Metropolitan Policy Program from the Brookings Institution 

 The Brown Center on Education Policy from the Brookings Institution 

 GO! Public Schools 

 GO! Board Watch 

 Alameda County Transportation Commission Reports  

 Take A Fresh Look at Oakland: “News from Mayor Jean Quan & Friends” 

 Oakland Local newspaper 

 Mandela Marketplace 

 Alliance of Californian for Community Empowerment 

 Teachers College Record Journal on education research 

Archival data – neighborhood 
level  

 Rockridge Newsletter- neighborhood newsletter distributed monthly in 
hardcopy to Rockridge neighborhood residents (a North Oakland 
neighborhood) 

 Neighborhood newspapers 

Archival data – non-profits  East Bay Housing Organizations (EBHO) mailings 

 Transform mailings and handouts 

 Oakland Schools Foundation: quarterly newsletter, network schools’ 
newsletters, and annual report 

 GO! Public Schools handouts, reports 

 6 Wins Coalition 

Archival data – city regional 
data 

 Newspaper articles in Oakland Tribune, San Francisco Chronicle, Oakland 
Local 

 Regional planning agency reports: Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission and Association of Bay Area Governments  

 Center for Cities and Schools Reports  

Archival data – national level  Department of Education reports 

 Housing and Urban Development reports from PD&R and Sustainable 
Communities Grants program 

 San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank, Community Development 

BACKGROUND INTERVIEWS 

To explore some issues in greater depth, I conducted several background interviews with a range 

of people regarding living and working in Oakland, programs and services for youth and parents, 

and teaching in the Oakland public schools. In total, I conducted 24 in-person interviews with 

practitioners in the fields of education (teachers, parent liaisons, after-school programs, and 

advocates), urban planning, social services, public health, affordable housing, and organizing. I 

also interviewed college students who had gone through the Oakland public school system for a 

retrospective view on growing up in Oakland and attending its public schools.  

To respect the anonymity I offered most of the interview subjects, I have not listed their names 

or their affiliations (see Table 3-3).  
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Table 3-3 List of background interviews 

Category List of interviewees 
Educators  Teachers and teachers organizations (4) 

 Afterschool programs (2) 

 Policy researchers and staff (2) 

 Parent liaisons (1) 

Housing, urban planning, and 
public health 

 Affordable housing providers (2) 

 Social services and public health (2) 

 Urban planning (1) 

Residents  Oakland public school graduates and college students (4) 

 Long term residents with adult children who attended Oakland public 
schools (3) 

Nonprofit organizations  Advocates for parents and schools in Oakland (2) 

 Social service agencies (1) 

 

SECTION THREE. DATA COLLECTION ON PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

RECRUITMENT 

Maxwell describes purposeful sampling (Maxwell, 1996) based on Patton 1990, or what 

LaCompte and Preissle (1993) call criterion-based selection. The point is to select people for 

specific information that cannot be obtained as easily from other sources. Criterion sampling 

does not produce a random sample but neither is it a convenience sample, which has no criteria 

for selection, except for access to potential participants. 

Given my criterion, I targeted a range of places to post my flyer in hard copy or electronically. 

The public places included libraries throughout Oakland, VITA tax preparation centers, bulletin 

boards at the county job centers, public housing computer rooms, health clinics, credit unions, 

and after school program sites. I also had help in distributing the flyers from several nonprofit 

organizations, including Greater Oakland Public Schools (GO), Oakland Community 

Organizations, Oakland Parents, Brighter Beginnings, East Bay Asian Local Development 

Corporation, and others.  Many of the locations did not yield any participants, such as Oakland 

Children’s Hospital and the after school programs. However, some participants were hesitant to 

tell me where they saw my flyer so I cannot be sure which sites generated participants. Fetterman 

(Fetterman, 1998) describes this initial method as the “big-net” approach. Initially, as caregivers 

contacted me in response to seeing the flyer, if they consented verbally by the phone to the study 

procedures, I accepted them without screening criteria.  Eventually, I had to screen some 

participants by marital status and zip code because I lacked households who were married and 

that did not live in East Oakland.  

One group that was oversampled was members of a nonprofit organization that supports Latino 

women who are domestic or commercial cleaners. I went with two Spanish speaking 

interviewers at separate time to present at their meetings. Nine of the twelve Spanish speaking 

participants were affiliated with this group. However, they live in different zip codes, are of 

different ages, have different family structures and marital statuses, and their children are of 

different ages and attend different schools. What they have in common from affiliation with this 
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group is the knowledge the organization provides on workers’ and women’s rights, and the 

camaraderie or community the group provides through its weekly meetings and workshops. 

Of interest is that of all the low-income participants, only one contacted me by email. Whereas 

almost all of the high income participants contacted me online, the low-income participants 

called me. During the interviews, I learned that many low income households do not have 

computers or internet access in their homes. Many have smart phones for internet access but do 

not use it as frequently for email or other searches. The following table (Table 3-4) lists the 

recruitment source and the number of participants from that source.  

Table 3-4 Recruitment Locations 

Recruitment Source Number of Participants 

Acquaintance referrals of interviewers 6 

Neighborhood commercial and parent Yahoo! Groups 7 

Credit Union bulletin board 2 

Grassroots organization for women workers, predominantly Latinas 8 

Laney Community College 1 

Libraries (Piedmont, 81
st 

Street, Temescal, Rockridge) 4 

Community-based grocery store 1 

Nonprofits associated with immigrant health and other resources  4 

Non-profits that assist low-income mothers 2 

On street recruitment in West Oakland 3 

Parent resource centers at schools (posted by parents) 4 

Parent workshop convened by an Oakland non-profit 1 

Public housing: mass phone message, computer lab, tax prep assistance center 6  

Snowball from other participants 14 

Transitional shelter bulletin board 4 

Unknown 3 

TOTAL 70 
Source: Author’s calculation based on participant’s response to how they learned about the study. 

CAREGIVER DATA COLLECTION TOOLS 

I gathered information from three interactions with each caregiver. The following provides more 

detail on the nature and length of the interactions since each one provided information for the 

study.  

1. The first contact was an initial conversation by phone or email that ranged from 5 

minutes to more than 20 minutes. The purpose was to tell the volunteer about the study 

and to plan an in-person meeting time for the materials exchange and consent form. Some 

phone calls were longer than others and I recorded the information they shared by phone, 

such as their thoughts about the study, the ages of their children, where they lived, etc. as 

part of the participant’s background information. 

2. The second encounter was a short meeting, from 5 minutes to 30 minutes, but generally 

about 10 minutes, during which I met with the caregiver at a location of their choosing. 

Most of the time I met them at their home, but sometimes I met the caregiver in a cafe, at 

their worksite, or a park. The purpose of the meeting was to give and explain the study 

materials to them; answer any additional questions about the study; and provide a face to 

face interaction. The in-person interaction was to make them feel more comfortable about 
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participating and to strengthen their commitment to the study. Researchers have found 

that if participants are approached in person they are more likely to complete the study.  

In these short informal interactions, participant often shared a little information about 

themselves and their thoughts on the study topic, which I noted and coded as interview 

material. At the end of the meeting, I asked them to return the materials as soon as they 

were able so that we could schedule the interview.  

3. The third meeting was the interview which I targeted for 90 minutes. Once I received a 

completed time-use diary and demographic questionnaire in the mail, I contacted the 

caregiver to schedule the interview. Although I asked each caregiver for at least 90 

minutes, some interviews were 60 minutes due to the caregiver’s time availability, while 

others went for 3 hours. About half were at least 80 minutes and the others were between 

50 and 80 minutes. These interviews took place in a variety of settings, including homes, 

apartment communal spaces, nonprofit agencies, cafes, offices, parks, and plazas.  

INTERVIEW ENVIRONMENT 

In total, 72 parents were interviewed, 60 by me and 12 by two Spanish-speaking interviewers. 

Several more began the study and met with me but did not complete it. Two of the interviewed 

participants were dropped from the statistical analysis because their time-use diary was not 

complete or directly comparable or relevant to the study because of the nature of their time with 

their students or the age of their children. However, since they were parents of students at an 

earlier time in their life, their responses still informed the qualitative analysis.  

Interviews were conducted in a location of the participant’s choice. I suggested that their home 

would be most convenient for sound quality and scheduling, but a number preferred to meet in a 

café or other public space, or in or near their work. However, most were conducted in a home, 

41; 19 were in cafes, six were in an outdoor park or plaza, and six were in an office where the 

participant work or used services (see Table 3-5). Café interviews were somewhat compromised 

because I was conscientious of the other customers hearing our conversation and so were the 

participants. They also were noisy and I lost some data in the transcription process with a few 

interviews.  

Table 3-5 Number of caregiver interviews by location type 

N Location of interviews 

home 41 (39 used in study) 

café 19 

park/plaza 6 

office 6 

TOTAL 72 (70 used in study) 

 

The recorder at times also presented challenges with collecting data. Some were conscious of it 

the entire time. I made a concerted effort not to look at it, or at least not when they were looking 

at me, but when I periodically checked to make sure it was still running, my glance sometimes 

drew their attention to the recorder. I lost one interview because it was on pause the entire time, 

but I immediately went home and dictated and transcribed my recollection of the interview. 
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I took very limited notes during the interview so that I could have a conversation with the parents 

instead of pausing to write notes. When I did take notes, sometimes it seemed to make them feel 

like they were giving me important information, but then that would spin into telling me about 

program names and the principal’s name, etc., when I was more interested in hearing their stories 

and perspectives, not about finding other places to research or people to interview. However, 

these additional details have proven useful and will continue to be useful for future related 

research. 

For married couples, some were conducted together. Researchers debate whether couples should 

be interviewed together or separately, for fears one may dominate, or that the presence of the 

other will influence the answers each provides. However, Jarvis reports on her interviews with 

couples together in San Francisco and found it to be a useful technique for learning both sides or 

more complete perspectives on their everyday life trade-offs and decisions (H. Jarvis, 2003). 

Taylor and de Vocht consider both methods, alone or together, and recommend that it depends 

on the context, content, and method of the interview (Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). In my 

experience, there were times when one talked over the other and when I felt one might not have 

shared as much had the other one not been there, but I found their collective knowledge and 

memory useful for facts and figures, such as how much they spend on transportation or daycare, 

or how often they have moved. Other times, when they heard unexpected answers from each 

other, it allowed them to realize they may have mis-interpreted a situation, such as what they 

thought the school expected from parents or why the other parent does a certain habit. In some 

cases, they decided that they simply did not agree on the issue. Sometimes their different 

answers were due to how I asked the question. These instances taught me that I needed to be 

more explicit in how I asked certain questions. Thus, overall I was pleased with the joint 

interviews even though they may have taken longer and I received different answers to the same 

question. For both quantitative and qualitative data collecting, different answers are a reminder 

that one person does not necessarily represent the complete picture for the entire household. 

Interview questions: types and order 

Before I pilot-tested my interviews with parents, I had a list of 100 plus questions that covered 

numerous topics in the literature on travel behavior, location choice, neighborhood effects, 

parent involvement, SES effects on educational achievement, and school quality. Using this 

overly long script in the first two pre-tests made the interviews tedious and stilted and because of 

the limited time for the entire interview, I did not have enough time for parents to tell me stories 

that would reveal things I hadn’t thought to ask. Instead, they were busy answering many of my 

other detailed and closed questions that in hindsight offered little explanation for why they might 

do certain things. After two more pre-tests, I was able to narrow the list of questions by 

categorizing them within the following 14 themes (see Appendix for full list of questions): 
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Time-use diary, destinations, and transportation 

Health care 

Child care 

Housing 

Neighborhood 

Employment 

Leisure, play, informal learning with kids 

Energy and stress level of parents 

Social network 

Student’s activities 

Student performance and attitudes toward school 

School quality and parent involvement 

Aspirations for their children 

Ideal living situation 

Future: where will you be in five years? 

By using the themes with sub-questions, I was able to let the interviews flow more naturally, 

giving most of the air space to the parent or guardian rather than to myself with numerous 

tedious questions. Although the script shows several questions within each theme, I often didn’t 

need to ask all of them since a single response to the initial topic might answer several of the 

questions.  

In addition to asking fewer questions I was also careful to word them so they would not sound 

judgmental. Already I was concerned that being asked to record their daily activities alongside 

demographic questions may have made the parents or guardians feel scrutinized about their 

parenting in relation to how they used their time. Since they were doing the survey and time-use 

diary before the interview, I risked putting them on the defensive before I began the interview. 

SURVEY AND TIME-USE DIARY 

The survey and time-use data provided socioeconomic and time-use data at a small geographic 

scale from a large enough sample to allow comparison to other data sets on similar topics. 

Specifically, I compared the sample time use diaries to that in the American Time Use Survey 

(ATUS) survey, which surveys U.S. citizens annually about their time use and reports it in a 

variety of ways; by income, gender, job status, class of worker, parent, etc. However, the ATUS 

suppresses the geography so the data is for the entire nation. Neighborhood characteristics, even 

anonymously, are not captured. With the survey and time-use data in this study, I am able to 

cross-tab several socioeconomic variables from the survey with the time-use data, the interview 

data, and neighborhood data. Thus, when there were differences within like groups like groups, 

e.g. married mothers of moderate income, I was able to test whether differences were due to 

geographic differences, their current living situation or background. See the Appendix for the 26 

question survey and the time-use diary and the sections below for further detail about each. 

Survey 

The focus of the survey is to gather socio-demographics of parents and caregivers in relation to 

their activity spaces. I pre-tested and piloted the survey and time-use diary along with the 

interview. I wanted to keep both the survey and the diary short, but needed to cover questions 
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about their personal background, housing, employment and transportation. These factors allowed 

me to capture data I needed to control for quantitatively or explore in comparison to the parent 

engagement literature. The take-home survey instrument consisted of 26 questions on two pages 

about their marital status, age, race or ethnicity, current housing, employment status, and 

transportation choices and costs. I grouped the questions based on my research questions about 

the influence of location, knowledge resources, transportation, economic security, work hours, 

and type of work.  

A limit on the survey was the category of income groups I chose in which the highest category 

was “$75,000 or more”. While the lower income brackets were fine enough for disaggregation, 

and matched to the census income levels, I regret not having higher income categories that would 

have allow me to group certain households more appropriately, particularly the upper middle 

income separately from higher income. At the same time, higher income households may have 

felt more comfortable not having to reveal their actual income to me before the interview. But, 

without a more specific number, I am unable to calculate percentages of their income on 

transportation or housing costs. I can calculate that the maximum is a percentage of $75,000, but 

it could be lower. I also did not ask for monthly housing or utility costs on the survey, but I did 

ask about this cost during most of the interviews with lower and moderate income households.  

Time-use diary 

The time-use diaries provided two pages of blank tables for each day, a weekday and weekend. 

The columns asked for the state and end time of the activity, the participants in the activity, the 

location of the activity, and if traveling, how they traveled (mode) and the length of the trip. 

There were also extra blank tables at the end if they needed more space. Most participants had 

enough room in the two pages provided but a few provided extra sheets because of their detailed 

and busy schedules. 

On the instruction page for the diaries, I provided a list of example activities that time use 

diarists use to describe different activities, e.g. “Conversations”, “Preparing meals or snacks”, 

“playing with children”, etc. I pointed out the list to the participants during the introductory 

meeting but emphasized that they did not have to use the exact words. The list was for their 

reference if they could not come up with the words to describe a particular activity. I provided 

the list so they could see the level of specificity I wanted, but I wanted them to use their own 

words so I could have a more realistic or specific idea about what they were doing, or how they 

would describe it.  The instructions page also provided a list of sample participants, example 

locations, and example travel modes.  

After the instructions, I provided a sample day of a single working mother with two kids. The 

sample was based on a combination of diaries from the pilot test. I was hesitant to include a 

sample because I did not want it to set expectations for what a typical day should look like. 

Indeed, some parents did use some of the language on the example diary. It is not possible to 

know if that is what they actually did or if it was easiest for them to copy the example because 

they had not recorded their own day or did not want to report what they did. 

The focus of the time-use diary was the main participant in the study, one parent or caregiver. I 

did not provide extra pages for what other people in their household were doing if they were not 

with the primary participant. Most participants indicated where other household members were, 
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if they were not all together, but many did not. This limits some of the analysis I am able to do in 

terms of where the children are at all times or how parents trade-off work and responsibilities. I 

chose not to have multiple forms for each member of the household so that I could keep it simple 

for the participant. The less they had to do, the more likely they were to do it in a short amount 

of time. My other reason for limiting the diary to the main person in the study is the focus of this 

research, which is the time use, barriers, and supports for parents, not necessarily what children 

were doing throughout the day. In hindsight, the children’s activities are an indication of the 

parent’s burdens and supports for engagement, since children’s activities typically have to be 

planned or paid for if they are not at home. In a statistical relationship, children’s activities are 

dependent variables and the independent variables are the parents time, income, marital status, 

etc. 

SAMPLING: SAMPLE SIZE, GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION, REPRESENTATIVENESS 

In this section I report the size and demographic representativeness of the sampling frame as well 

as the geographical distribution.  

Sample size 

I initially set a target of at least 65 caregivers that were low to moderate income to allow for 

mixed-methods analysis. Although the necessary sample size varies depending on the underlying 

population, a sample of 60 is generally sufficient for statistical tests based on the normal 

probability distribution of the Central Limit Theorem; samples tend to approach the normal 

curve at 30 and statistical tests of group means typically require groups of 20 or more cases. I 

was not setting the sample size to be able to predict probabilities for the generalized population. 

Hence, 65 cases would allow me to quantify and compare the time use across individual cases 

and to a median and other time-use surveys. Specifically, I was interested in making comparisons 

in time use and engagement across groups with 20 or more participants in each, such as vehicles 

available (0, 1 or 2), employment type (not working, part time, full time), marital status (single, 

married, other caregiver), school levels (elementary, middle, high school), school types (charter, 

small school, academy), areas within Oakland (West, East, North), and types of neighborhood 

(typology by density, mix of uses, street layout, crime, etc.) 

Shortly after I began the study, I determined I would need to include parents of all incomes, 

rather than just low or moderate, in order to make better comparisons between engagement and 

socioeconomics. To include parents of higher incomes but still have a sufficient number of low 

and moderate income caregivers, I decided to increase the sample target to 85. However, as I 

progressed through the study, I was finding enough difference as well as similarity by the time I 

was approaching 70 cases. An additional five or 10 cases may have been beneficial in order to 

include cases from certain parts of the city, or additional married families in the middle or high 

income groups, but there was not sufficient time to recruit more cases, and as noted, I felt the 

existing cases allowed for enough statistical and qualitative comparison.  

Because of lack of time and difficulty in recruiting participants, the sample is limited in size and 

there is some self-selection bias. Overall, this sample provides a reasonable number of cases 

from each part of the city, and within each socioeconomic group in order to perform statistical 

analysis that looks for between group differences as well as repetition on some factors for some 

demographic characteristics. At the same time, the small sample size is manageable, allowing me 
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to look at the specific details of each case in instances where there are anomalies or unexpected 

trends from quantitative descriptive analysis. As Newman and Chin note, a small sample 

provides value in the details of how families adapt to simultaneous demands for work, school, 

and household management (Newman & Chin, 2003). For instance, if a low income family in 

this study has access to a car, uses public transit, and spends relatively little time traveling in 

comparison to other lower income families, survey data might not explain their low travel time. 

Most research finds that lower income families and transit users spend more time traveling 

because transit trips typically take longer than driving due to slow speeds and frequent stops. In 

addition, once a household has a car, most abandon transit. With the qualitative data in this 

study, I was able to explore information for both the caregiver and the neighborhood in order to 

identify the reasons why the family might still chose transit over driving and how they are able to 

spend less time traveling overall. I also studied the neighborhood environment data to identify 

the family’s transportation options given their financial means, their location along the transit 

system, and the daily origins and destinations of the different family members. This type of 

analysis is increasingly desired by transportation planners. Studies on travel behavior are finding 

that people are making travel choices in complex ways and not just on the first-order money and 

time economics of the options available (Schneider, 2011; Walker & Li, 2007). Many other 

influences may have a strong impact on travel choice, including personal fears, tastes and 

preferences, financial philosophies (views on saving, spending, etc.), and family demands, etc. 

Geographic distribution 

To determine my geographic sampling needs, I considered dividing the city by different 

geographic sections, including neighborhoods, zip codes, city council districts, census tracts and 

block groups. At a higher level of geography, Oaklanders generally reference where they live 

according to five major areas: North Oakland, West Oakland, East Oakland, the Hills, and 

Central/Downtown. At a lower level, I identified 14 zip codes that are wholly contained within 

the city and that were in my interest areas. At the extreme end, there are 107 census tracts. To 

have a manageable number of geographies for recruitment, but a small enough scale to represent 

different neighborhoods, I settled on tracking participants by the 14 zip codes that fell within 

four of the five major areas in Oakland; West, East, North and Central/Downtown. I did not 

target the Hills area for participants. Because of the topography and pattern of land uses, the 

Hills neighborhoods are mostly residential, with high income households, and there is little 

commercial development or public transit. The focus of this study was on low and moderate 

income households and their access to different uses, therefore the Hills neighborhoods did not 

provide a suitable comparison because of both household and geographic differences. Although I 

include higher income households in the study for comparison, I recruited them from the flatland 

neighborhoods of Oakland in which the street layout, mix of land uses, and transit levels are 

more comparable to the other neighborhoods in Oakland. Generally, North Oakland is wealthier 

with a higher percentage of white households, and East and West Oakland are moderate to low 

income and predominantly non-white.  

The map below (figure 4) shows the general location of the four areas and the size of the zip 

codes. Although the specific locations were not part of the sampling strategy, I have included 

them on this map. The actual sample will be discussed in Part Four: Data analysis and validity.  
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Figure 3- 1 Map of target geographic areas and zip codes 

 

Source: Author’s mapping of zip codes and local roads. Participants are plotted according to the nearest major 

intersection to their home address. 

 

The following two tables shows the averages of the physical characteristics for each of the four 

major target areas within the city. The averages for each area are based on the block groups that 

fall within that area and that had at least one participant from the study. In total, participants 

lived in 16 zip codes, 13 in Oakland, and 47 block groups that fall within 38 census tracts. The 

three zip codes not in Oakland are in Alameda, Berkeley, and Richmond. Two of the households 

that did not live in Oakland had children who attended schools in Oakland and I included the 

other two households in the study because of their household characteristics and the similarity 

and proximity of their neighborhoods to North Oakland 

In the table comparison (Table 3-6), there are apparent differences in the physical and economic 

characteristics of the different areas of Oakland. Residential densities average 9 and 10 residents 

per acre in West and North Oakland and these areas have smaller block sizes, five acres on 

average. Block sizes are the areas bounded by city streets; older neighborhoods tend to have 

smaller blocks and higher street densities, as is the case with Downtown Oakland, which 

includes Chinatown. The downtown is the densest area at 23 residents per acre and has the 

smallest average block sizes at just three acres. East Oakland is quite different from the other 

areas: the residential densities are lower than the other three areas at 8 residents per acre and the 

block sizes are larger, 7 acres.  



 

79 

Accessibility to employment also varies substantially among the four areas. The measure is an 

index of accessibility to all employment in the region. Downtown and West Oakland have the 

highest accessibility to employment, 113,484 Downtown and 80,517 in West Oakland. This is 

due to the presence of high density office buildings in downtown Oakland and the proximity of 

the Port of Oakland to both West Oakland and Downtown. North Oakland has fairly high 

employment densities because of its location near the same employment areas of Downtown and 

West Oakland, but it is also close to the University of California, Berkeley, and there is a 

concentration of health care jobs in North Oakland due to the location of Kaiser Permanente and 

Alta Bates Summit hospital and related facilities. East Oakland has the low employment access 

and it is the only area with a lower access rating than the average access to employment for the 

entire region. There are few major employment centers in East Oakland. Even though parts of it 

are near the Oakland Airport, the airport is distant from most of the neighborhoods and it is a 

medium sized airport. The other effect on the location of employment in Oakland is the presence 

of multiple interstates and highways that run through Oakland. As shown in the map below, 

Oakland has several east-west and north-south freeways that intersect in north and downtown 

Oakland. The highway access is attractive for businesses and workers in these areas.  

Table 3-6 Comparison of major areas by physical and economic characteristics 

Area within Oakland 

Number 
of Zip 
Codes 

Avg. Block 
Size 

(Acres) 

Avg. Residential 
Density per 

Acre 
Avg. Accessibility 
to Employment* 

Annual 
housing 
costs± 

Downtown 1 3 23 113,484 $8,127 

East 6 7 8 37,607 $13,877 

North 6 5 9 69,088 $20,770 

West 1 5 10 80,517 $13,223 

Oakland 16 20 6 37,906 $17,335 

San Francisco 
Metropolitan 
Statistical Area 

N/A 30 8 48,254 $19,336 

Source: Center for Neighborhood Technology 2009.  Input variables to the Housing and Transportation 
Affordability Index (H+T®) at the Census block group level using 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-year 
estimates. *Accessibility is based on a gravity model calculation that takes into account the densities and distance 
to all employment in the region from the block group. 

±
Annual housing costs are calculated form the Median 

Selected Monthly Owner Costs and Median Gross Rent, both from the 2009 American Community Survey 5-year 
Estimates (ACS), are averaged and weighted by the ratio of owner- to renter-occupied housing units from the 
Tenure variable for every block group. 
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Figure 3-2 Map of geographic areas, major roads, and participant locations 

 

Source: Author’s mapping. Data includes 2010 census tracts, street intersection nearest each participant’s home, 

geographic coordinates of the OUSD schools, and tiger line files of Alameda county major roads. 

 

Looking at the zip code level allows more specific data about the participants’ neighborhoods. 

The following table (Table 3-7) depicts the average of the participant’s block group 

characteristics that fall into that zip code. The table is sorted in ascending order by the median 

household income of the zip code. 

Comparing the data across zip codes shows that the median income of a census tract, 

neighborhood, or community does not provide a complete picture of the living conditions in that 

place. Notice, for instance, the differences in the first three rows in which the median income are 

similar (less than $30,000), but the number of open businesses and vacant businesses, the level of 

transit connectivity (a measure of service frequency and density of routes), and the number of 

people who complete their Journey to Work (JTW) by transit are quite different from one 

another. This highlights the necessity of looking at more than income to define the characteristics 

of a neighborhood. A low-income household living in a neighborhood with 830 open businesses, 

versus just 153 open and 114 that are vacant, and transit service (frequency, routes, and stops) 

that is twice as good as the average in the city would presumably have a different daily 

experience in terms of travel, shopping, and comfort level walking in the neighborhood.  
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Table 3-7 Number of participants by zip code and neighborhood characteristics 

Participants 
by Zip 

Residential (Res.), Business (Bus.) and 
Other units in participant tracts by zip * 

Transportation 
Characteristics 

Househol
d Income 

Zip 
Code N 

Total 
Res. 
Units 

Total 
Bus. 
Units 

Total 
Other 
Units 

Avg. 
Tract 

Vacant 
Res.  

Avg. 
Tract 

Vacant 
Bus. 

Avg. 
Transit 

Connect-
ivity± 

Est. 
house-

hold 
Annual 
VMT± 

Avg. % 
JTW± by 
transit 

Zip Code 
Median 
Income 
(2000) 

94501 1 1,584 592 112 45 35 44,152 16,498 18% $51,521 

94601 8 1,496 177 119 34 10 48,972 16,129 20% $33,152 

94602 4 1,724 53 186 34 4 30,440 17,152 14% $55,321 

94603 5 1,892 203 76 64 17 25,870 17,280 12% $34,755 

94605 5 1,752 104 106 91 13 31,651 17,386 13% $47,288 

94606 1 988 70 78 41 5 57,423 15,015 24% $32,273 

94607 8 1,288 348 53 58 17 36,529 15,971 19% $21,124 

94608 4 2,576 180 246 125 31 47,463 15,409 21% $33,556 

94609 5 2,232 260 228 22 11 44,904 15,894 18% $34,398 

94611 2 2,585 191 237 53 23 40,515 14,852 24% $68,853 

94612 7 1,932 830 127 28 103 90,795 13,303 35% $20,034 

94618 6 2,092 266 134 29 6 29,256 16,715 14% $77,952 

94619 3 1,665 72 116 21 4 23,160 17,996 11% $54,174 

94621 8 1,908 153 123 114 22 26,841 17,565 11% $29,181 

94703 2 1,917 143 169 66 13 42,241 15,366 21% $42,884 

94801 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

AVG. 5 1,842 243 141 55 21 41,347  16,169  18% $42,431 

*Occupied and vacant residential, business and other units are 2007 counts from the HUD Aggregated USPS 
Administrative Database. **The three transportation characteristics are modeled estimates from the Center for 
Neighborhood Technology’s Housing and Transportation (H+T®) Affordability Index by Census block group. 

±
Transit 

connectivity is a measure of the quality of transit in an area based on the service frequency, route density, and 
number of stops. The resulting index measures the relative connectivity and the number does not have a specific 
meaning. VMT is the estimated vehicle miles traveled annually by a household earning the median income, 
$74,876. JTW is the Journey to Work variable form the census which represents the share of workers in a census 
tract that travel by a certain mode based on the response to the census question on primary travel mode to work. 

 

SECTION FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND VALIDITY 

SAMPLE REPRESENTATIVENESS 

Through the sampling technique, I was able to achieve a diverse mix of families by family 

structure, race or ethnicity, age of participant, number of children, income, and education levels. 

Household diversity was necessary for comparisons to both the planning and education 

literatures. Planning and geography researchers find associations among travel behavior and 

housing location choice and race, income, marital status, household size, education levels, and 

employment status. In the education literature, student achievement and parental involvement are 

affected by neighborhood effects, external risk factors, and the parent’s and family’s 

socioeconomic status, background, and education level (Sirin, 2005).  
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I was not able to target exact percentages across all categories of household characteristics, but I 

did attempt to represent the range for each characteristic found within Oakland and the Oakland 

Unified School District. Some of the limitation in recruitment was due to language barriers and 

the study resources. For instance, I couldn’t reach out to families in the downtown area who 

largely speak one of many Asian languages, since I do not speak another language and was not 

able to hire enough other interviewers or translators. However a small number of cases from this 

area suggests more research is needed on both this type of physical environment, and this 

particular ethnic enclave, in terms of caregiver engagement. In the following table (Table 3-8), I 

show the distribution of the households by family structure, income and race or ethnicity in 

comparison to the families in the city of Oakland and the Oakland Unified School District 

(OUSD). The comparison to the school district is not complete because the District does not 

report all demographics for students’ families.  

In comparison to the city and the District, the sample has a higher percentage of single mothers 

and African American parents. By income, the comparison is more difficult due to the lack of 

OUSD data, but in comparison to the city, the sample has a greater percentage of households 

with very low incomes and a smaller percentage of households earning above the median, 

approximately $50,000.  The incomes in the sample may be more closely related to the District’s 

income since 67% of students qualify for free or reduced lunches and 67% of the sample 

households earn less than $35,000, which would be within the free lunch qualification limits for 

most family sizes. 
3
 

By race or ethnic composition, the study sample falls in between the city’s and district’s 

demographics for White and Hispanic or Latino. The high percentage of households in the 

sample that are more than one race is due to couples that are different races or ethnicities from 

each other as well as individual parents who are more than one race. These couples or 

individuals would add to the counts in each of the other categories but I listed them as one unit 

(person or couple) by their mix of race rather than assigning them to one or multiple categories. 

  

                                                 
3
 For free lunch eligibility households need to earn less than $14,157 plus $4966 for each additional member above 

1 person (i.e. a household of 8 can earn up to $48,919 to receive free).  For reduced price meals, households need to 

earn less than $20,147 plus an additional $7067 for each additional person, an 8-person household can earn up to 

$69,616. Source: http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/rs/scales1112.asp. 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/rs/scales1112.asp
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Table 3-8 Characteristics of sample participants in comparison to family households in Oakland and 
families of students in the school district 

FAMILY OR INDIVIDUAL 
CHARACTERISTIC STUDY SAMPLE CITY OF OAKLAND 

OAKLAND UNIFIED 
SCHOOL DISTRICT 

Family Structure 
Families or households 

with OUSD Students  
Families with Children 

under 18 
Families or households 

with OUSD Students  

Single Mother 51% 33% 34% 

Single Father 5% 8% 9% 

Partners 36% 59% 56% 

Guardian 8% n/av 1% 

Income    

Families in poverty (2009) 
 

15% N/AV 

Percent qualifying for free or 
reduced lunch (2008) 

N/AV N/A 67% 

Median Family Income $15,000 $58,239 N/AV 

$0 - <$20,000 59% 17% N/AV 

$20 - <$35K 8% 16% N/AV 

$35K - <$50K 10% 11% N/AV 

$50K - <$75K 7% 15% N/AV 

>$75K 16% 41% N/AV 

Race 
Caregivers or parents 

from study households Individuals Students 

African American, not 
Hispanic or Latino 

44% 27.3% 36.50% 

Hispanic or Latino 26% 25.4% 33.70% 

Asian, Native Hawaiian, 
Pacific Islander, Filipino 

4% 17.2% 16.10% 

White, not Hispanic 11% 25.9% 6.80% 

American Indian and Alaska 
Native, not Hispanic or Latino 

1% 0.6% N/AV 

More than one race 14% 4% 5.40% 
Family structure is defined as the households with children under age 18 based on the U.S. Census Bureau, 

American Community Survey, five-year sample 2005-2009 (kidsdata.org, 2011). City of Oakland data are from 

multiple Census resources: family type is from the 2009 5 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; Family 

income is from the 2011 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; race is from the 2010 Census Summary 

File 1. The OUSD data area from a 2009 Fact Sheet from the school district.  

 

The other characteristic of households is the type and location of the schools their children 

attended. Because so many students are attending schools outside their neighborhood, I did not 

select participants based on the schools their children attended, but I did pay attention when 

talking to interested participants, whether I was getting several parents form the same school or 

different schools. I did not have to decline anyone from participating because of school issues. In 

total, the 70 participants’ children attended 59 different schools at all levels from pre-school to 

high school. Most were Oakland public or charter schools but some families sent some of their 

children to private schools or schools in other neighboring cities.  The following table (Table 3-

9) shows the number of schools in each zip code and the average of the school characteristics in 

each zip code. The school characteristics include the percent of English learners, percent of 
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students who are eligible for free meals, and two measures of the school performance, the 

Annual Performance Index (API) Base Score (0-900, with 900 being the top score) and the API 

statewide rank (1-10, with 1 being top ranked schools).  

Table 3-9 School data on attended schools by study families by zip code and area 

Area of City Zip Code 
Schools 

attended 
Number of 

Participants 
% English 
Learners 

% Free 
Meals 

API 
Base 

Scores 

API 
Statewide 

Rank 
Downtown 94606 4 1 37% 63% 714 2.7 

Downtown 94610 2 0 10% 82% 736 2.5 

Downtown 94612 2 8 10% 36% 848 8.0 

East 94601 6 8 56% 75% 711 3.2 

East 94602 2 4 28% 81% 640 3.5 

East 94603 2 5 56% 80% 508 1.0 

East 94605 5 6 18% 82% 834 6.5 

East 94621 8 7 45% 75% 614 3.3 

East 94619 6 3 21% 69% 732 4.2 

North 94609 2 5 7% 74% 806 5.5 

North 94611 2 2 12% 64% 781 4.5 

North 94618 2 6 5% 77% 671 1.0 

West 94607 6 7 14% 72% 774 5.2 

West 94608 3 4 5% 33% 821 6.0 

Outside 
Oakland 

N/A 7 4 

    Study  N=59 N=70 23% 69% 728 4 

OUSD Avg.    34% 71% 721 4 
Source: School data is from Ed-Source schools data comparison website for academic year 2009-2010. API is the 

state of California’s Average Performance Index implemented in 1999 as part of the state’s Public School’s 

Accountability Act. API measures the academic performance and growth of schools on a variety of academic 

measures. Data Accessed 1/4/2012 from http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us.   

 

Interview and field notes Analysis 

Field Notes 

My field notes from the meetings I attended and observed were summarized but not all were 

fully typed. I kept them in a set of 4 journals as well as notes on the handouts at the meeting. I 

reviewed these handwritten documents and typed and coded the information that was relevant.  

Interviews: conducting, coding, and interpretation 

Conducting Caregiver Interviews 

All but 3 of the 72 interviews with caregivers were recorded. Two of the Spanish-speaking 

caregivers were not comfortable being recorded so the interview took notes on the interview 

http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us/
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script of the participants answers and typed the answers later.  One recording was lost due to my 

error with the recorder.  The other 70 audio files were transcribed by a professional 

transcriptionist.  I reviewed the transcripts while listening to the recordings and when possible, I 

corrected and filled in missing or inaudible comments from my memory. If I could not fill in 

these things, I left them out so as not to create data that was inaccurate.  

Coding caregiver interviews 

Throughout the interviewing field work, from November 2011 to January 2012, I worked on a 

list of codes based on the themes that were coming up in the interviews, or that I had 

hypothesized when designing the research.  The codes were for both the caregiver interviews and 

the background research.  

Once I finalized the transcripts, I coded each of them using Atlas.Ti software, which allows the 

analyst to code themes and look for findings across numerous texts to show empirically 

consistencies or differences in how people referred to different topics. This allowed me to 

empirically analyze the qualitative data to understand how many times I heard similar comments 

as well as where comments were contradictory. I could also easily compare these coded 

comments to the database where I stored information on the participants’ demographics, housing 

conditions, transportation data, children’s ages, neighborhood, schools, self-reported health 

status, and other variables. It also allows me to easily search for quotes to support different 

claims in in the analytical chapters of this dissertation. The table (Table 3-10) below provides the 

major headings I used for the code. See Appendix C for a full list of codes. 
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Table 3-10 Major Codes for analyzing caregiver interviews (does not include sub-topics) 

Aspirations for children Oakland 

Bay Area Parent groups 

Budget Parent’s Background 

Career opportunities Parent’s Knowledge 

Civic participation Parent’s present success 

Community Development Parks and recreation 

Day Care Police 

Employment Poverty 

Energy and stress levels Public goods 

Engagement Activities Racism 

Family structure Recommendations for Oakland and mayor 

Five years from now Religion 

Generational differences Role models 

Groceries School Resources 

Health Shopping 

Housing Single parenting 

Ideal place in Bay Area Social Supports and Services 

Ideal place in Oakland Time Use 

Ideal place to live Transportation 

Neighborhood Youth Activities 

Neighbors Volunteering 

Network  

  

Interpreting interviews: constructing the parents’ role construction and life context 

Through the coding process and my note taking after each interview I began to develop themes 

that to define the emerging findings in relation to the research questions. I tested these themes 

through several presentations I made a conferences beginning in the spring of 2012, as well in 

smaller forums, such as brown bag discussions on the Berkeley campus with faculty and other 

students.  

As the themes developed, I created documents about them and began writing sections with 

support from the literature and interviews. I used these documents to construct the topics for each 

of the chapters in this dissertation. 

LIST SERVES AND ARCHIVAL DATA 

For the various electronic sources from neighborhood, city, regional, state, and national 

organizations and groups that I collected, when content was relevant to my research, I labeled the 

email in my inbox, created a PDF of the email, and took notes on the issue in One Note. I then 

coded relevant parts from the electronic content. 
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These sources have helped me to triangulate the data between what I heard from parents as well 

as the larger discursive discussions on school reform, city revitalization, justice, and family 

economics. These sources helped to enhance the validity of the data I was collecting directly 

either through interactions with practitioners at meetings or through the interviews with 

caregivers or background informants. 

TIME USE DIARIES 

Research that uses surveys on time use to see how parents and children spend their time on 

educational activities shows that kids with parents who have higher incomes and higher 

education levels spent less time watching TV.  These studies have primarily been on quantitative 

data and large samples with generic coding so there was little inquiry into other things parents 

did with their kids, such as what TV programs they were watching, and if TV is limited to certain 

programs, days or hours, etc. (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). Therefore, to code the diaries, I used 

the same categories of time use from the American Time Use Survey, but I also left detailed 

activity descriptions in the database so I would have in the parents’ words what the activity 

included. In addition, when I went over the diary with the parents during the interview, I 

sometimes added clarification to the activity. This information is included in the activity 

description.  

Data entry 

The first step in analyzing the diaries was to turn them into an electronic database. I began by 

entering each diary on a separate tab in an excel spreadsheet. This allowed me to run checks on 

the numbers to make sure their time added to two days and I had all the information I needed for 

each case. In the first activity column, I entered the text exactly as it was written on the paper 

diaries by the participants. This allowed me to capture the sentiments, jokes, notes, and other 

comments that the parents noted when filling these out. Many filled them out with me in mind, 

including jokes, or complaints they knew I would see. For instance, one parent noted in the travel 

section that she was struggling to push her 5 year old in a stroller up a hill with groceries. This 

added a further dimension to the travel mode as well as her subjective experience of that time. 

While it was not a long journey, it was an arduous one that she dreaded on the days when her 

five year old could not walk in the heat due to his asthma. Other people wrote things like 

“SLEEP FINALLY!!!” or “BEDTIME!!” at the end of their long and busy days.  

After I entered each diary in the participant’s exact words, there were several more steps to make 

the diaries usable for statistical analysis.  In the second round of coding, I added two activity 

columns for numerical codes for each activity. These codes were from the Major and Secondary 

categories in the 2003-2011 ATUS Lexicon from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The ATUS has 

17 major activities and within each there are numerous secondary activities. I considered using 

the international code, HTUS that is synchronized across several countries but it was not detailed 

enough.  

During data entry, I added an 18
th

 category, UT for Unaccounted Time, when the caregiver did 

not give a more detailed description of their activity or they left a gap in time on their time use 

diary and I was not able to correct it during the interview or decipher during coding how the time 

was spent. In all cases, it was a parent and the participant was at home. I could have allocated the 

time to Socializing, Relaxation or Leisure or Household Activities, based on time of day, 
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impressions from the interview, and preceding and following activities, but these would have 

been arbitrary categorizations of their time use. This only happened in 5 of the diaries for a total 

of 0.75% of all time recorded in the 70 diaries (25 of the 3,362 hours). More detail on these 

secondary categories can be found in Appendix D. the following provides a list of the major 

activities used in the statistical analysis and qualitative interpretation of the data. 

Table 3-11 List of Major Activities from the American Time Use Survey Lexicon used in this study 

Major Activity Notes 

1 Personal care (mostly sleep)  In addition to sleep, this also includes grooming.  

2 Household activities  Includes cooking and cleaning up from meals 

3 Caring for and helping household children  Includes helping children with homework, going to school 

meetings, and helping them get dressed, etc. 

4 Caring for and helping nonhousehold children  Includes providing childcare or carpooling for children that do not 

live in the household 

5 Work and work-related activities  Includes checking email at home as well as working out of home 

6 Education  Applies to adult education, not the education of children 

7 Consumer services  Includes grocery shopping and other types of purchases.  

8 Professional and personal care services  Includes paid child care, health care services, legal services, 

financial services, real estate services, veterinarian services, and 

security services 

9 Household services  Includes interior cleaning, maintenance and repair, pet services, 

lawn and garden, vehicle maintenance, and household services 

10 Government services and civic obligations  Includes voting, paying taxes, going to the SSI or WIC offices 

11 Eating and drinking  Both in and out of home- I count this as a primary care activity if 

the family is eating together  

12 Socializing, relaxing, and leisure  Includes internet surfing, watching TV, visiting with friends and 

family, adult reading for leisure, etc., but not reading to children. 

13 Sports, exercise, and recreation   

14 Religious and spiritual activities  This includes praying and reading the bible at home as well as going 

to religious services, classes or meetings 

15 Volunteer activities   

16 Telephone calls   

17 Traveling This is any type of travel, including walking to parks or walking to 

an outdoor fitness place, but walking for fitness is counted under 

Sports, exercise and recreation. 

 

Primary versus Secondary child care 

In addition to logging major and secondary activity codes, I also added a column for whether the 

activity was “Primary with kids”, “Secondary with kids”, “Not with Kids”, or “Sleeping”. 

Researchers distinguish between primary and secondary childcare activities to note how parents 

are interacting with their children (Allard & Janes, 2008).. Primary child care “consists of 

physical care of children; playing, reading, or talking with children; travel related to childcare; 

and other childcare activities”. This contrasts to passive or secondary childcare, which is for 

children under 12 years of age, and is having “at least one child of that age group in their care 

while doing activities other than primary childcare.” This code also allowed me to tally how 

much time parents spent with or without their kids whether primary or secondary.  
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Travel data 

The travel data also required several fields, including location type, travel time, travel purpose, 

destination, travel mode and calculated distance.   

Location Types 

For each activity, there is an associated location.  This code allows me to query by whether 

families were doing the activity at home, work, another person’s home, a place of worship, etc. 

Since some activities can be performed in multiple places, e.g. Playing with Household Children 

could be at school, a park, or at their home, this extra layer of coding is necessary, particularly 

for showing the number of places to which children are exposed, or the number of places a 

parent has to be in a single day. The following table (Table 3-12) provides a list of these codes. I 

started with the ATUS location codes (numbered -8 through 9) but added several additional to be 

more specific for this study.  

Table 3-12 Location Type Codes 

ATUS Location types Additional Location Types added for this study 

Abbreviation Location variables Description Abbreviation Location variables Description 
U -8 location unknown R Recreation center 

H 1 at own home P Park 

AH 2 at another’s home MO Museums 

WP 3 at workplace LB Library 

SC 4 at school (CHILD'S) LD Laundry 

SA 4 at school (ADULT'S) NP Non-profit 

SS 5 at services or shops G G 

RCB 6 at restaurant, café, bar, pub ME Medical 

WS 7 at place of worship  

TR 8 travelling 

O 9 other locations 

 

Travel times and distances 

The participants were asked to log their travel times but some of these were rough estimates and 

at times the time was blank or a sum of multiple trips. To rectify this, I had an intern help me to 

compare their travel times with times estimated by Google Maps using the direction feature.  She 

also recorded the travel distance for each trip.  We worked on this together since she did not have 

all the information for some of the trips if it was not in the diary. Some of the information I had 

to search for in the transcripts. With the distance and time I could then estimate the speed of 

travel and how much time it took them to use different modes.  
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Travel Purpose Code 

Because location type is coded as TR-travel for when a person is traveling, it is also important to 

capture the travel purpose with travel time. Even though each trip is associated with a Major and 

Secondary activity code, and the detailed verbatim activity description, it does not have a 

location, just a “TR” to represent in transit, so to identify the destination of those trips for 

children, e.g. was it to a library, restaurant, karate lesson, or school, the Travel Purpose field 

gives an additional layer of information for querying. 

For this category, I again augmented the ATUS categories with additional codes. The ATUS uses 

just four: Education, Work, Personal and Leisure. To separate the compulsory school trip for 

children from the adult’s extracurricular or adult education trip, or children’s education activities 

other than school, I added a category for School. This category is only used for the primary 

home/school trip for children.  Also, I assign certain things to categories that may be different 

from the ATUS. For instance, I assign trips to the library under E-Education, rather than personal 

or leisure. This allows me to identify Trips with children that are coded as “180381: Travel 

related to caring for and helping household children” as a travel trip for a learning purpose, e.g. a 

trip to the library.  

Table 3-13 Location Purpose Code 

Abbreviation Location Purpose 

S Children's trips to and from school for the required school day 

E 
Trips related to adult education or children's additional learning and education outside 
the mandated trip to/from school, including trips to the library 

W trips related to work 

L trips primarily for leisure, e.g. to a movie, museum, aquarium, park, friend's home 

P trips for personal errands, e.g. the dry cleaners, grocers 

 

Analysis of time-use diaries 

How I coded the time use diaries for both the adults and the kids was crucial for analysis. What 

were the adults using and what things took their time? What were the kids doing throughout the 

day? At a minimum: were they in school? Did they get enough sleep? Were they fed? On a next 

level, did they have time and space to do homework? How much time? Did they have anyone to 

help them? Do parents have means to help or to get kids to help? Ultimately, are they also doing 

extra activities? Do parents have time, money, and information resources to get them to these 

activities?  

To analyze the time use, movements, and activities of caregivers and their children, I mainly 

draw from the 2-day time use diaries, which in many cases were supplemented with information 

from the interviews. Time-use diaries are useful but difficult instruments to use. People have 

different measures of time. They also vary in how they describe or conceive of what they are 

doing. It was at times challenging to assign their different concepts, notions or descriptions for 

certain activities to the standard ATUS categories. 
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It should also be emphasized that these are just 2 days in time. Some days will not capture that a 

student participates in music lessons, goes to a tutor, or spends time with their mother on a 

certain day doing educational activities. These types of activities were captured in the interviews 

and that information is used in my interpretation of the raw statistics. For instance, when I got 

the result that a certain set of children were not going to afterschool activities, I looked at the 

interviews with the parents of those children and learned some were participating in extra 

educational events, but not on the days in the diary. This example shows that involvement in 

children’s learning is a cumulative activity and two days plus an interview cannot reflect the 

parent involvement activity that takes place over the course of a child’s life. At the same time, all 

parents were studied for two days so the comparison is relative and has the same shortcomings as 

all cross-sectional data. Yet, as noted, the in-depth interviews help to make up for the two-days 

of diary data by asking about other days or years in the children’s and parents’ lives.  

Further, it is difficult to draw too much from the quantitative data for some things because I fear 

making normative judgments about how parents are spending their time, or outsider assumptions 

about what they could be doing instead. For instance, there is an increasingly familiar phrase in 

the parent involvement rhetoric, “turn off the TV and talk to your kids”.  

Also, it is not always a matter of absolute time availability. That is why this study asks about 

time, as well as resources and energy. If only a sufficient amount of time mattered, then many 

parents in the study would appear to have enough time. But in actuality, when more details are 

available for a family, it becomes clear that resources, knowledge, and constraints are just as 

important as time. For instance, a mother’s activities may be constrained by “coupling”; if she 

would have to take her two year old to her eight year old daughter’s events because she cannot 

afford a babysitter or daycare. A parent may also lack authority over their time if they have a job 

without flexible hours. Energy can be affected by both physical and mental health as well as 

family structure, work hours, and work intensity. A parent may have unscheduled time, but if she 

is depressed, sick, tired, or lives in a dangerous neighborhood, she may not have the energy to 

search out free resources for her children, or to risk walking down an unsafe street to a library. If 

a family doesn’t have resources or complete control over their time and surroundings, then 

watching TV may be the best free entertainment without having to travel. Peoples’ time is also 

circumstantial or contextual. The day they recorded their activities could have been a day they 

were sick, off from work, etc.  

Thus, while the analysis throughout this dissertation uses statistical and descriptive time use 

analysis, it’s important to note that I am not suggesting physical determinism or that time use 

tells the entire story. There are differences in human capital and life experiences that also explain 

peoples’ levels of energy and access to internal stores of knowledge or family members and 

friends with knowledge. By comparing mixed-data from 70 families on the same measure—two 

diary days and information from an interview, I am able to draw some conclusions about the 

types of things some parents do and others do not, and what types of things lead to time 

differentials between different groups. 

Lastly, although the data used in this study do not directly assess the relative quality of the time 

the parents spent with their children, they do provide estimates of how much time the parents had 

for the type of engagement with their children that the research shows is good for children’s 

development. 
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SPATIAL ANALYSIS: CONSTRUCTING THE ACTIVITY SPACE 

In addition to time use and the nature of families’ neighborhoods, I also analyzed their activity 

spaces. The concept of an activity space is both socially and geographically constructed. One’s 

activity space includes the places they go physically, but it’s determined by personal social 

contacts and networks, individual choices and capabilities, and social and economic policies. 

Families’ activity spaces on a regular basis varied from a few blocks square, especially if where 

they lived was also where they sent their kids to school, shopped, and did leisure activities, to 

several square miles if work, home and school were all in different locations. Some of the large 

activities spaces were fragmented and consisted of isolated nodes. Instead of a coherent space 

that the participants occupied each day, they had two or three separate nodes where they spent 

their time, and there was little connection among them, and sometimes few connections at the 

any of the nodes. While many people work and live in separate places, they often have one node 

that is strong, e.g. they feel like they belong, and they know people in their area. This is typically 

their home node. For several of the lower income households, if they were not living in a 

neighborhood by choice or they had high residential mobility, they were less likely to have a 

strong home node and their social network was more dispersed. 

To analyze the participant’s activity space I used the time use diary to look at the number and 

distance between the different locations they traveled each day. I also used the interviews to 

understand if their time-use diary day was a common path, where else they typically went, and 

the strength of relationships at the different places where they spent their time, e.g. 

neighborhood, school, work, library, neighborhood groups, etc. The stored knowledge in the 

neighborhood around the home, if that’s where people interact, is also part of the quality of the 

activity space.  

SURVEYS 

The 70 surveys completed by the caregivers were compiled and tabulated in Excel. I created a 

database that listed each caregiver and their characteristics as well as their responses to the 

survey. I was writing articles on my research before it was complete so at one point, I analyzed 

15 cases, then 40, then 50. This process helped me to understand whether I was beginning to see 

trends or patterns.  

Some factors allowed statistical testing, such as t-tests for differences between groups. For 

instance, I divided the sample by how children traveled to school and tested for significance on a 

variety of variables identified in the literature on Safe Routes to School. The only significant 

factor was distance to school. However, because I also had qualitative information, I knew that 

some of the decisions that affected distance or the mode choice were more complicated than the 

distance.  

As I coded the interviews, I added additional socio-demographics to the database from coded 

facts gathered in the interviews that were not asked on the survey, such as why they chose the 

school, or where they would live in Oakland or the Bay Area if they had their choice.  

TRIANGULATION 

An important part of the analysis was comparing what I heard from parents, what I heard at 

meetings, read in the newspaper and electronic sources on related issues to compare how 
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different groups perceived the same phenomenon. Specifically, this included OUSD board 

meetings, GO! meetings, Oakland Town Halls, Education reporter articles in the newspaper, 

interactions with school board members and parents and people working in the schools, and in 

nonprofits that service lower income households, such as affordable housing developers, parent 

organizations, supportive services for young mothers, public health planners, etc.  

I began presenting findings from my research findings in early 2012 at conferences and in brown 

bags in my department at UC, Berkeley. These presentations allowed me to make more contacts 

and get input from academic planners and others on school and community issues. 

TESTS FOR ASSOCIATION 

For the independent and dependent variables in the study, I tested each distribution for normality.  

The following variables are the independent variables used to test for time allocation on different 

parent engagement activities and time use tasks.  

 Income: Household income in three categories (very low, low-medium, medium-high) 

 Race or ethnicity: Race or ethnicity of the participating caregiver in three categories; White 

or Other non-Hispanic (includes Asians, Pacific Islanders, Native Americans, and Filipinos); 

Hispanic or Latino, and Black 

 Education level: Education level of the primary caregiver in three categories; 1) High school 

or less; 2) Some Post-Secondary Education, which includes Associates degrees, technical 

training, and certificates; and 3) College degree or above, including graduate degrees 

 Household employment: The number of employed adults in the households (0, 1 or 2) 

 Participant employment: The employment status of the participant caregiver (unemployed, 

part time, or full time) 

 Number of kids: The number of children living at home, from infants to 12
th

 graders (1, 2, or 

3 or more) 

 Caregiver in home: The number of full-time caregivers in a home (1 or 2). This is used 

instead of marital status. It does not account for a second or third adult that was not a 

caregiver, such as an older sibling or grandma that lives with the family. 

 Car ownership: The number of cars a family owns (0 or 1 or more). Because of the 

distribution, I chose to use two categories since only 20% owned more than one car. 

 Neighborhood school: Whether or not all the children attended the school assigned to them 

through the OUSD official neighborhood boundaries (Yes or No). Some families attended 

both types of school; these cases were categorized as No. 

 Farthest school in miles: This is the distance to the school that was farthest from their home, 

or the distance to the school if their children only attended one school.  

 Kids older than 12 years old only: Whether the family’s children were all older than 12 years 

old (Yes/No) 

 Kids less than 12 years old only: Whether the family’s children were all younger than 12 

(Yes/No) 

 Kids younger and older than 12 years old: Whether the family had children younger and 

older than 12 years old (Yes/No) 

 



 

94 

DISCUSSION: LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

METHODS LIMITATIONS:  

Subjective accounts from caregivers 

Qualitative interview data contains subjective accounts from participants. Self-reported time-use 

data, if accurately reported, is more subjective. The two formats can be complementary to one 

another and allow for triangulation since one is more structured and is looking for facts about 

time-use, and the other is looking for interpretation and “meaning making” (Gruber, 2002). On 

the other hand, both could be manipulated to present a better image or to tell the interviewer 

what she wants to hear.  

On time-use diaries, the participant’s misrepresentation of what they actually did and for how 

long has been referred to as the “social desirability” bias, e.g. “Parents report more time spent on 

desirable activities (such as reading to a child) than on less desirable ones” (Hofferth & 

Sandberg, 2001). A second issue is that validity of the time-use drops when there are fewer 

records of specific activities, e.g. volunteering on a political campaign (Juster & Stafford, 1991). 

However, there has been a substantial amount of methodological work to establish the validity 

and reliability of time-use diary data (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001; Juster & Stafford, 1991). 

To account for this subjective data, I sought to triangulate what they said in the interview and the 

first meeting with what they recorded on their diaries. I also looked for consistency within their 

stories throughout the interviews. The diary might show that they were not very active, but in the 

interview they may have talked about all the different things they do with their children. In these 

cases, I tried to assess whether the stories they recounted in the interviews included enough 

realistic evidence or details to correspond with what they were saying generally about the 

activities they did. I also asked about the lack of activity on their diaries. I did not change the 

diaries and I also kept the difference in mind when I was coding the interview and using their 

answers for qualitative analysis. Parents were generally open about how they filled out their 

diaries and I did not find excessive amounts of socially desirable entries, especially among the 

low and moderate income parents.  

In addition to checking for within case validity, I could also test across cases for certain 

experiences when participants lived in the same neighborhood, attended the same school, had 

similar jobs, etc., Sometimes, stories were in conflict across cases; however, subjective 

experiences can be different even for people with similar backgrounds in the same neighborhood. 

Again, in these cases, I tried to look for other inconsistencies within either case and was selective 

in how I used their interview data if I had questions about legitimacy. 

Another issue of subjectivity is the caregivers’ eagerness to participate, whether or not they 

would receive compensation. The study topic is an issue that many of them cared about and as 

parents, many of them conveyed that they did not feel appreciated or respected by the school, the 

city, their employers, the media, or their children. They participated, they told me, because they 

want better schools and better city amenities and some hoped that my research would 

communicate their concerns or help to identify things that would help, even if they weren’t sure 

what those things were. While their interest was welcomed, because it enticed them to 

participate, at times I worried that it may influence their answers. For instance, they might focus 
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on telling me the problems, and not on what worked in their lives. However, I think the range of 

questions and the conversational tone of the interview generated responses that were not pre-

meditated or overly focused on telling me what they thought I needed to know to help fix the 

schools or their neighborhoods.  

SUBJECTIVITY AS RESEARCHER 

Layered on top of their language and perspective on issues is my subjectivity and positionality as 

a researcher.  

Positionality as a researcher 

 My positionality varied depending on the person I was interviewing or the topic at hand. I 

was an Oakland resident, a divorced and single 39 year old woman without a car and with 

a tight student budget. On the other hand, I am also white and have a high level of 

education. Certain aspects of my position helped me to connect with many of the mothers 

who were single, my age, or divorced. In other cases, younger women saw me as an older 

woman they might ask for advice. In the first case, a sense of commonality may have 

limited how much parents shared their perspective, thinking it would be the same as 

mine. In the other case, younger parents felt less secure with their actions and I had to 

make sure they did not feel like I did not have more experience than them. I reminded 

them that they were the experts on being a parent, even if I was older and studying 

parents.  

 Reminding parents that I was not a parent also allowed me to act naïve when asking 

about the challenges of being a parent. I was not in a competitive story-telling position 

with them about what I was doing with my own kids. 

 I dressed casually, almost always in jeans and I carried a student book bag. I did not want 

to look like a case worker or an expert from the University. 

 When I interviewed planners or had conversations with them at events, especially if I was 

questioning the planning process, I made sure to explain that I also was a planner so that 

they wouldn’t be defensive and so they would give me respect and credibility about 

knowing what it’s like to be a public planner. 

Methods to account for subjectivity 

I had good rapport with nearly all the participants. Unless they had scheduled another meeting 

after our interview, the interviews generally went longer than the hour they were asked to 

commit. Some also contacted me later with texts or emails and others wanted to see the research 

when it was done. Because of these personal connections, it was important that I recognized this 

during the interview analysis and I took the following steps to reduce my subjectivity.  

 When I took notes during meetings and after the caregiver interviews, I used techniques 

to flag notes that were my impression or perception, and not an objective statement I 

heard in the meeting or interview by prefacing them with “Me:” or “My thoughts”. This 

allowed me to record my initial impressions and then question them later on. 

 After the interviews, I typed summaries that noted the setting as well as things I said or 

did that might have shaped a participant’s response but would not be picked up in the 

transcript. I also noted whether differences in our gender, race, class, age, career, and 

caregiving role seemed to influence the conversation. Depending on these differences, 
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both the respondent’s and my perspectives could shift. They also shifted depending upon 

the topic, whether we were talking about health, children, budgets, the City of Oakland, 

being a parent, etc. It was important for me to recognize during and after the interview if 

these personal subjectivities had influenced the conversation.  

 Regular written reflections allowed me to track theme ideas and how my opinions and 

findings were changing. Contrasting these with the data analysis of the time-use surveys 

also led me to do more scrutiny of the interview data. After having an engaging two hour 

long conversation with a mother, it was easy to develop certain perceptions of her life, 

her child engagement activities, her beliefs, and views of the world, and to develop new 

themes based on that interview. But as I wrote more reflections with additional 

interviews, and as the interviews because more distant, my immediate perceptions from 

the personal interactions were not as overpowering, and the written reflections allowed 

me to track how my thoughts were evolving or shifting back and forth.  

Anonymity and pseudonyms: how to provide it while also providing rich description of 

the areas and people 

 At times I’m not able to provide as much thick description of participants, schools, or 

neighborhoods in order to keep anonymity for the participants. Thus some research is 

lost.  

 In addition to changing names, in cases where it did not matter for the issue being 

discussed, I may have changed other descriptors about the participant, including the 

neighborhood where they lived, or the gender of the participant or the child. 

SAMPLE LIMITATIONS 

Of the 70 caregivers in the study, there is an overrepresentation of young African American 

single mothers earning less than $20,000 per year, 21 cases and 29% of the sample. In many 

cases, the $60 compensation was their incentive to participate. I garnered this by the questions 

they asked on the phone about the compensation or statements they made in the interview about 

the $60. However, I don’t believe this influenced how they participated. Regardless of their 

motivation for the study, I still learned about their daily travel activities, their housing 

conditions, and time with their children. Also, the compensation allowed me to recruit low 

income parents who can be difficult to reach and are often underrepresented in urban planning 

and education studies (Phillips, 2011). 

In some cases, I felt like parents viewed me as a case worker and that they may have told me 

things or wrote certain activities in their time-use diary that were approved by housing authority 

administrators or social workers from the Department of Human Services. For instance, one 

foster parent walked me through the house to show her housekeeping was up to standards, that 

she had food for the children, and adequate sleeping and living space. I ended up not including 

her information in the study because her engagement and familiarity with the four foster children 

in her home was not comparable to the engagement of the other participants who had a more 

permanent attachment to their children. However, she had adult children and the interview with 

her about her life when they were going through school was relevant to the study.  



 

97 

A few parents only gave me a short amount of time for the interview, about 60 minutes, and 

others didn’t completely fill out the time-use diary correctly. For these cases, I focused the 

interview on the primary questions and I tried to complete the diary with them. 

At the other end, I also have an over representation of parents who volunteer for everything, 

including my study.  They are not the majority of the study however. The $60 compensation and 

the snowball method also helped to attract parents who were less likely to volunteer on their own 

but were willing to participate in exchange for compensation, or at the request of their friend 

who had offered to help me recruit more parents. I did not pay parents who referred other parents 

to me; many of them offered on their own because they were interested in helping me and the 

study’s purpose and/or they had friends or family members they thought might be interested in 

the compensation.  

Thus, there was a self-selection bias with the sample. Parents had to respond to the flier or a 

friend’s recommendation to participate and where they saw the flyer is also a bias. However, 

they self-selected for at least three reasons: 1) for the money/incentive; 2) they cared about the 

topic and study and wanted to give input; 3) they did it as a favor to a friend of theirs who was a 

friend or acquaintance of mine and who asked them to participate; 4) they were curious about 

participating in the study. However, these four self-selection reasons brought in a range of 

participants.  

I have an underrepresentation of fulltime working parents, possibly because this group was too 

busy to participate and some who might not want to share their data. I also have an 

underrepresentation of Asian families of all income levels. As I was going along, I thought I was 

getting a better representation of certain categories, but I had several potential participants who 

called me but then did not respond to schedule the meeting, this was about 15%. People also met 

with me and then did not complete the survey or completed it but then were not reachable for the 

interview.  

CROSS-SECTIONAL DATA 

At this point, the data in this study is a cross-sectional study of time-use from the diaries and 

although the interviews provided historical discussion of their background, those data are based 

on memory and are subject to reliability problems. The background data are also more brief; I 

did not have all the details necessary to draw conclusive findings from how their background 

may have affected their present situation. The data also does not go forward. I cannot predict 

what will happen to the families who were planning to move to Sacramento even though their 

social supports were mostly in Oakland. However, the experiences of some of the parents who 

had moved to other cities or regions and then returned were instructive for the potential 

outcomes for other mothers that eventually may move to places without support.  

In future research, I plan to contact a subset of the families to see how their lives have changed in 

the last two to three years, particularly if they were planning a housing move, a job change, or 

their children were entering middle or high school and they were facing another school choice.  
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CHAPTER 4. OAKLAND CASE 
This chapter provides the context and justification for selecting Oakland as the case for this 

study. I begin with a snapshot of the current population statistics (Table 4-1), including race, 

income, education, language, housing costs, etc. I then provide a brief historical background of 

the city’s development, followed by an overview of the city’s current conditions, including the 

housing market, the state of the City Government, nonprofit actors, employment opportunities, 

transportation performance, and crime. I also provide background on the Oakland Unified School 

District (OUSD), including relevant policies, nonprofit actors, and structural characteristics. 
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CURRENT POPULATION STATISTICS 

 

Table 4-1 Current population statistics for Oakland and California 

Characteristics Oakland California 

Population   

Population, 2012 estimate     400,740 38,041,430 

Population, 2010 (April 1) estimates base     390,719 37,253,956 

Population, percent change, April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2012     2.6% 2.1% 

Persons under 5 years, percent, 2010     6.7% 6.8% 

Persons under 18 years, percent, 2010     21.3% 25.0% 

Persons 65 years and over, percent,  2010     11.1% 11.4% 

Households, 2007-2011     154,537 12,433,172 

Persons per household, 2007-2011     2.48 2.91 

Race 
  White alone, percent, 2010 (a)     34.5% 57.6% 

Black or African American alone, percent, 2010 (a)     28.0% 6.2% 

American Indian and Alaska Native alone, percent, 2010 (a)     0.8% 1.0% 

Asian alone, percent, 2010 (a)     16.8% 13.0% 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone, percent, 2010 (a)     0.6% 0.4% 

Two or More Races, percent, 2010     5.6% 4.9% 

Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2010 (b)     25.4% 37.6% 

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2010     25.9% 40.1% 

Income 
  Per capita money income in the past 12 months (2011 dollars), 2007-2011     $31,675 $29,634 

Median household income, 2007-2011     $51,144 $61,632 

Persons below poverty level, percent, 2007-2011     19.6% 14.4% 

Education   

High school graduate or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 2007-2011     79.5% 80.8% 

Bachelor's degree or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 2007-2011     37.2% 30.2% 

Veterans, 2007-2011     16,734 1,997,566 

Mean travel time to work (minutes), workers age 16+, 2007-2011     27.8 27 

Housing, migration, and immigration 
  Housing units, 2010     169,710 13,680,081 

Homeownership rate, 2007-2011     41.9% 56.7% 

Housing units in multi-unit structures, percent, 2007-2011     51.9% 30.8% 

Median value of owner-occupied housing units, 2007-2011     $492,200 $421,600 

Living in same house 1 year & over, percent, 2007-2011     83.4% 84.2% 

Foreign born persons, percent, 2007-2011     27.5% 27.2% 

Language other than English spoken at home, 2007-2011     39.6% 43.2% 

Source: People QuickFacts for the City of Oakland, CA, American Fact Finder, U.S. Census, 2012. 
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HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 

The city of Oakland is one of the central cities in the San Francisco Bay area and covers of 56 

square miles. In the 2010 Census, the population was down 2.2% to 390,725 from the 2000 

Census, which counted 399,329 people. However, the 2011 American Community Survey 

reported an increase of 5,000 residents taking the total to 395,817. Oakland is gaining in 

population again as San Francisco experiences another “tech boom”. People are being priced out 

of the San Francisco housing market, causing “Oakland, once a cheaper alternative to the city”, 

to experience a rent spike of 11 percent between 2011 and 2012 (Perlroth, 2013). The rent surge 

the prior year was even higher, 19% (Said, 2012).  

However, while some new groups are moving to Oakland, others are moving out of Oakland. 

Historically, the city has had a large African American population, 28%, and several well-known 

African Americans and Black movements have originated in Oakland. The percentage of black 

residents is especially high in comparison to the percentage in the state of California, 6%. In 

recent decades, however, the black population has been in steady decline as blacks move to other 

suburbs or states. At the same time, another group continues to move to Oakland: the population 

of Hispanic or Latino origin has increased to 25% from 22% in 2000. In contrast to African 

Americans in California, the percentage of Hispanics or Latinos in Oakland lags behind their 

state share of 38%. 

With the population gain, the number of jobs has also increased. From 2002 to 2011, Oakland 

gained 23,833 jobs (from 173,875 to 197,708). Within that time period of growth, there were 

also two periods with job losses, 2002 to 2005 and 2008 to 2009. Those job losses were partially 

offset by the largest increase in jobs from 2010 to 2011 when the city gained 22,684. Oakland 

residents largely have not been the recipients of these job gains. While the city gained 22,684 

jobs from 2010-2011, only 505 more Oakland residents became employed in Oakland, resulting 

in a declining share of Oakland residents who hold jobs in Oakland. In fact, since 2002 the share 

of Oakland residents holding Oakland jobs has steadily declined from a share of 28.7% in 2002 

to 23.4% in 2011, and the total number of residents with jobs in Oakland in 2011 (46,218) is still 

3,648 jobs below the 2002 level of 49,866.  

Residents from San Francisco, Berkeley, San Jose, and numerous other places have garnered 

most of the increase in jobs. Alameda was the only other city that declined in the number of its 

residents working in Oakland. While it is considered favorable economically to import workers, 

it may not be favorable if the share of imported workers is greater than the share of locally 

employed workers, especially when the local unemployment rate is high. In 2010, Oakland had 

one of the highest unemployment rates in the Bay Area, 16.9%, while the rate was 11% in 

Alameda County (Labor Force Data by County, 2010 Annual Averages, 2010; Oakland, 2010). 

The Employment section of this chapter provides additional details on the jobs, wages, industries 

and locations where Oakland adults are working. 

In terms of development patterns, Oakland has a mix of urban and suburban style development 

due to its development history in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. The portions of the city 

that are more suburban-like in urban design are reflective of the city’s annexations in its major 

growth years during the early decades of the 20
th

 Century. The city was established in 1852, but 

growth was slow at first. Eleven years later, in 1863, the city had a mere 1,543 people. Growth 

eventually took off and less than 30 years later, and by 1891 the city opened its first electric 
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streetcar. The system rapidly grew in the next decade to include several lines, known as the Key 

system (Urban Ecology, 2003). At this point, the city was 22.9 square miles. After the San 

Francisco fire and earthquake in 1906, the city annexed several eastern towns and grew to 60.25 

square miles. By 1909 and the population more than doubled from 66,960 prior to the 1906 

earthquake to 150,000 people afterward. Almost 100,000 people and businesses moved across 

the bay to start over after the destruction in San Francisco (Oakland Public Library, 2002). 

Throughout the 1910s and 1920s, the new residents built businesses and homes and established a 

larger Chinatown. The downtown and West and North Oakland were the first areas to develop 

and today are the most grid-like, with more walkable and narrower streets, and the highest 

densities in the city. These areas are also fairly well-serviced by transit. East Oakland, which 

developed later, follows a gridded street pattern, but has wide arterial streets. These wider streets 

are reflective of the later era of development, the former presence of street car lanes, and street 

widening to accommodate numerous freeway ramps (R. O. Self, 2003; Urban Ecology, 2003). 

The bus service in East Oakland is less compact because the major arterial streets are further 

apart. The map below shows the current transit routes and street grid; the areas of North, West 

and East Oakland are identified (see Figure 4-1). 

Figure 4-1 Street grid and public transit routes in Oakland, CA 

 

Source: Alameda County Transit, system map. 

Following the surge in growth in the original core through the 1920s, households who had been 

living amidst factories and the growing Port of Oakland in West Oakland moved eastward for the 

desire to be in a “suburban garden-like” setting (R. Self, 2000). In the 1960s, with the arrival of 

the BART system and interstate highways, large swaths of the city’s landscape were flattened 

and neighborhood residents were scattered, mostly away from West Oakland. Oakland boosters 

had fought for, and successfully won, the position of Oakland as the center for the BART 

system. But being the transportation hub for the region came with unintended consequences. 
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Today, nearly all areas of Oakland are disrupted by freeway on and off ramps for Highways 13 

and 24, Interstates 580 and 880). Several neighborhoods also have elevated BART tracks; the 

only BART tracks in Oakland that are underground are in the downtown area. 

Although the city has a low home ownership rate, 41%, and a high percentage of multi-family 

units, 52% (Census, 2006-2012), the city is still fairly low density. Despite the prevalence of 

multi-family units, a slight majority (56%) of the housing structures is in one or two-unit single 

family detached or attached structures. Only 18% of the housing units are in structures with more 

than 20 units. For comparison, in San Francisco only 43% of housing units are in one and two 

unit structures, while 25% are in buildings with more than 20 units, and this figure is growing as 

San Francisco continues to build more midrise and high-rise housing units, thereby increasing its 

residential density 

Despite the suburban feeling, Oakland suffers from many characteristically “urban” problems. 

The City has had a perpetual budget crisis which has led to continual cuts in City services, 

including for the police, parks and recreation, libraries, and public works. It also has the highest 

violent crime and homicide rate in the state of California, and among the top in the country 

(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2012). In early 2013, Oakland’s poverty rate at 19% remained 

above the national average of 15%, but unemployment finally dropped from the high of 17% in 

2010 to 12% (Homefacts.com, 2013). The public high school drop-out rate was also much higher 

than the national average, which is 23%. In Oakland, the drop-out rate was 41.1% for all 

students, and 48% for non-white or Asian students in the 2011-2012 school year (California 

Department of Education, 2013). The Oakland Unified School District is also rapidly losing 

students. For the 2012-13 academic year, enrollment in the district fell to 46,253, including8,629 

charter enrolled students. This is down from a total of 54,863 total students in 2000, of which 

839 were charter students. Each year, Oakland traditional public schools have lost 1,500 to 4500 

students to charter schools. Students have also left the district, either to go to public schools 

outside the city or to private schools. In the 2000 Census, there were 71,467 school-aged (5-17 

years old) children in Oakland, but 10 years later in 2010, there were only 57,021. Thus, Oakland 

Unified School District is losing students to charter schools, drop-outs, private schools, other 

school districts, and with the exodus of families from the city. 

HOUSING MARKET 

Oakland and Bay Area nonprofits are concerned about gentrification in the Bay Area and some 

parts of Oakland, mainly the north, central and west. Gentrification pressures are increasing with 

recent spikes in the population of major cities. Across the country, metropolitan Oakland had the 

highest population growth rate from 2
nd

 quarter 2012 to 2013, 31.2%, according to the San 

Francisco-based Trulia real estate website (Torres, 2013). This is in comparison to the national 

rate of 9.2% in the same time period.  

As an Oakland resident, I have watched this rapid growth and investment take place around me. 

When I moved into my neighborhood five years ago, there were dozens of port-a-johns 

occupying the front lawns of most homes on my street as the new owners did major renovations 

of their homes before moving in to them. News articles on the local real estate market have been 

reporting that bidding wars have returned to the area after mostly ceasing the last five years 

during the financial crisis and recovery. Potential buyers who were hesitant or unable to buy 

during the recession are now eager to buy (Torres, 2013). A bungalow near my apartment 
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recently sold for $935,000 in cash, $236,000 above the asking price of $699,000. Rents have 

seen a similar increase. While I have benefitted from Oakland’s Rent Adjustment program—

which limits rent increases to annual adjustments based on the CPI—when I move out, my unit 

will rent for 50% more than what I currently pay, catching up with the newly available rental 

next door. 

Even before this recent increase in sale and rental prices, there has been a shortage of subsidized 

affordable housing in Oakland. The wait list for Section 8 eligible individuals and families 

opened in 2011 and has not opened since. The Oakland Tribune reported that about 10,000 

families would be added to the waitlist out of potentially 100,000 applicants. Of the 10,000 

added to the waitlist, it was unclear how many would receive a unit through the special lottery. 

Given these statistics, some reports estimate the wait time was 15 years for a section 8 voucher. 

About 11,000 families had Section 8 vouchers in 2011. The prior lottery was in 2006 and many 

in that lottery were just getting housing in 2011. The Oakland Housing Authority owns and 

operates “3,308 units of Conventional Public Housing within the City of Oakland; 12 large 

developments (7 family sites and 5 senior sites) with the balance scattered among 255 sites. 

Several major affordable housing developers have also constructed or manage affordable 

housing developments in Oakland, including Bridge Housing and East Bay Asian Local 

Development Corporation.  

The prospect for adding significant new affordable housing units in Oakland are low due to the 

elimination of city redevelopment agencies by the state in 2011. The agency previously funded 

affordable housing in Oakland, and was the only substantial source of local public funds. 

Advocacy groups have pressured the City to add affordable housing funds to their budget but 

because the city’s budget is still in crisis and revenues are not enough to cover police and safety, 

pension commitments, public works, and other needs, the mayor’s proposed two-year budget in 

April 2013, proposed cutting the budget from $13 million to $2 million for the Housing and 

Community Development programs and staff (Artz, 2013). The East Bay Housing Organizations, 

Housing California and other groups are now targeting the State to start a housing fund. 

Another aspect of the affordability problem is the housing conditions for the affordable housing 

stock. In some cases, poor conditions eliminate housing units from the pool of affordable 

housing, especially if the unit has to be approved by the Housing Authority per HUD’s standards 

for occupation by a Housing Choice Voucher holder. In other cases, the units are rented but the 

occupants’ health is at risk. Asthma triggers in homes are a major concern, especially since the 

rate of asthma hospitalizations for low income and non-white families in Oakland is much higher 

than the county and the state: 55% higher than the county rate, two and a half times the state rate, 

and five times the state rate for children under 15. The authorities lack specific data linking the 

housing conditions to asthma rates, but through the county’s in-home case management services 

to families of children who have asthma, over 40% of home visits to 370 homes in a recent 12-

month period identified some signs of the presence of mold. Other studies have also identified a 

high prevalence of mold and other unsafe housing conditions in Oakland. The county health 

department cites the results of a 2009 study by the National Center for Healthy Housing, which 

“ranked the City of Oakland the 39th least healthy central city out of 44 jurisdictions surveyed, 

with nearly 60% of housing units showing one or more health-related problems.” The study used 

American Community Survey data for Oakland from 1998.(National Center for Healthy 

Housing, 2009). 
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Because of the public health risk of occupants living in unsafe homes, particularly those with 

mold, The Alameda County Public Health Department, with funding from the Kresge 

Foundation, has launched the Alameda County Healthy Homes Alliance (ACHHA). This is a 

“local forum of government agencies, community-based organizations, and businesses working 

together to develop and promote healthy housing practices and policies” supported by the 

Alameda County Public Health Department and a multi-year grant from the Kresge Foundation. 

The task force works to advance policy initiatives, to streamline government and public-private 

processes that work on housing conditions, and to provide educational opportunities for people 

working on housing issues. I attended three of their quarterly working group meetings as an 

observer from 2012 to 2013. Attendees included individuals from nonprofits and public sector 

departments and presenters provided details on legal issues related to housing codes, inspection 

and code enforcement, designing communities for active living and alternative transportation, 

tracking foreclosures and crime, and detecting and addressing mold and lead issues. They have 

also established three inter-agency public private sub-committees standards of practice, proactive 

code enforcement, and the media. At the quarterly meetings, the sub-committees provide updates 

on their work in the field or to improve administrative practices and training. 

I found several aspects of the ACHHA to be promising for improving the environmental and 

housing determinants that are affecting the health of Oakland residents (Alameda County Public 

Health Department, 2012). First, the Kresge Foundation grant provides funding for the public 

staff members who are working on organizing and administering the alliance members. This 

allows them to have quarterly organization and educational meetings with extensive outreach to 

members beforehand to increase attendance (they have called and emailed me to remind me 

about the meetings), to have a website, to provide training for practitioners, to print educational 

materials, and to hire consultants to conduct targeted studies on specific policies or practices 

related to housing conditions. Second, they have a diverse membership, including multiple cities 

and county departments, building associations, nonprofit legal assistance centers, universities, 

school-related nonprofits, energy-related organizations, hospitals and health clinics, community 

organizations, housing agencies, and several other organizations. They have also created “a large 

tent” by welcoming any interested party to attend their meetings and by defining health and 

homes broadly. Lastly, their work is actively linking policy to actual practice in individual homes 

and through public outreach through the three sub-committees. What started as a lead poisoning 

department is now a diverse group of networked agencies, organizations, technicians and other 

professionals who work with people, places, and buildings in relation to health. There is still an 

enormous amount of work to be done, and they lack enough money for all the practices that 

ideally should be implemented, but their focus and active approach appears to be making 

progress. 

TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM  

As already noted, Oakland has extensive regional access via several highways and the BART 

system. It also has a grid system with wide avenues that keep traffic flowing. There is little 

congestion on the surface streets in Oakland, however the freeways carry high volumes of 

regional and pass through traffic and are congested at peak travel times. The lack of congestion 

makes auto use attractive since it is generally quicker than taking public transit. It is also a fairly 

small city and it is easy to go from East to West Oakland by freeway in 15 to 30 minutes. 
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Because of the good access, average commute times are 28 minutes, which is the same as the 

national average.  

In terms of household travel, travel times and modes to work vary by income and trip purpose. 

For the journey to work, a high share of Oakland residents drive alone, 57%, and only 17% use 

transit, compared to 47% of San Francisco workers who commute by public transit. On the other 

hand, a high percentage use carpools, 11%. This is likely due to low income and non-native born 

workers who may commute to jobs sites together, as well as professional workers who use the 

“casual carpool” system to San Francisco, in place of paying for BART or driving alone. Casual 

carpool allows people to line up at informally designated loading zones near freeway ramps 

where they wait to get a seat in a car from a stranger who is headed to San Francisco. The driver 

benefits by being able to use the High Occupancy Vehicle lane and the rider benefits by not 

having to pay for a BART ticket or a bridge toll.  

Car ownership in Oakland is lower than the national rate, with 19% of households, and 8% of 

workers without access to a vehicle. This is in comparison to 5% of U.S. households. Because of 

Oakland’s street grid, central location within the region, and both rail and bus transit, individuals 

are able to get around without a car in Oakland. However, the transit system is uneven with the 

most reliable transit being the BART rail system and intercity destinations. Local intra-city travel 

by bus in Oakland is less reliable and time consuming. Alameda-Contra Cost Transit District 

(AC Transit), and the Bay Area Rapid Transit Authority are the two transit providers. AC Transit 

provides bus service within Oakland, to other cities within the East Bay in Alameda and Contra 

Costa counties, and Transbay service to the city of San Francisco.  

Oakland has seven BART stations, which is second highest after San Francisco. Because the 

BART system is centered on Oakland, as noted earlier, residents can access any of the lines from 

one or more stations in Oakland. The BART system is reliable and trains run on time 95% of the 

time. In the transit agency’s 2012 customer satisfaction survey, 84% of respondents said they 

were very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with the service (B. M. a. R. Department, 2012).  

In comparison to BART’s 95% on-time performance, in November 2012, AC Transit’s was just 

67% on weekdays, 68% on Saturdays, and 75% on Sundays. However, certain routes were as 

low as 41% and others were as high as 87% (Transit, 2012). 

A number of organizing actions have taken place in Oakland in 2012 and 2013 to advocate for 

better bus service. Organizations, including churches, ACCE, Urban Habitat, and Oakland 

Community Organizations have been working together on a transit justice campaign. They have 

protested cuts to services through street marches, sit-ins outside the transit agency and 

Metropolitan Transportation Commissions office, petitions, and phone calls to elected officials 

and agency heads. The following photo is of some of the group’s members at one of their transit 

justice marches in downtown Oakland. One of their major efforts has been the cost of the Youth 

Pass for OUSD students since OUSD does not provide school busing and students are 

responsible for getting to school themselves. In the early 2002, advocates had worked with AC 

Transit to provide a free youth bus, but after the pilot AC Transit decided that it could not afford 

to maintain a free pass. However, they agreed to offer a $15 pass to all students under 18 years 

old. In recent years, they raised it to $20. Transit justice groups protested the increase and tried to 
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convince regional agencies to provide funding to AC Transit to provide free youth passes, but 

they lost their campaign and the Youth pass remains at $20 per month. 

 

Photo Credit: Carrie Makarewicz 

CITY GOVERNMENT 

Due to state spending cuts, the global financial crisis, and ongoing city budget deficiencies, the 

City of Oakland for the last several years has been laying off employees from different 

departments (Oakland, 2010). The Planning Department suffered several staff cuts. As a 

consequence, planners were working multiple positions and several projects were on hold or 

were receiving only minimal attention (Anonymous, 2012). In particular, one of the projects that 

does not have enough staffing is the Transit Oriented Development (TOD) Plan for the 

International Boulevard Bus Rapid Transit project. Although the City had received a grant to 

develop a TOD plan, they do not have the staffing to do the necessary related code adjustments, 

parcel analysis, and site acquisition, or to develop Requests for Proposals for potential 

development areas defined in the TOD plan. This bus line will run through the East side of 

Oakland, an area that is greatly in need of jobs, goods and services, and other types of 

development. New investment could improve the quality of life for residents by providing more 

local stores and conveniences and potentially making the streets safer by adding more 

commercial activity.  

There is little interaction among the School District and the Oakland City Government. When I 

attended each organization’s events or talked to their staff members, there was little awareness of 

the other agency’s actions. For instance, the Oakland Unified School District was creating a 

master facilities plan (MFP) that included the creation of community kitchens, community 

gardens, and improved recreational facilities, but the City was not at the community meetings. 

Likewise, at the meetings for the West Oakland Specific Plan, a sub-area plan for the western 

half of Oakland, which encompasses several elementary, a middle, and two high schools, there 

was no involvement of the school district. At a minimum, the reason the school district should 

have been involved is because of the plan for thousands of new housing units, which could lead 
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to more students, changes to the transportation system, which could affect parents and students, 

and workforce development coordination given the proposal for jobs that require career-technical 

training and the appropriate high school education. The City also has a goal in its comprehensive 

plan to create joint-use facilities with the school district. The MFP and the West Oakland 

Specific Plan both presented opportunities for dialog and planning around the joint use of parks 

and school grounds.  

NON-PROFITS 

In the six years I lived in Oakland, I witnessed the growth of several citywide nonprofit 

organizations. However, through this research, I also noticed a dearth of well-funded 

neighborhood-based community development corporations (CDC). In other large cities, such as 

Chicago, New York, Boston, and San Francisco, CDCs are located in neighborhoods and they 

have funds and staffing to build affordable housing, work with local businesses, and provide a 

sense of community in the neighborhoods. Many groups in Oakland tend to be citywide and 

often focus on issues, rather than particular places or neighborhoods, e.g. issues like the 

foreclosure crisis, transit justice, and jobs. These are worthwhile causes that need citywide or 

even regional attention, but the city also needs local neighborhood based efforts in areas that 

have declining populations, jobs, and commercial businesses. Where there are local development 

corporations, such as the Unity Council in the Fruitvale District and the East Bay Asian Local 

Development Corporation (EBALDC), there has been neighborhood investment in mixed-use 

development, but these are the exceptions and large areas throughout East and West Oakland do 

not have a focused CDC. EBALDC is starting to do more work in East Oakland with Youth 

Uprising, but this effort is still new. 

Besides CDCs and citywide groups, there are dozens of other types of small nonprofits in the 

neighborhoods, such as youth centers, but many are poorly funded, have limited capacity, and 

inadequate space or facilities. I interviewed and met with some and others were impossible to 

contact because they had limited hours, did not answer their phone, or the person answering the 

phone could not put me in touch with the people who were running their programs. Others are 

well-run, but they only have the capacity to serve a fraction of the people who could use their 

services. One of the mothers in West Oakland commented that there were numerous community 

centers in the area, but they were rarely open. Her comments reflected my experience of trying to 

get in touch with centers that I saw during my neighborhood observation, but was not able to 

contact. 

I followed several of the larger citywide nonprofits who were working on schools or family 

issues for this study, including GO! Public Schools; Urban Strategies Council, Urban Habitat, 

Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment (ACCE)
4
; East Bay Housing 

Organizations, East Bay Asian Local Development Corporation, Oakland Parents Together, Bay 

Area Parent Leadership Action Network (PLAN), and Transform. The following is a brief 

description of each some of the organizations I followed the most because their work was most 

related to this study. 

 Greater Oakland Public Schools (GO!): lead by a former OUSD administrator, GO! is a 

grassroots organizing nonprofit focused on concrete methods for improving the OUSD 

                                                 
4
 ACCE is the organization that replaced Acorn after the 2008 election scandal and Congressional inquiry. 
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schools. They are funded by several foundations and have recruited hundreds of 

members, both parents and school teachers. They have a good relationship with the 

school district, although they are not in agreement on all the issues, including GO!’s 

recommendations for teacher evaluations and training. One of their recent major 

accomplishments was the successful recruitment, training, and election of three new 

school board members.  

 Oakland Schools Foundation: This group was started by businesses, community 

members, and foundations in the early 2000s to help Oakland’s small schools when a 

number of larger high schools, middle schools and elementary schools were being 

reconstituted as “small schools”. In the last four years, because the capacity building 

support they provided to their small schools network had been so successful, the 

Superintendent work with small  

 Urban Strategies Council (USC): This group provides technical expertise to other non-

profits, city government agencies, and the OUSD. They provide online mapping tools and 

GIS services; do research on a variety of issues, including a recent in-depth study on the 

aftermath of the foreclosure crisis in Oakland; and convene groups around special 

initiatives. One of their initiatives is with OUSD on their African American Male 

Achievement initiative. USC helps to provide the data analysis, evaluation, research, and 

other supports for the program.  

EMPLOYMENT 

As noted above, the city of Oakland is importing the majority of its workers and fewer Oakland 

residents are working in Oakland, despite the job growth in Oakland within the last 10 years. 

One method for assessing whether a community is importing or exporting the majority of 

workers is the Employment to Working Residents Ratio (ER). Oakland’s gross ER ratio is 0.75 

(197,708 employed/264,045 residents of working age), meaning there are enough jobs for only 

75% of the working aged (18-64 years) population in the city. This is a gross ratio because it 

uses all residents aged 18-64 years old, regardless of their worker status. Since only 46,218 of 

the 264,045 working age Oakland residents work in Oakland, and another 44,000 were 

unemployed (based on 16.9% of 264,045), the remaining 173,203 residents of working age are 

either working somewhere else or are not working, but are not counted among the unemployed. 

In 2011, the actual total number of working residents in Oakland was just 154,609, or 59% of the 

adult working age and 70% (108,391) worked outside of Oakland. Not only has the number of 

Oakland residents who work in Oakland declined, but so has the total number of Oakland 

residents who work: in the last 9 years, employed residents dropped from 167,986 in 2002 to 

154,609 in 2011.  

Understanding what has led to this drop in employed residents requires much further study and is 

beyond the scope of this study. However, education, rather than demographics, may be playing a 

role since the types of jobs that are increasing in Oakland more often require at least some 

college. As such, a growing share of Oakland residents with low education levels is working at 

low-wage jobs in other cities. 

The following table (Table 4-2) shows the number and share of where Oakland residents were 

working in 2011. Except for the workers who commute to Emeryville, Walnut Creek, and San 

Francisco, most workers are commuting to moderate and lower income jobs. The same is true for 
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workers who remain in Oakland for jobs; only 41 percent earn more than $3,333 per month. 

Overall, the majority of employed Oakland residents, 54%, earn less than $40,000 a year 

($3,333/month), whether they work in Oakland or commute elsewhere. However, of the jobs 

available in Oakland, slightly more than the majority (55%), pay more than $3,333 per month 

(see Table 4-3). As noted above, the share of Oakland residents working at these higher paying 

jobs in Oakland is smaller than the share that is available.  

Table 4-2 Location and monthly earnings from work for employed Oakland residents (2011) 

City TOTAL Share <$1250 $1250 - <$3333 >$3333 
Oakland city, CA 46,218 30% 29% 30% 41% 

San Francisco city, CA 29,555 19% 17% 26% 57% 

Berkeley city, CA 9,042 6% 26% 33% 42% 

San Leandro city, CA 4,566 3% 27% 40% 33% 

Hayward city, CA 4,319 3% 19% 39% 42% 

Alameda city, CA 3,283 2% 28% 30% 42% 

Emeryville city, CA 2,682 2% 18% 28% 54% 

San Jose city, CA 2,633 2% 23% 32% 45% 

Walnut Creek city, CA 1,701 1% 22% 0% 78% 

Richmond 1,127 1% 43% 57% 0% 

Castro Valley CDP, CA 1,028 1% 0% 0% 100% 

Fremont 631 0% 0% 100% 0% 

All Other Locations 47,824 31% 24% 31% 45% 

Total Employed Oakland Residents 154,609 100% 24% 30% 46% 

Total employed outside of Oakland 108,391 70% 22% 30% 48% 

Source: U.S. Census, 2011, Longitudinal Employment Dynamics, On the Map database. 

Table 4-3 Oakland residents’ earnings compared to available jobs in Oakland 

Worker earnings per 
month 

Oakland working 
residents 

Oakland residents 
working in Oakland 

Percent of jobs in 
Oakland 

$1250 or less 24%  29% 19% 

$1251 to $3333 30% 30% 26% 

More than $3333 46% 41% 55% 

Source: U.S. Census, 2011, Longitudinal Employment Dynamics, On the Map database. 

Disaggregating working Oakland residents by age, race, and education level, shows that each 

may contribute to the low percentage of Oakland residents earning more than $3,333 a month. 

Although only 20 percent of Oakland working residents are 29 or younger, about 75 percent earn 

less than $3,333. Because they are earlier in their career, younger workers typically earn less. 

However, the younger workers in Oakland who earn less than $3,333 a month are only 16% of 

the Oakland working residents, so age alone is not enough to explain the low wage profile of the 

Oakland workforce. Race may explain some of the difference. White workers are the largest 

racial group of workers, at 53% of the Oakland workforce and 51% of them earn $3,333 or more. 

However, of the 47% non-white workers, 61% earn less than $3,333 per month. Education also 

seems to matter. The majority of working Oakland residents has less than a college degree, and 

they are the slight majority of workers in the two lower paying categories, and less than the 
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majority in the higher paying category. The same percentages by education level apply to the 

jobs in Oakland.  

Table 4-4 Jobs by monthly earnings, age, race and education for working Oakland residents (2011) 

Worker Characteristic <$1251 $1251-$3333 >$3333 TOTAL 

Age Count Share Count Share Count Share Count Share 

Age 29 or younger 12,246 33.1% 12,587 26.7% 7,168 10.2% 32,001  21% 

Age 30 to 54 17,466 47.3% 25,872 55.0% 49,000 69.4% 92,338  60% 

Age 55 or older 7,249 19.6% 8,596 18.3% 14,425 20.4% 30,270  20% 

   Total 36,961 100% 47,055 100% 70,593 100% 154,609 100% 

Race          

White Alone 16,938 45.8% 22,920 48.7% 42,469 60.2% 82,327 53% 

Black or African American Alone 10,700 28.9% 12,508 26.6% 14,179 20.1% 37,387 24% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 
Alone 351 0.9% 462 1.0% 568 0.8% 1,381 1% 

Asian Alone 7,678 20.8% 9,411 20.0% 11,008 15.6% 28,097 18% 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander Alone 172 0.5% 270 0.6% 268 0.4% 710 0% 

Two or More Race Groups 1,122 3.0% 1,484 3.2% 2,101 3.0% 4,707 3% 

   Total 36,961 100% 47,055 100%  70,593 100% 154,609  100% 

Education         

Less than high school 5,352  15% 7,539  16.0% 4,237  6.0% 17,128  15% 

High school or equivalent, no 
college  5,777  16%  8,301  17.6%  8,908  12.6% 22,986  16% 

Some college or Associate degree  7,511  20%  10,605  22.5%  19,124  27.1% 37,240  20% 

Bachelor's degree or advanced 
degree  6,075  16%  8,023  17.1%  31,156  44.1% 45,254  16% 

Educational attainment not 
available (workers 29 or younger)  12,246  33%  12,587  26.7%  7,168  10.2% 32,001  33% 

 36,961 100% 47,055 100% 70,593 100% 154,609 100% 

Source: U.S. Census, 2011, Longitudinal Employment Dynamics, On the Map database. 

 

The lowest share of jobs in Oakland is those held by workers with a high school degree or less. 

Workers with at least some college or more, hold 59 percent of the jobs in Oakland, and 72 

percent of the jobs that pay $3333 or more a month. 
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Table 4 5 Education attainment and monthly earnings of workers employed in Oakland (2011) 

 

<=$1250 $1251-$3333 >$3333 Total 
Education Level Count Share Count Share Count Share Count Share 

Less than high school 5,591 14.6% 7,346 14.4% 6,406 6% 19,343  10% 

High school or 
equivalent, no 
college 

6,046 15.8% 8,735 17.2% 14,079 13% 28,860  15% 

Some college or 
Associate degree 

8,036 21.0% 11,886 23.3% 30,528 28% 50,450  26% 

Bachelor's degree or 
advanced degree 

6,924 18.1% 9,776 19.2% 48,192 44% 64,892  33% 

Educational 
attainment not 
available (workers 
aged 29 or younger) 

11,628 30.4% 13,165 25.9% 9,370 9% 34,163  17% 

TOTAL WORKERS 38,225 100% 50,908 100% 108,575 100% 197,708  100% 
Source: LEHD: Oakland Area Profile for all income workers in Oakland 

Industry employment also helps to explain the differences in pay between Oakland working 

residents and the jobs available in Oakland. The top employers in Oakland; Educational Services 

and Health Care and Social Assistance, at 14% and 15%, and Transportation and Warehousing, 

Public Administration, and Other Services, at 8% each, are different shares than the top sectors 

in which Oakland residents work (see Table 4-6). Oakland is importing workers in several 

sectors that pay higher wages, including the top employment sectors just mentioned, as well as 

Management of Companies and Enterprises, and Public Administration, but Oakland workers are 

leaving the city for jobs in Accommodation and Food Services, Retail Trade, Professional, 

Scientific and Technical Analysis, and Finance and Insurance. Workers who are going elsewhere 

for employment are both high and low paid workers, e.g. those working in food services are 

more likely to be working for less than $1250 a month, while those working in professional and 

technical jobs, are earning more than $3333 a month.  

The sectors that employ most low-wage Oakland residents, 68 percent, are Health Care and 

Social Services, Educational Services, Retail Trade, Accommodation and Food Services, and 

Other Services (other than Public Administration). The same sectors provide the lowest wage 

employment in Oakland, but in a slightly different order. There are fewer retail and food service 

jobs in Oakland than there are Oakland residents who work in those jobs. Residents of Oakland 

who earn higher wages, also work in Educational Services, and Health Care and Social 

Assistance, but they also work in the Information, Manufacturing, Finance and Insurance, Public 

Administration, and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services sectors.   
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Table 4-6 Monthly wages by sector for Oakland jobs and Oakland workers 

 
<$1250 $1250-$3333 >$3333 Total 

NAICS Residents Jobs Residents Jobs Residents Jobs Residents Jobs 
Accommodation and 
Food Services 17.0% 13.9% 12.5% 9.3% 2.0% 1.2% 9% 6% 

Administration & 
Support, Waste 
Management and 
Remediation 8.0% 8.2% 9.4% 9.0% 3.6% 3.0% 6% 6% 

Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing and Hunting 1.0% 0.1% 1.2% 0.5% 0.1% 0.1% 1% 0% 

Arts, Entertainment, 
and Recreation 4.0% 4.9% 2.0% 1.5% 1.6% 1.9% 2% 2% 

Construction 2.2% 1.9% 3.2% 2.7% 3.5% 3.7% 3% 3% 

Educational Services 9.8% 13.2% 8.3% 12.7% 12.6% 14.3% 11% 14% 

Finance and 
Insurance 1.1% 1.2% 2.7% 2.1% 6.3% 2.6% 4% 2% 

Health Care and 
Social Assistance 9.3% 8.7% 13.7% 15.9% 14.2% 16.7% 13% 15% 

Information 1.5% 0.5% 1.2% 0.7% 4.9% 2.1% 3% 1% 

Management of 
Companies and 
Enterprises 1.1% 0.9% 1.9% 2.0% 3.4% 6.2% 2% 4% 

Manufacturing 2.3% 2.3% 6.7% 5.0% 6.2% 4.0% 5% 4% 

Mining, Quarrying, 
and Oil and Gas 
Extraction 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0% 0% 0% 

Other Services 
(excluding Public 
Administration) 20.2% 23.4% 8.2% 9.1% 2.8% 2.8% 9% 8% 

Professional, 
Scientific, and 
Technical Services 3.9% 3.4% 4.9% 4.3% 15.5% 9.0% 10% 7% 

Public 
Administration 1.4% 1.6% 1.9% 2.9% 8.6% 13.3% 5% 8% 

Real Estate and 
Rental and Leasing 1.6% 1.5% 2.1% 1.5% 1.7% 0.9% 2% 1% 

Retail Trade 11.6% 8.2% 11.8% 9.0% 4.2% 2.9% 8% 5% 

Transportation and 
Warehousing 2.3% 4.5% 4.3% 7.5% 3.6% 9.1% 3% 8% 

Utilities 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 1.4% 2.3% 1% 1% 

Wholesale Trade 1.7% 1.8% 4.0% 4.2% 3.6% 3.7% 3% 3% 

Source: U.S. Census, 2011, Longitudinal Employment Dynamics, On the Map database. 

 

The employment patterns by income, location, and sector are reflected in the employment of the 

study participants. A number of parents worked in the health care field, often in other cities, but 

for low wages, primarily as Certified Nurse Assistants (CNAs), but also as public health outreach 

workers. Other low-wage jobs were in food services, including bakeries, cafeterias, restaurants, 
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and bars. A handful of parents in the middle and higher income groups worked in Educational 

Services. One of the parents had worked as a lower-wage parent liaison for a public school, but 

lost her job when her position was cut. Among the parents who were looking for work, several 

mentioned they would like a retail job, but they were not having luck obtaining one. Only one 

parent had a full-time job in retail in the study. This may be reflective of the low percentage of 

jobs in retail in Oakland. Oakland competes with several of the surrounding suburbs for 

department and discount stores. The only department store that remains in Oakland is the Sears 

store in downtown Oakland, but there are constant concerns it may close. Oakland has a Wal-

Mart, but it does not have a Target, Macy’s, Kohl’s or other major retail chain store. Those stores 

are in San Francisco, Alameda, Walnut Creek, Emeryville, San Leandro, Hayward and other 

nearby suburbs. Two of the workers that were in high tech commuted to San Francisco for work.  

PARKS, RECREATION AND LIBRARIES 

Parks and libraries were among the top uses outside the home that the families in this study 

either mentioned during the interviews, or logged on their time-use diaries. I was surprised how 

many families, of all backgrounds, mentioned their use of parks and libraries. At the same time, 

most parents were disappointed about the quality, safety, and programming in the Oakland parks. 

Several of the parents took their children to parks in other cities, including Berkeley, Emeryville, 

and Hayward. They enjoyed these parks because they were cleaner, had more activities for kids, 

or were further from the city with nice views of the Bay. Because of the difference between 

parents’ and children’s affection for and use of parks and libraries, and the quality and 

availability of parks and libraries in Oakland, in this section I review the state of both and some 

of the recent studies of parks, recreation, and libraries in Oakland.  

The City of Oakland lists 100 parks on their website totaling more than 2500 acres of open space 

(City of Oakland, 2013). The Oakland Parks Coalition cites several more parks, 130, plus 

another 95 areas that the limited parks staff is responsible for maintaining, including “45 

landscaped areas around libraries and other public buildings, 10 plazas, 14 parking lots and 126 

medians” (Oakland Parks Coalition, 2012). Within this list of open space are also two large 

regional parks of more than 300 acres, Joaquin Miller and Lakeside. The other parks are a mix of 

neighborhood, community, special use, and recreational parks. Most of Oakland’s parks were 

established in the first few decades of the 20
th

 Century, when Oakland was experiencing rapid 

growth. Thus, many of the neighborhoods developed around the parks that were established 

through city purchases of estates, and other undeveloped land (Oakland Parks Coalition, 2012).  

The city also has 18 libraries. The libraries offer a range of programs and space for community 

meetings and programs. Programming and hours have recently been cut due to budget shortfalls. 

In response, the City implemented furlough days and reduced hours to save money. In 2013, the 

mayor proposed additional cuts to libraries and recreation centers in an effort to devote more 

money to the police department (Artz, 2013).  

In 2012, a nonprofit group, Oakland Parks Coalition released its sixth annual report on the state 

of Oakland parks and recreation. Since 2006, the group has sent out volunteer surveyors to 116 

parks and plazas to rate the parks on litter, graffiti, hardscape, drainage, bathrooms, other 

facilities, suitability for kids, and other conditions. The volunteers assign ratings, 1 to 4, to each 

category, and then overall for the entire park. Some categories and some areas of the city did 

better than others. Hardscape, restrooms, and children’s play areas showed the most decline, but 
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litter removal improved. The OPC attributes these changes in the ratings to the Public Works’ 

department focus on litter removal and mowing, as the top minimal priorities during the budget 

crisis. By replacing skilled gardening and maintenance staff with unskilled staff to handle the 

most pressing needs, e.g. litter removal, they were able to save money and argue they were 

keeping the parks in usable condition. However, OPC pointed out that the lack of gardening and 

other maintenance can leave these parks unfit for use, noting the presence of gophers makes 

several of the areas dangerous for walking and playing sports. Largely because of maintenance 

issues the OPC gave the Public Works Administration management a “C” grade. 

Maintenance staffing levels have taken a nosedive since their heyday, from a high of 180 

full-time employees in the late 1960s to 80 FTEs today. An illustrative example of the 

staffing downslide can be found in a 1999 City report3 about Lakeside Park. The report notes 

that staffing for the park declined by 70% since 1974 when there were 24 full time gardeners 

to tend the park, to just 7 in 1999. Today, 2012, there are only two full-time gardeners 

assigned to Lakeside Park (Oakland Parks Coalition, 2012). 

Lakeside Park is a ring of park land around and recreational uses around the 155 acre lake, with a 

3.4 mile circumference. They City of Oakland refers to it as the jewel of Oakland, its unique 

attribute of being a mix of salt water and fresh water, and the largest lake of its kind in an urban 

area. Participants in the study mentioned Lake Merritt as a place they liked to go for walks, and 

also as an area where some participants would like to live. The lake and its parks are adjacent to 

Chinatown, downtown and Laney Community College and it is well used by the residents and 

students as well as residents from around the city.  

Another issue, besides maintenance, is cost and hours. In particular, the city has few 

opportunities for residents to go swimming. Several participants noted that they could not find an 

affordable or nice place to take their children for swim lessons.  The city only has five public 

pools and their hours are limited. Even when they are open, the hours are often restricted by lap 

swimming or other restricted uses. Swimming is also expensive, at five dollars per visit. 

Combined, the limited number of pools, their costs, hours, and restrictions do not make the pools 

very conducive to families. Due to furloughs the hours have gotten worse. The pools were closed 

during the gorgeous Memorial Day holiday weekend in 2012, a time when families would have 

been looking for outdoor activities for their children.  

Beyond cutting parks and maintenance staff, the city’s other approach, like many of the park 

districts around the country, has been to enlist volunteers and donations for the upkeep of parks. 

Some of the donations have included equipment and turf for children’s play areas. Although the 

rating for children’s play areas has declined overall, the rating for play equipment increased 

because of these donations. Unfortunately, neighborhood work and “adopt a spot” groups and 

grants cannot help to remove the graffiti and weeds, or to replace the rubberized play surfaces. 

The lower number of parks staff overall and the higher percentage of less skilled workers who 

focus on litter removal and mowing also cannot keep up with these other issues.  

While the OPC notes the importance and value of the multiple volunteer efforts throughout the 

city, they also regret that the city has not replaced the two volunteer coordinators who have 

recently retired. They stress the importance of having a Public Works manager for all the 

volunteer workdays and cleanup and maintenance efforts by well-intentioned, but sometimes 

mis-guided volunteers. Without guidance they can interfere with maintenance schedules, install 
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inappropriate plantings, or prune in the wrong ways. This can create more work for the limited 

staff and higher costs.  

Additional details for each of the parks in the participant’s neighborhoods are provided in 

chapter 6 on the effects of the urban environment on parent engagement.  

CRIME 

The prevalence of all types of crime in Oakland was a major concern for most parents in this 

study, even parents who lived in higher income neighborhoods had experienced crimes against 

them or their families, or were weary of becoming a victim of crime. Families told me stories of 

homicides in their families and neighborhoods, burglaries of their homes, vandalism of their cars 

and homes, and muggings of themselves or people they knew. The crime in Oakland affects 

people of all ages, and violent crime it is no longer limited to gang on gang violence. Several 

children have been caught in the cross fire, or killed by errant bullets. 

Crime has gotten worse in the recent years. All 12 categories of crime reported increased in 2012 

from 2011. The increase ranged from a 4% rise of larceny to a 43% rise in burglaries. 

Particularly startling was the 22% increase in murders, to 126. It was the highest number of 

recorded murders in Oakland in the last five years. By the second week of 2013, it appeared the 

crime would only get worse. In one week, from January 7
th

 to the 13th, there had been six 

murders (O. P. Department, 2013). By the end of that month January the police reported 346 

“shot spotters”, which is a technology that alerts the police to gunfire. This was a significant rise 

from 262 in the prior month, December 2012. The following is a map of the common crimes in 

Oakland that participants experienced or complained about for one week in September.  
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Figure 4- 2 Locations and types of crime in Oakland (9/8/13 - 9/14/13) 

 

Source: CrimeMapping powered by Esri, http://www.crimemapping.com/map.aspx?aid=aabb6970-e7b7-4ce2-
b155-cf04843f1625. 

Addressing crime in cities is a complex issue and Oakland is no exception. Does a city increase 

policing and crack down on suspicious activities and increase arrests or work on the root 

problems of crime through social programs, restorative justice, and outreach to youth at risk? For 

years, Oakland residents have argued the crime is due to a lack of police officers, and cite its low 

per capita police ratio compared to comparable cities nationwide. To address the small police 

force and to increase community involvement, in 2004 Oakland voters approved a major 

property tax increase, measure Y. However, by 2013, the force was still under the targeted 

staffing levels. 

To address the increasing crime rate, the current Mayor, Jean Quan, along with the City 

Administrator has been shifting the city budget to hire more police officers and to provide the 

force with more funding. They also hired a controversial expert consultant, Bill Bratton who has 

been the police commissioner in Boston, New York City, and Los Angeles. While he has become 

known for helping to reduce crime in several cities, notably NYC under Mayor Guiliano, some 

of his practices have also created a lot of disagreement, including tactics to put the “broken 

windows” theory into practice by focusing on stopping minor and petty crime. However, Bratton 
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committed to a more community-oriented strategy in Oakland. To that end, the City, the police 

force, and the consulting team held several major Town Halls to announce their proposals. They 

also did an extensive analysis of the agency in terms of how it was staffing the departments, 

responding to 911 calls, and doing investigations. They identified several ways to “do more with 

less” by more strategically assigning police officers to beats, and allowing civilians to do more of 

the administrative work. The Town Halls received positive coverage in the normally critical 

news of Oakland and the police force. I attended one of them and it was well-attended by more 

than 100 people of all ages, races, and interests.  

Oakland is in a difficult position. It does not have the revenue to fund all needed services for its 

citizens and even though police are not the only solution to stopping crime, especially crimes by 

youth and young adults with few opportunities, most of the experts seem to agree that the police 

force needs to be larger. Unfortunately, to increase the police, the City has had to decrease 

funding in other areas. The one bright spot of the focus on police, to the detriment of other needs 

within the city, is the department’s new strategy to focus on neighborhoods and community 

relationships. When I attended the neighborhood Town Hall with the consultants and police 

chief, there seemed to be renewed hope in the communities and neighbors were meeting each 

other and talking about an array of issues. Perhaps the new policing strategy can help to fill the 

void I observed in several neighborhoods of a sense of community and organization among the 

residents.  
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THE OAKLAND UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT 

The school district currently enrolls approximately 36,262 students in 139 schools, 99 traditional 

schools plus 32 charters. Approximately 120 of the schools receive Title I funds, 89% of the 

students are minority students, and 71% are eligible for free meals. It is hard to keep an exact 

count of the schools and enrollment because some schools have been closed, others are re-

consolidating after small-school campus experiments, others are under transformation, and new 

charters have opened while others have lost their certification. However, based on data from the 

Oakland Unified School District (OUSD), EdData from the State of California, and the National 

Center for Education Statistics, this is the best estimate of the number of schools as of 2012.  

In 2003, due to School District’s financial position, the state of California took over the school 

district. During state’s control, there were three different state-appointed finance directors and 

none of them were able to resolve the district’s budget deficit and when the district was returned 

to local control in 2009, it was $89M in debt. Some criticize the management by the state as 

being focused on reorganizing schools rather than on repairing the budget. During that time, the 

District partnered with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to launch a small schools initiative 

and several of the large high schools were broken into smaller campuses. Since the foundation 

funding ran out, some of the schools have been returned to the larger campuses because the 

overhead for multiple small schools on one campus was unmanageable. The number of charter 

schools also greatly increased during this time.  

Although the district continues to have budget problems, its academic performance overall is 

improving. In part, due to the leadership of the superintendent, Tony Smith, for the last seven 

years, OUSD has been the most improved large urban school district in the state. Despite these 

year-over-year improvements, the State Board of Education President Michael Kirst, has recently 

couched these gains in the reality of the current performance statistics: “[there are] high-

performing public schools in Oakland, innovative programs, and committed teachers [but the] 

absolute outcomes remain abysmal. Only 32 percent of African-American and 28 percent of 

Latino third-graders read at grade level. Less than half of high school students pass courses they 

need, to apply to a state university” (Quinton, 2013). 

ENROLLMENT AND FACILITIES 

To depict the student body and the schools by location or neighborhood, there are many possible 

ways to group or describe the schools; by geography, by school performance, by school type 

(charter, small, traditional), by school level (elementary, middle, high school, combined), by 

student enrollment; and student demographics. OUSD sorts the elementary and middle schools 

across three regions; Region 1-West, Region 2-Central and Region 3-East. The high schools are 

not assigned to a region but obviously fall within the bounds of each Region.  
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Source: Oakland Unified School District, Master Facilities Plan 2012, http://ousdmasterplan.mkthinkstrategy.info/sites.html.  

Charter schools in Oakland have focused more on the middle and high schools, as well as 

combined grade models. Within the 70 families, 13 had children in charter schools and some of 

them particularly liked the combined grades. They noted how it would save them the trouble of 

getting to know a new school, including new transportation, teachers, support staff, and 

principals. However, most parents did not use charters. Reviews of charter schools were mixed 

from the parents. Some parents spoke highly of them and were glad they switched their kids to 

the charter, while others questioned if the charters had enough resources for their children. 

Charters presented a challenge to one family in particular because one of the children had special 

needs and charter schools are not required to provide accommodations for special education. As 

a result, the family was using three different schools, two traditional and one charter.  

As noted above, OUSD lost students at an alarming rate in the last decade. However, the District 

and school board believe enrollment will remain at or near its current level (about 38,000) for the 

next seven years. The District just completed Masters Facilities Plan (MFP) based upon these 

steady enrollment numbers until 2019. Additionally, in the 2012 elections, the District was 

successful in convincing Oakland residents of the need for the plan and these enrollment 

projections. Voters approved Measure J, a $475 bond issue to support the plan. This builds on 

Measure B in 2004 that supported the District’s 2005 Master Plan. 

Before the MFP process began in 2011, OUSD closed five schools as part of a “right-sizing” 

process. Hundreds of parents and several community groups protested the school closings, many 

of them concerned with the effects it would have on their neighborhoods, in addition to their 

http://ousdmasterplan.mkthinkstrategy.info/sites.html
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children. Several parents in the study were upset about the school closures, but a few had been 

involved in a successful fight to keep their school open, at least for a couple more years. 

Experts disagree on whether school closures are the right solution to declining enrollment and 

budget issues. A straight forward analysis of the budget for staffing and overhead costs would 

suggest that fewer buildings and eliminating separate sets of administrative staff would reduce 

district costs. However, these decisions must also be in light of how many charters were opened 

in the last few years and whether enrollment will continue to be diverted to charter schools in 

different buildings. The District might also take into consideration the costs to the families and 

students from having to change schools when their current school closes. Lastly, because a 

vacant school in a neighborhood could have a negative effect on the residents and the city, the 

District, the neighborhood residents, City Council members, and the City should investigate 

these other community-level costs. The multiple issues related to urban school closures have 

received a lot more attention in the national press since Chicago Public Schools recently closed 

50 of its schools, “the largest single wave of public school closures in history”. At the same time, 

Chicago also requested approval to open more charters. Some of the contradiction between 

closing underutilized schools, while opening new schools is based on spatial mismatch between 

students and school buildings. The 11 new charters the city requested are to go in neighborhoods 

with overcrowding, whereas the closures were presumed to be in areas with under enrollment. 

The planned opening of charter schools in Chicago is different from that in Oakland. In Oakland, 

the school district does not have planning authority over the charter schools. 

MASTER FACILITIES PLAN 

As part of the community analysis component of this research, I attended several meetings 

related to the Master Facilities Planning (MFP) process that OUSD conducted from 2011-2012 

and adopted by the Board of Education in May 2012. The plan is based on facilities 

improvements at 100 schools for the next 5-10 years. Because the District has a long term Vision 

to make all schools “Full Service Community Schools”, in which all schools eventually will have 

ancillary services for students and families, such as health care clinics, and counseling, and they 

will be community-oriented. This 5-10 year MFP includes building gardens, community 

kitchens, and supportive services facilities at schools in each level in each region. Getting to an 

entire district of full-service community will take time since this first plan only includes 

upgrades to 9 of the 60 elementary schools and 4 of the 11 middle-schools.  

To develop the plan, OUSD worked with a consulting firm and the Board of Education to 

conduct a thorough community outreach process at schools across the district. I attended two of 

these and they were well-attended by parents, staff, and current and future school board 

members. The outreach may have contributed to the success of Measure J, which passed with 

84% of the votes. This was the fourth school facilities bond passed in Oakland since 1994, 

totaling $1.4 billion for district improvements in the 18 years. This likely will not be the last 

bond issue since the budget to bring all schools in the MFP to the desired state is an additional 

$1.5 billion.  

STUDENT ENROLLMENT AND SCHOOL ASSIGNMENT 

Since 1995, OUSD has had an open enrollment policy which allows parents to select up to eight 

schools that they would like their children to attend. Assignment to one of the eight schools is 

done in one of four ways: 1) if the top school is the student’s neighborhood school, they are 
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assigned to that school if the application is submitted on time; 2) if the student has siblings at a 

school, the student is given preference so that siblings will be at the same school; 3) if the school 

within a family[‘s neighborhood does not meet Annual Yearly Progress (the testing measure set 

by the No Child Left Behind Act), the student is given preference for assignment to an out-of-

neighborhood school, and 4) by lottery.  Thus, unless it is a family’s neighborhood school, or the 

family already has a child at their desired school, most families are subject to the lottery process 

and many do not expect to get their top choice, particularly if it is a high ranking school.  

In the study, students attended 59 different schools: 38 Oakland traditional public schools, 13 

Oakland public charter schools; three private schools; and five public schools in other cities. Of 

the 59 schools, 38 were attended by one family in the study, and the other 21 were attended by 

two or more families in the study, specifically: 12 schools had two families; 8 had three families, 

and one had nine families. The following table (Table 4-7) lists the number of OUSD schools, 

study schools, and participants by zip code, as well as the average of demographic and 

performance statistics for the schools. Since only 30% sent their children to their neighborhood 

school, the number of study schools in a zip code will not match the number of study families in 

the zip code. This is reflective of the actual school enrollment of OUSD, since only 45% attend 

their neighborhood school.  

The table also reflects the segregation in Oakland by income and race or ethnicity. The 

percentage of English Learners varies from a low of 3% of students in the zip code 94619 to a 

high of 56% in zip code 94602. The differences by English Learners, Free Meals, and Minority, 

coincide with the average Academic Performance Index (API) Base Scores and API Statewide 

Rank. For instance, in the 94601 zip code, which includes the Fruitvale district—an area within 

Oakland with a high percentage of Latino immigrants, there are 21 schools, the percentage of 

students who are eligible for free meals is 82%, their API base scores average 604, and their 

average statewide rank is the lowest on the scale of 1 to 10. In contrast, in the schools in the 

94612 zip code, which is downtown Oakland, the percentage of students eligible for free meals is 

25%, and their API Base Scores average 855 (out of 100), and they have a API Statewide Rank 

of 8, the highest of the zip codes. However, income does not always correspond to the school 

performance, as shown by zip code 94621, which is in East Oakland. Also, zip codes are large 

areas and the averages mask some of the differences by school within each zip, especially if 

there are only a few schools within a zip, as is the case for the zip code 94618. Within that zip 

code are some of the top schools in Oakland, but other schools bring down the average. 
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Table 4-7 Count of schools and families by zip code compared to school demographics and academic 
performance scores 

 Count of schools and families Averages of schools in zip code 

Zip Code 

OUSD 

Schools 

Study 

Schools 

Study 

Families 

% English 
Learners 

% Free 
Meals 

% 
Minority 

API Base 
Scores 

API 
Statewide 

Rank 
94601 21 6 8 36 82 97 604 1 

94602 4 2 4 56 88 96 713 3 

94603 11 2 5 26 64 81 811 6 

94605 22 5 6 50 79 92 739 4 

94606 7 4 1 23 76 96 648 2 

94607 13 6 7 49 78 93 750 4 

94608 9 3 4 15 68 94 716 4 

94609 6 2 5 46 50 80 751 4 

94610 5 2 0 27 70 80 656 3 

94611 6 2 2 30 75 93 717 4 

94612 3 2 8 8 25 60 855 8 

94618 5 2 6 29 63 89 734 5 

94619 13 6 3 3 34 65 810 7 

94621 13 8 7 21 67 89 823 6 

Non OUSD 
Schools 

N/A 7 4 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Source: State of California Department of Education, Ed-Source schools data comparisons for 2009-2010, retrieved on 1/4/2012 from 
http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us/App_Resx/EdDataClassic/fsTwoPanel.aspx?#!bottom=/_layouts/EdDataClassic/school/MCSchool-Results.asp  

“IN-SCHOOL” FACTORS 

Within the education world, influences on student performance are referred to as “in-school” and 

“away-from-school” factors. In school factors are those within the control of the school, school 

district or state department of education, such as per-pupil funding, classroom size, teacher 

credentials, etc. Away from school factors include family socioeconomics, such as home-

Language, income, and parents’ education level, and neighborhood demographics. 

Funding 

Like many urban and rural school districts across the country, OUSD is often in a funding crisis. 

Funding from the state of California is a major source of the problem, now 49
th

 in the U.S. for 

per pupil funding, because of the state law that limits the rise in property tax rates, Proposition 

13.  

Due to the low per-pupil funding in California, to fund special programs, or even basic programs, 

such as art and music and science teachers, individual schools are forced to create public private 

partnerships, apply for foundation grants, or have an active PTA that raises thousands, or 

hundreds of thousands of dollars. The PTAs in Oakland raise money for everything from field 

trips and afterschool programs, to full-time science teachers. This creates a significant disparity 

among schools within the district. At one school in the study, the annual PTA funds are $300,000 

to $400,000 and with this money they support art and science teachers and an amazing set of 

afterschool programs. However, in addition to the money this school’s PTA raises, the parents 

also put in a significant amount of time helping to coordinate the after school program and 

volunteering in the classrooms. At another school, a parent on the fledgling new PTA had 
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worked very hard to raise $22,000. In the charter schools, one of the parents reported that she 

was constantly asked to directly to pay for things. Although she earned a moderate to high salary, 

she was overwhelmed by the constant requests:  

CG#30: “Yeah, it’s just a little, like I said, it’s overwhelming.  You just open your wallet and 

you're there every day.  Yeah, and I don’t have anything to compare it to.  I think all the 

schools are hurting and they're all asking the parents for everything, but there’s definitely 

this culture of it.  It’s hard, because I think a lot of the parents aren’t single moms working 

full-time, so they're there all the time.” 

In other cases, the charter schools might not ask for money, but parents might notice that the 

school is not providing high quality materials. Another mother whose children attend a different 

charter, noted that she planned to go to discount stores to buy additional learning books for her 

children because felt the school’s materials were inadequate: 

CG#24: “It’s poorly funded, but they have great ideas and they try to make the best out of 

things… It’s not up to speed.  And that’s why I'm thinking about—I don’t know, I'm just 

thinking about going, this week or next weekend—because my kids are with me this week, but 

the next weekend they're with their dad, so I was going to go browse K-Mart, Walmart, for 

little books, multiplications, geography, you know, and stuff like that.  I just want to get them 

a little bit more so I'm going to check out those stores and find something within reason.  

Cost efficient”  

These two parents, plus the parents who helped to raise PTA funds at the other schools illustrate 

the different ways that parents get involved in their children’s learning when they perceive or 

realize or are told that school funding may not be sufficient. The variety of schools in the study 

showed the different tactics parents used to address problems common to most schools, in this 

case: school funding. 

Teachers 

But even for the schools where parents raise a lot of money, they could never raise enough to 

raise teachers’ salaries or make sure there are enough teachers at each school. On many 

measures, Oakland’s school district is among the lowest in the region and the state, but it 

especially stands out in terms of teacher pay. The Oakland teachers are among the lowest paid in 

the region, earning between $39,000 and $70,000 annually, and salary increases have been a 

constant struggle between the district and the teachers’ union, the Oakland Education 

Association (OEA). With recent voter-approved state revenue increases in the 2012 election, 

Oakland’s poor rating on teacher pay may change. In June 2013 the District and OEA finally 

ratified a 1-year contract with a 1.5% raise and bonus, ending 5-years of “bitter bargaining” 

(Tucker & Asimov, 2013). The last contract was in 2008 and mediation and other efforts since 

then had failed, leaving the teachers working under a District-imposed contract for the last 

several years.  

While Oakland is one of the lowest paying districts, it is not unique within the state in terms of 

disputes between the district and the teachers unions. For several years, Oakland, and other 

districts across the state have cut teachers’ pay through direct cuts to salary or through furloughs. 

These funding battles for increases in teacher pay are ironic given the public debates on school 

reform and better teachers, but the voter approval in 2012 of Proposition 30, a measure to 
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increase the state sales tax plus the income tax on the wealthiest Californians in order to provide 

more funding for schools, may reflect the growing concern by the public regarding teacher 

quality and teacher pay. With the additional funding from the increased taxes, OUSD’s budget 

was expected to grow by about $5,000 per student, to almost $12,000 from the current $7,000 

(Tucker & Asimov, 2013). The new state Local Control Funding Formula, a result of the 2012 

voter approval of Proposition 30, will also require schools to engage the community and parents 

in determining how to spend the extra money allocated to the neediest schools. 

Increased pay is not the only way to improve teacher performance, but there is ample evidence 

showing that many teachers leave the field because of low pay, especially in comparison to the 

hours they work on evenings and weekends to plan their lessons and grade papers. When 

teachers leave the profession for higher paying jobs in other fields, schools lose one of their most 

valuable resources for improving student performance.  Excellent teaching is one of, if not the 

top, influences on student achievement, along with principal leadership, school culture, complex 

and financial school resources, and parent involvement (Grubb, 2009; Hanushek, 1996). Thus, 

when urban school districts do not have adequate funding, they often have to employ teachers 

with fewer credentials, which partly explains why urban school districts often have a higher 

proportion of teachers who do not have full certification or teaching credentials. Another reason 

is where teachers with higher credentials prefer to work. Even if some teachers start their career 

in urban schools with the intention of helping students who may be more challenged to learn due 

to socioeconomics, many of them eventually leave in order to teach in schools with more 

resources and fewer problems. This is the case in Oakland as well.  

OUSD does not “maintain any data on academic background as a part of the electronic record for 

teachers.” (National Council on Teacher Quality, 2013), but it does track teacher turnover. 

OUSD’s turnover rate was about 75 percent within five years, compared to a nationwide average 

of 50 percent. According to the district, about 811 of its 1908 teachers had been with the district 

for fewer than five years. School board member Christopher Dobbins suggested that much of the 

turnover was related to young teachers in teaching programs who leave either after they finish 

the program, which is two years in Teach for America, or after they finish the program and then 

gain a few more years of experience so they can transfer to a higher paying district. Other large 

urban districts also have high teacher turnover, and this is where Teach for America and other 

similar programs place their teachers. The lower turnover is in the suburban districts which 

brings the U.S. average down to 50 percent. Others suspect turnover in OUSD is not just from 

teaching programs, because Oakland is the lowest paying of the seven surrounding districts. 

Although the starting salary of $39,456 is average of the seven, the maximum pay is $70,934, 

while the other districts maximum salary ranges from $77,362 to $88,885 (National Council on 

Teacher Quality, 2013). 

In addition to improving teacher pay, at the June 6, 2013 OUSD school board meeting, the Board 

adopted a teacher effectiveness policy that involves rating teachers performance. This new policy 

was in response to grassroots organizing in Oakland to improve the public schools. The recent 

effort was by a joint effort of Greater Oakland Public Schools (GO!), Oakland Metropolitan 

Chamber, Oakland Schools Foundation, and Urban Strategies Council. The collaboration had 

funded and worked on a report called “Oakland Achieves: A Public Education Progress Report”, 

which they label the first balanced report card for the district. It was a compilation of several 

benchmarks that no group or government had compiled for the district. The goal of the report 
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was to provide information that was readily understandable, stating that even those “working in 

and around schools find the publicly-available information about student achievement to be 

confusing, limited, and challenging to use.” (Greater Oakland Public Schools, 2013) 

GO!, one of the groups that led the balanced scorecard report, has been working on several other 

issues as well. Since many of the staff members at GO! are former teachers, and in an effort to be 

politically neutral, they have worked to strike a balance on contested issues. Their executive 

director, Jonathan Klein stated their position to a reporter for the Atlantic Cities: “"We're not the 

charter people. We're not the district people. We want to be the quality people," As such, they 

have not taken a stance on traditional versus charter schools and instead state that they promote 

excellence in all types of schools. On teaching issues, when they promote their teaching 

effectiveness program, they did not want student performance to affect teacher pay. The teacher 

pilot program they promoted to the School Board, which will test three teacher evaluation 

strategies at six schools is to give teachers feedback, not to enact stiff consequences or penalties. 

This is a concerted effort to be more balanced than the national campaigns for teacher 

accountability, which many education experts find hostile toward teachers (Kirp, 2013; Ravitch, 

2013). They even created “I hella
5
 ¤ Oakland teachers” bumper stickers that they hand out at 

their meetings, and the group has convinced dozens of Oakland teachers to sign onto their 

campaign.  

Yet, GO!’s efforts have created tension with the Oakland teacher’s union, the Oakland Education 

Association (OEA). At some of the GO! meetings I observed, OEA members were handing out 

flyers to attendees. The flyers pointed out the difference between GO!’s and OEA’s position on 

teacher evaluation. Some of OEA’s main points were teacher involvement in defining the 

evaluation process, GO!’s failure to mention issues of funding and closures related to the 

growing number of school charters, standards for Teach for America teachers, cuts in funding for 

school programming, and issues related to students and families in poverty that are beyond 

teachers’ control. Because GO! has received funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, which infused millions of dollars into OUSD and then withdrew a few years later; 

hosted a Waiting for Superman moving screening—a movie that portrayed teachers unions in a 

negative light, which many argue was an incomplete and misleading portrayal; and helped to 

sponsor a “for the Kids” event with the school reform crusader, Michelle Rhee; the OEA is 

skeptical of GO!’s position on teacher issues and whether they are neutral on charter schools.  

Perhaps because of OEA’s efforts to have a voice in the Teaching Effectiveness Coalition’s 

“Teacher Growth and Development System” that the Board is considering, the Board recognized 

that in order to hold teachers to high standards, teachers needed adequate support. The proposed 

program “increases teacher support by changing how teachers are observed and given feedback 

through coaching and individualized professional development”. The program may also to 

provide teachers with “access to videos of model lessons, additional coaching or planning time, 

etc.” In GO!’s member announcement, they praised the OEA for working with the Effective 

Teaching Task Force and including the new system in its contract with OUSD, which “allows 

schools to adopt the new Teacher Growth and Development System if 66 percent of the school’s 

teachers vote to approve.” This latter stipulation regarding the 66 percent vote by a school’s 

teachers is a reflection of another one of GO!’s efforts: to increase local site control. (Klein, 

                                                 
5
 “Hella” is a term people use affectionately about things in Oakland, as well as the city itself, to mean “a lot”. 
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2013). OEA supports local control, but is also weary that it may be another tactic for “union 

busting”.  

GO! reported that many of the Board members were actively listening and engaged in the issue 

and recognized that the coalition’s members were concerned that the program lacks adequate 

funding. They highlighted a comment made by the Deputy Superintendent, Maria Santos, 

directly relating to the data pointed out in the Oakland Achieves report: “OUSD only retains 20 

percent of the teachers it hires for five or more years. We have to do better for teachers and 

students”.  

Student Achievement and related programs 

Although most schools in OUSD are still struggling to meet Annual Yearly Progress and 

improve student graduation rates, the district has made remarkable and sustained progress over 

the last decade. As the “Oakland Achieves: A Public Education Progress Report” recently 

celebrated, since 1999, OUSD went from just five schools in Oakland meeting the statewide 

minimum API goal of 800 or greater, to 42 schools reaching that mark in 2012 (Greater Oakland 

Public Schools, 2013).  

Too often, student achievement is measured by a single number, especially with the advent of the 

No Child Left Behind Act and the new mandated national tests to measure Annual Yearly 

Progress (Ravitch, 2010). Increasingly, researchers and educators alike have noted the 

importance of measuring schools on multiple factors, not just the test scores or socioeconomics 

of the study body, e.g. the percent eligible for free lunch (Ravitch, 2010). But finding the right 

indicators to do this and having enough money to gather and report on the data is a challenge. 

Some suggest it could be done by teachers if they had more time and freedom to report on the 

performance of students based on their personal connection and observation of students rather 

than the student’s scores on standardized national tests. 

Oakland groups along with OUSD are also pursuing other efforts to improve student 

achievement and retention, particularly for students who are often expelled or suspended. The 

Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth (RJOY) initiative has been inspired by international work 

on restorative justice movements. The RJOY programs began in 2007, with funding from 

Measure Y—the voter approved initiative for increased spending on police and public safety, to 

start a pilot program in West Oakland Middle School. According to RJOY, the program 

“eliminated violent fights and expulsions, and reduced suspension rates by more than 75%, 

saving the school thousands in attendance funding.” With this success, the program expanded to 

several more schools and by 2010 had served over 500 OUSD students. In January 2010, the 

OUSD School Board adopted a resolution to adopt restorative justice as an alternative to the 

more punitive zero-tolerance disciplinary measures. In addition to working in OUSD, RJOY is 

also working in the county’s Juvenile Justice system (Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth). 

Urban Strategies Council’s Education Excellence initiatives are also working on programs with 

OUSD to improve student achievement for at-risk students. One of the joint programs is the 

African American Male Achievement (AAMA) program for which OUSD created an Office of 

African American Male Achievement. The joint program began through the recognition that 

African American boys in Oakland were behind their peers in seven key areas: achievement, 

graduation rates, literacy, suspensions, attendance, middle school holding power, and juvenile 
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detention (Urban Strategies Council, 2012). The group is hoping to improve the outcomes in 

each of these areas through identification of successful national practices and policies that OUSD 

might adopt system-wide and within individual schools, and extensive data analysis, mapping, 

and frequent tracking of key indicators.  

Chronic absences are particularly high for this group; one in five African American boys was 

chronically absent in the 2010-2011 school year.  With their preliminary findings in mind, they 

reviewed the California Education Code, the OUSD School Board policy, OUSD teacher 

contracts and guides, and the OUSD Parent Guide in order to make recommendations for 

changes that might help to improve attendance. Illness was the leading cause among boys in 

elementary and middle school, but unverified absences (parents could not be contacted) were the 

second cause in middle school boys and the leading cause for high school boys. This indicates 

that parent involvement for middle and high school boys is one strategy that could have a 

positive impact on reducing absenteeism.  

When I look at the school success of the African American males in the eight African American 

families in the study whose sons were in middle or high school and the additional young adult 

males and parents I interviewed whose kids were no longer in school, there are a number of 

factors that helped their sons to stay in school as they got older. Parents had to make sure their 

sons went to school each day, for some it meant driving them; they were there for their sons after 

school; they had constant communication with them about the importance of school and making 

the right social choices; and they provided a stable environment. Two of the parents I had older 

sons who were in successful careers after college or technical training, and younger sons who 

were in their high school years but struggling. Between when their older sons graduated and 

when their younger sons advanced from middle to high school, both women had lost jobs and 

then their homes and moved into transitional housing with their families. The reasons they lost 

their homes and jobs were different, but the anecdotal results were similar. Moving into the 

shelter meant they moved further away from their son’s schools and the moms no longer had an 

income to support their children. Both mothers were also spending a lot of their time managing 

their crowded and temporary situation in the shelter apartment, looking for housing, and 

applying for jobs. And some of the time they were also depressed, which made it hard for them 

to deal with living in and getting out of the shelter, while also supporting their children in school.  

Once the mothers stopped going to the school and the schools lost touch with the families after 

the address change, the sons started skipping more school. For various reasons, neither parent 

was notified that the sons had been missing school. Once their sons started missing school, they 

fell behind on their school work and started to get involved in other activities with older kids or 

their peers who also were skipping school. One of the mothers now lives with her son in semi-

permanent housing with two bedrooms in a safe neighborhood. Her son eventually graduated 

from an alternative high school and there has been a huge change in his behavior now that they 

have housing: 

CG#72: Because before when we were in the other shelter he was always gone.  He would 

get up in the morning and be gone early.  He would go to school, but some of the classes he 

wouldn’t go to, or be marked absent for being late.  But whenever I would show up he would 

be there.  When we were at the shelter, like I said, he got up early, he went and then he 

wouldn’t come home until late and I would be either asleep, or if I came home from work he 
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was there.  But he wouldn’t come home until 9 or 10 at night, but now that we have this place 

he’s home all the time.  I cannot get rid of this kid!   

In addition to being home more often and having better communications with his mom, he is also 

in an apprenticeship program she helped him to obtain, and he has remained committed to going, 

even though it involves a lot of manual labor.  

The other group even more directly involved in individual schools in Oakland is the Oakland 

Schools Foundation. Begun in 2003 by business and school leaders, the Oakland Small School 

Foundation was at first “a vehicle for raising funds for public school programs”. Since then, they 

have grown in their role and now provide “capacity-building, fundraising, marketing, and 

administrative services” for new small schools. They currently service 45 schools in their 

network of OUSD schools. More recently, at the request of the former superintendent, Tony 

Smith, they have dropped the “Small” from their name but continue to provide assistance for 

schools implementing a “small school” educational model. Small schools are not necessarily just 

schools with low enrollment numbers, they are schools that use educational practices to provide 

more individualized attention for students and their families. To raise money, and provide their 

other services to school, they partner with 45 other Oakland and Bay Area organizations as well 

as businesses, Pacific Gas & Electric, Target, and Wells Fargo. Some of the other organizations 

are groups that provide after school and extracurricular programs, such as Girls, Inc., Oakland 

Youth Chorus, and Super Stars Literacy; groups that research innovations in education; UC 

Berkeley programs that work on education and youth issues; several other organizations. Some 

of the other groups mentioned in this chapter also partner with them, including Urban Strategies 

Council, Greater Oakland Public Schools, and Oakland Community Organizations.  

OUSD support for parents and families 

At least in its recent history, OUSD has had a number of programs to engage and communicate 

with parents. In 2001, when the No Child Left Behind Act passed, schools received funding to 

hire parent liaisons. OUSD was no exception and I am told that most if not all schools had parent 

liaisons. Eventually, based on several of the background interviews I conducted with teachers, 

former teachers, OUSD staff, parents who had been a parent liaison or worked with them, and 

community organizations, OUSD stopped funding parent liaisons and parent resource centers in 

many of its schools.  

However, OUSD created “The Family, Schools, and Community Partnerships” department in 

2011 as a merger of two previously existing departments: Family Community Office and Office 

of Complementary Learning. “This merger created the conditions to support schools to become 

Full Service Community Schools. In this model, schools will act as resource and service hubs, 

connecting with local partners to help build healthy and vibrant schools and communities.” In 

2012, their four key areas of focus were: 

 Full Service Community Schools 

 Attendance 

 Positive School Climate 

 Family Engagement 
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When I interviewed people who were working with this department, they indicated the 

department was still very nascent and had more problems than it could handle. Drop-out rates are 

high, school attendance is low, parents are difficult to contact, there are few people at the schools 

who have time to work with the school district, and the list continues. With their small budget 

and lack of partners in the schools, this District office does not yet have the capacity to do the 

work it has defined.  

CONCLUSION 

Although Oakland is experiencing a resurgence in population, jobs, and some of its 

neighborhoods, the fundamental city services for many residents are lacking, including 

affordable housing, reliable transit service, neighborhood maintenance, local economic 

development, parks and recreation with programmed activities, and crime protection. 

Employment opportunities with living wages for lower skilled workers in Oakland, and training 

and education to help workers obtain higher paying jobs are also an issue. Oakland residents are 

not obtaining the new jobs that are being created, and OUSD has recently cut its adult education 

programs. 

The ongoing budget crises in the City, the housing agencies, and the transit agency have 

prevented these organizations from adequately improving these services for all residents. While 

there is a plethora of nonprofit advocacy and service provision, and on all types of projects in, 

from healthy homes, to advocating for Wall Street to refinance the transit agency’s debt, but 

there is not enough direct involvement in the neighborhoods that need development and 

community organizing. 

Around education and school reform, there are dozens of organizations as well. There are also a 

lot of politics. GO!, OEA, the school board, the charter organizations, other local nonprofits, the 

philanthropic foundations, and the national school reform movements all, at different times in the 

last four years, have been involved with organizing change and reform within OUSD. Some 

groups, like PLAN and OPT have worked directly with parents and have avoided the politics and 

bureaucracy of working with OUSD. ACCE has also worked with individuals on housing 

foreclosures and grassroots organizing for an affordable or free youth bus pass. Unfortunately, as 

is the case in most cities, the city agencies have not been involved in the schools, even though 

they are planning new housing, jobs, and infrastructure in areas with families and public schools. 

What’s missing among all these organizations is unity and collaboration across the multiple 

issues that affect families and people who affect families. Groups that address justice, education, 

transit, housing, and jobs, are rarely working together. Even groups that work on all these issues 

under separate initiatives rarely seem to connect the findings from their different efforts. Years 

ago, I interned for a short time at a nonprofit that worked on several different regional issues, 

including projects on the state’s school funding formula, employer assisted housing, and the 

central city’s zoning update, but rarely did the program managers talk about how their work 

directly overlapped. How might housing assistance, neighborhood rezoning, and increased per 

pupil funding at a particular school affect a family impacted by each of these reforms? Those 

kinds of discussions or analysis rarely take place within or among nonprofits, or between 

nonprofits and city governments. In that nonprofit, and other similar ones, the only times 

seemingly separate initiatives are brought together are typically in annual reports. In the reports 

the organization might talk about how their different efforts each support their mission and 
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values, but not about how their different efforts might work together to support the desired 

broader change.  

I saw the same thing happening in Oakland. There are numerous good efforts working on 

important issues, but most are largely disconnected from each other. This results in incremental 

improvements in some areas, but not larger systemic changes that might address the roots of the 

problems.  
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CHAPTER 5. FINDINGS ON THE PERSONAL AND EXTERNAL 

INFLUENCES ON PARENT ENGAGEMENT 
 

In this chapter I analyze parents’ time use diaries for allocation of time to different activities with 

and without their children using the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler framework of influences on 

parent engagement. I also use the interview responses to describe the specific nature of these 

influences, why and how they may affect reported time-use. The three reasons for engagement, 

in short, are parents’ beliefs that they should, they can, and are being asked to, engage. Using the 

HDS terms, I refer to these reasons as: 1) Sense of Self-Efficacy (they believe they should, and 

they want to be engaged); 2) Life-contexts (they have time and resources to engage); and 3) 

Invitations (they are asked by the school and their children to engage). I use several variables to 

represent each of these three influences, such as income, race and education level for sense of 

self-efficacy, and marital status, employment, and number of children to represent life contexts. 

For each, I look for associations between differences in time use by the different parent 

characteristics. For instance, is income level associated with the amount of time a parent spends 

on at-home learning with children?  

Because individuals are a mix of several characteristics that change and develop over their life 

course, I found that no single characteristic, whether income, education, marital status, or 

neighborhood location, was the sole determinant of parent engagement. Through the 

interpretation, I recognize that both the independent and dependent variables may be context 

specific, and also correlate or interact with other variables. For example, educational attainment 

alone may not be indicative of a parent’s knowledge or experiences and thus their sense of self-

efficacy for helping their children with homework. Other influences, such as outreach from the 

school about homework help, the parent’s aspirations for their children to do better than they did, 

or the informal education the parent received through workshops, certifications, or self-study add 

up to advanced knowledge for parenting, but they are not accounted for in education attainment 

level. In another example, can a causal model looking for simple associations between time use 

and characteristics accurately account for each of these characteristics in the same person: low to 

moderate income, African American, single, living in a high poverty neighborhood, full-time 

professional job, master’s degree, car, supportive family members, and use of community 

resources? In reality, each of these characteristics influenced this mother’s engagement with her 

son, but it would be difficult to design a model that adequately interact and control the different 

variables that describe the influences in her life. Therefore, it may be difficult to predict what 

types of parent engagement she might do, since some of the demographic descriptors would 

seem to contradict others, based on most quantitative studies focused on average relationships 

between socioeconomic status or race and ethnicity and parent engagement. Only with additional 

qualitative data, was it possible to describe how the mix of her experiences, characteristics and 

external influences combined to affect how much time, energy, money, and knowledge she had 

for parent engagement at home, at school, and in the community.  

Additionally, when interpreting time use analysis it is also important to recognize that a snapshot 

of time use is not necessarily a stated preference or a static reoccurrence. The recorded activities 

may be a representation of limited choices due to lack of resources, or an exception on a 

particular day. As Hagerstrand and others have noted, the reasons people do not do certain 
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activities is not only a matter of having enough time for the activities, but having enough 

resources, both material and non-material, as well as the capability and authority (Hagerstrand, 

1970). Two separate parents who both work full-time jobs, one with a high income and the other 

with a low income, may both have similar time left over outside of work, but the one with a low 

income may not have resources to spend on housekeeping or after school programs. Thus in the 

extra time, the low-income worker may have to spend more time on household activities, multi-

tasking while watching their children, or on free relaxation activities rather than extracurricular 

activities that charge a fee. One job may also be more stressful or strenuous, or require longer 

hours, so downtime may be used for relaxation, instead of activities with their children. These 

time use “choices” are not necessarily time use “preferences”.  

In the following section, I show the results of tests between the 13 characteristics of families that 

represent the three reasons for parent engagement in the HDS model, and variables representing 

different types of time use. The 13 variables that represent the HDS three reasons are drawn from 

both the education and urban planning literatures, but they are limited by availability of 

measurable data from each parent case. These variables are defined as follows:  

THREE REASONS FOR PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

1. Sense of Self-Efficacy: this reason measures to what extent parents “believe that through 

their involvement they can exert a positive influence on their children's educational 

outcomes.” I use variables that have been used in other studies that link self-efficacy with 

socioeconomic status, e.g. income, education level, and race or ethnicity, since these statuses 

may influence a parent’s comfort level at school, knowledge about education, subject matter 

expertise for homework help, and perceptions of what the teacher thinks of them (Bandura, 

1997; S. Park & Holloway, 2012). Bandura notes that self-efficacy is socially constructed 

and that “school and important others”, including family members and social groups can 

“exert significant influence” on a parents sense of self-efficacy (K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 

2005). Ideally, I also would have psychological self-assessment tests, and measures of 

informal networks, peer models, and education as a more accurate measure of their sense of 

self-efficacy, but these data are not available for quantitative analysis. However, I do 

reference related information from the interviews in the interpretation section. In place of this 

data, I use these proxies that may influence the social ecologies that influence parents. 

2. Life-contexts: parents’ roles and how they construct them “defines their belief about what 

they are supposed to do in their children’s education, as well as what is “important, 

necessary, and permissible”. Their belief is influenced by their knowledge, which is informed 

through their direct and vicarious interactions and how they translate them into parenting 

(K.V. Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). However, their beliefs about their roles are tempered 

by other demands on their time and energy for the many other roles they might hold, such as 

employee, sibling, daughter, spouse, citizen (Hanson & Hanson, 1981). Thus, I represent 

Life-Contexts with variables that represent their role and time demands, including their 

employment status, number of children, marital status, and car ownership. Car ownership 

may seem like an outlier, but it represents demands on their time for travel to their different 

types of commitments. Since public transit in many parts of Oakland is infrequent and slow, 

there was a substantial time difference in whether parents were traveling by auto or transit 

when fulfilling their different roles and thus car ownership was a significant variable. 
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3. Invitations: Invitations from schools and children includes whether parents receive requests, 

demands, and opportunities to be involved from their children or school, and how parents 

perceive and respond to the invitations. Variables for this reason include whether the children 

attend a neighborhood school, how far the school is from home, and the age of their children. 

Being part of a neighborhood, being nearby or far from a school, and being a parent of a 

younger or older child, all influence how parents perceive and decide to respond to requests 

for more involvement. While these are less than perfect measures for representing actual 

invitations from the school or children, in the research and in my interviews, when schools 

are farther away or the parents do not feel part of the school, as they might at a neighborhood 

or nearby school, parents were less likely to attend extra events at the school. Additionally, 

when children attended neighborhood schools, they saw other parents more regularly, and 

they were more familiar with the school through other interactions or information sources in 

their neighborhood. In terms of children’s ages, numerous studies have shown that parents 

volunteer more often when their children are in younger grades. Younger children are more 

likely to want their parents to be engaged than older children are. Parents also feel more 

comfortable helping younger children with their homework, and schools are more open to 

parent volunteers for younger grades, than for older grades.  

Unfortunately, because there were 59 schools in the study, I do not have systematic data on 

the quality or extent of each school’s parent involvement strategy that can be used as a 

quantitative variable. Because I did not have cooperation from the school district, I did not 

have permission to contact the schools and most schools do not have these details on their 

websites, if they have a website. However, I do have qualitative information on most schools 

from the interviews as well as knowledge of some of the schools that I collected through 

observation and written materials. I use that information in the interpretation section. How to 

represent children’s ages in the statistical models presented a dilemma, because it mattered 

whether they had children above 12, below 12, or both, because of family size and sibling 

dynamics. In the study, 58 families had children less than 12 years old and 29 had children 

over 12 years old. Within the 58, 41 had only younger children. There were 17 families with 

children of both age groups. The other dilemma was where to categorize children’s ages. The 

ages of children mattered for both life-contexts and parents’ self-efficacy, as well as for 

invitations from schools and the children. I assigned them to this category to avoid 

redundancy and because of the substantial research on school invitations for engagement of 

parents with younger children. 

THREE TIME USE CATEGORIES 

The above parent engagement variables were compared to disaggregated time use categories: 1) 

the nine daily ATUS major activities of time use, 2) whether time with children is on primary 

childcare or secondary childcare; and 3) specific types of activities within the caring for 

household children major activity. 
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1. Major Activities: This is the ATUS categorization of the majority of activities people do on 

a daily basis. Caring for non-household members, consumer purchases, government services, 

adult education, and religious and spiritual practices are not covered here since they do not 

occur on a typical daily basis for most households. This list also includes the type of time, 

e.g. necessary, committed, contracted, and discretionary. For instance, work is contracted 

time, and caring for household children is committed time. Travel may be discretionary, 

committed, or contracted, depending on the purpose. Since each of these types of time has 

various levels of flexibility, analyzing the distribution of time by these categories may 

suggest whether parents are shifting time from one category to another, e.g. from more 

discretionary leisure or exercise activities in order to devote more time to committed time 

uses, namely caring for household children, while still maintaining their contracted time for 

work. 

 Caring for Household Children (committed) 

 Eating & Drinking (necessary) 

 Household Activities (necessary, discretionary) 

 Personal Care (necessary) 

 Sleep (necessary) 

 Socializing Relaxing & Leisure (discretionary) 

 Sports, Exercise & Recreation (discretionary) 

 Travel (necessary, committed, contracted) 

 Work (contracted, committed) 

 

2. Primary or Secondary Childcare: this disaggregation seeks to represent the quality of time 

parents are spending with their children. When spending time with their children, the primary 

or secondary categorization indicates if they are multi-tasking and focusing on other things 

while supervising their children, or are directly interacting with their children. Generally, 

parents should spend a certain amount of primary time each day with their children, but even 

secondary time can be beneficial since the parent is still with their child and the child may be 

involved in a constructive activity. 

3. Caring for Household Children (CHC) Sub-Activities. This is the subset of activities 

within the larger Major Activity of Caring for Household Children. The category includes 

physical care of younger children to make sure they get enough sleep, have good hygiene, 

and therefore are well-rested, dressed, and ready to attend school each day. CHC also 

includes organizing children’s back packs, playing with them, talking and listening to them, 

going to their events, and finding activities for them. More specific educational activities, 

such as helping with homework, reading with them, and attending meetings with their 

teachers are also included in CHC. Some of these are with children, and some of them are 

not, but they all fit within the types of engagement recommended in Epstein’s typology. 

The following table (Table 5-1) represents the framework for testing three reasons (13 variables) 

for parent engagement to the three time use categories. Beyond the variables listed in the table, I 

tested several other variables, but they were not significant (see Table E-1in Appendix E for a 

listing of these other variables). 
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Table 5-1 Adapted HDS Model of parent engagement reasons in comparison to time use categories 

 3 Categories of time use 

13 Variables for the HDS 
reasons for parent 

engagement 
9 Major Activities of 

Time Use 
Primary and 

Secondary child care 
Specific Caring for Household 

Children Activities 

Self-Efficacy 

1. Income 
2. Race 
3. Education 

 
 

Life-Contexts 

4. Household 
Employment 

5. Participant 
Employment 

6. Number of kids 
7. Number of 

caregivers in 
home 

8. Car ownership 
 
 

Invitations 

9. Neighborhood 
school 

10. Furthest school 
(miles) 

11. Kids >12 y.o. only 
12. Kids <12 y.o. only 
13. Kids <12 y.o. and 

>12 y.o. 
 

 
Necessities 

 Sleep 

 Personal Care 

 Eating & Drinking 

 Travel (may also 
be committed, 
discretionary, and 
contracted) 

 
Committed time 

 Caring for 
Household 
Children 

 Household 
Activities 

 
Discretionary time 

 Socializing, 
Relaxing & 
Leisure 

 Sports, Exercise, 
& Recreation 

 
Contracted time 

 Work 
 

Primary Childcare 
The time-use activity 
was direct interaction 
with a child, such as 
talking and listening, 
helping with homework, 
or riding the bus 
together 

 
Secondary Childcare 

The parent’s activity 
with their children was 
indirect or involved 
divided attention while 
the parent did another 
activity, e.g. cooking 
dinner while the child 
was doing homework 

Care and Organizing 

 Physical care of children 

 organization and planning 
for children 

 looking after children (as a 
primary activity) 

 Attending children’s events 
(other than school events) 

 Waiting for or with children 

 Picking up/dropping off 

 Caring for and helping 
children, not elsewhere 
classified (n.e.c.) 

 Activities for children’s 
health 

 Providing medical care to 
children 

 Obtaining medical care for 
children 

 
At home/away-from-school 

learning 

 Reading to/with children 

 Playing with children, not 
sports 

 Arts and crafts with 
children 

 Playing sports with children 

 Talking with/listening to 
children 

 Homework with children 
 

School Involvement 

 Meetings and school 
conferences 

 Waiting associated with 
their education 

 Activities related to their 
education, n.e.c 
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The analysis in this chapter uses the HDS model as a framework of influences, it more 

specifically adds the external forces that are indirectly included in the HDS model. Some of these 

forces are part of the statistical analysis, while others are used in the qualitative and descriptive 

evidence used to interpret the statistical results. Some of the external influences that are not 

included in the statistical model are neighborhood conditions, including parks and recreations, 

safety, and amenities; specific employment details, such as location, schedules, and type of 

work; housing issues, including conditions, costs, and crowding; social networks, including 

family support; and details from parents’ backgrounds, such as educational experiences outside 

of formal education institutions, significant life events, and their parents’ backgrounds.  

Given all of these recognized influences on parent engagement, with both separate and combine 

effects, the statistical results in this section depict the complexity of predicting why and how 

parents engage, and therefore why the HDS model focuses on psychosocial processes and 

parents’ knowledge and skills, within the context of external demands on their time and energy, 

and whether they receive invitations to be involved, rather than on socioeconomics. While I find 

positive associations between parent engagement and income, employment, and children’s ages, 

I do not find statistical associations with formal educational attainment, family structure (number 

of parents or caregivers in the home), or number of kids. However, I find significance with 

external factors that are not typically tested, including car ownership, and where the family lives 

in relation to the school. Having detailed background data from each of the 70 cases, helped to 

interpret the reasons for these different associations, but it is not a simple story, and there are 

often exceptions to the overall patterns.  

 

VARIATIONS IN DAILY TIME USE BY CAREGIVER CHARACTERISTICS IN 

COMPARISON TO THE AMERICAN TIME USE SURVEY 

I begin this chapter with an analysis of average daily time use on all activities according to 

certain family structures. This provides an overview of basic time use by parents in comparison 

to the rest of the US civilian population, and working parents in the U.S. 

Time-use studies typically begin with a comparison of the major types of activities parent 

undertake throughout the day to determine how much time is discretionary or free time after the 

committed, contracted, and necessary items are handled. All types of time are relevant for 

studying parent engagement since many parenting responsibilities are committed or necessary 

while other types of engagement, such as going to museums and volunteering at school are done 

within a parent’s discretionary time. Setting aside a parent’s attitudes and desires to be with their 

children, time use analysis seeks to understand whether how parents spend their time on all 

activities, with and without children, might explain the amount of time parents have for specific 

parental engagement activities.  

To begin the analysis for a day, necessary time uses includes any time devoted to taking care of 

one’s basic needs for self-reproduction, i.e. sleeping, eating, and grooming. Contracted time 

incudes work or other income generating activities, or other time given to someone else on 

contract. Leisure time to “decompress”, even if only for a few minutes or every few days, could 

be considered necessary, committed or free, but some would argue it is necessary. Care of 
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another person, whether a child, elder, or sick person, is a committed activity. The remaining 

time would then be considered discretionary or unscheduled time, and theoretically could be 

used for engagement beyond the committed time of parenting to provide a child’s basic 

necessities and other activities required by the state, e.g. taking a child to compulsory schooling. 

But of course, there is overlap among these categories and when people multi-task they could be 

performing several types of time use. For instance, a parent could spend formative engagement 

time with her children whilst still handling the “mundane tasks of everyday life” (Hagerstrand, 

1970; H. Jarvis, 2007) by cooking and having a meal with her child while communicating about 

school and other issues (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Thus, when parents combine time uses to 

handle multiple family home commitments while also being engaged with their children, they are 

making up for the lack of standalone free time. To address multi-tasking in this study, I broke 

multiple tasks into separate time use increments, as I described in the methods section.  

The following tables look at the major activities in a typical day for parents in order to identify 

average time on basic discretionary and non-discretionary activities. However, since these are 

average times they may both reflect or mask some of the exceptions that regularly occur. The so-

called “discretionary time” for some households in this study was frequently disrupted or 

consumed by other non-discretionary activities, such as variations in commute time due to 

unreliable transit service or unpredictable traffic; frequent housing moves and tenuous daily 

routines due to poor housing conditions or affordability; daily medical treatments for chronic 

illnesses; or caring for an elderly non-household member with irregular treatment needs. 

Additionally, if parents take on more responsibilities at work or for their children’s education, 

they may have to increase their discretionary time for these tasks by cutting short their average 

time spent on basic needs. Indeed, the popular press and research has shown that as lifestyles get 

more complex, people are sleeping less, eating on the go, and finding ways to get themselves and 

their kids dressed, showered, and fed more quickly each morning before running out the door. 

Wrinkle free fabrics, combination shampoo-conditioner products, slow cookers, and prepared 

meals are some of the many conveniences people buy and use to save time on the necessary daily 

activities.  

COMPARISON OF WEEKDAY MAJOR ACTIVITIES 

According to studies using the 2011 ATUS
6
, on average, people spend 14.5 hours, or 61%, of 

their days on the necessary or committed activities of sleeping, grooming, eating and drinking, 

and traveling. The remaining 9.5 awake hours are spent on work for some, leisure and sports, 

caring for children, and a number of other less common or frequent activities, such as 

volunteering, shopping, and making telephone calls. The following table (Table 5-2) depicts this 

breakdown of daily time for four groups: the total U.S. civilian population 15 years and older 

(2011 ATUS) (columns 2 and 3); married, two-worker parents (2011 ATUS) (columns 4 and 5); 

all parents and caregivers in the study sample (columns 6 and 7); and participant households in 

the sample with two full time working parents living together (column 8 and 9). The last group is 

to make a comparison to the married, two-worker study using the ATUS data in columns 4 and 

5. 

  

                                                 
6
 The American Time Use Survey (ATUS) has been conducted annually since 2003 and reports time use by socio-

demographics. 
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Table 5-2 Comparison of primary activities on a weekday (in weighted average hours 

 

US Civilian Pop. 
15 years and 

older1 
(ATUS 2011) 

Married Parents, 
both work full-time2 

(ATUS 2011) 

All Caregivers in 
study sample 
(2011-2012) 

Two parents, both 
work full time in 

study sample 
(2011-2012) 

Major ATUS 
Activities 

(1) 

Hours 

(2) 
% of day 

(3) 

Hours 

(4) 

% of day 

(5) 

Hours  
N=70 

(6) 

% of day 

N=70 

(7) 

Hours 

N=8 

(8) 

% of day 

N=8 

(9) 

Caring for 
Household Children 

0.4 2% 1.2 5% 2.8 11% 2.1 9% 

Eating & Drinking 1.1 5% 1.1 5% 1.1 5% 0.9 4% 

Household Activities 1.6 7% 1.1 5% 2.4 10% 1.7 7% 

Personal Care 
(includes sleep) 

9.2 39% 7.6 32% 9.3 39% 8.9 37% 

Leisure & Sports 4.6 19% 2.5 10% 2.1 9% 1.5 6% 

Travel 1.2 5% 
(Included in each 
activity) 

1.7 7% 1.5 6% 

Work (&related 
activities) 

4.1 17% 8.8 37% 3.1 13% 6.4 27% 

Caring for non-
Household 
Members 

0.1 0.6% 

Hours on these 
activities were 
combined as "Grouped 
activities”. See the 
comparison with the 
other samples below. 

0.2 1.0% 0.1 1.0% 

Educational 
Activities 

0.6 2% 0.5 2% 0.3 1% 

Organizational, 
Civic, & Religious  

0.2 0.89% 0.3 1.20% 0.1 0% 

Consumer 
Purchases 

0.4 2% 0.3 2% 0.2 1.0% 

Telephone Calls, 
Mail, and E-mail 

0.2 0.68% 0.05 0.20% 0.1 0.30% 

Other Activities, not 
elsewhere classified

3
 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 0.1 0.50% 0.1 0.5% 

Grouped activities 
(shaded cells not 
included in total) 

1.5 6.3% 1.7 7.0% 1.45 6.9% .9 4.2% 

TOTAL HOURS / 
WEEKDAY 23.7 100% 24 101% 24 100% 24 100% 

Source:
1
 ATUS, 2011 Table A-2. Time spent in detailed primary activities. 

2
 Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

http://www.bls.gov/tus/charts/chart1.txt Note: Data include employed persons on non-holiday days they worked, 
ages 25 to 54 who lived with children under 18. 

3
 The Other Activities, n.e.c. are the “Grouped Activities” in the 

ATUS study which includes Civic & Religious, Adult Educational Activities, Consumer Purchases, and Caring for Non-
Household Members. A number of caregivers in the sample spent a fair amount of time on each of these “Grouped 
Activities”, but there were not enough participants doing each activity to affect the sample’s weighted average. As 
a result, the study sample appears to spend less time on these activities, but it is mostly a matter of sample size. 

The results in Table 5-2 show that for many of the typical daily activities, the study sample 

aligns with the larger representative sample of the US population 15 years and older. Participants 

in the study spend about the same amount of time on Personal Care (sleep and grooming), Eating 



 

139 

& Drinking, Organizational, Civic & Religious Activities, Caring for Non-Household Members, 

and Educational Activities as the average US citizen over 15 years old. On the other hand, the 

sample varies substantially for the activities of Caring for and Helping Household Members, 

Household Activities, Work, and Leisure & Sports. The reason for these differences is the age 

groups in the larger US sample, which includes young adults (15-18 years old), as well as 

seniors. Both groups may not be employed or caring for young children, which may explain their 

ability to devote more time to Leisure & Sports. They also may have more time for household 

activities, such as home repairs, gardening, taking care of pets, and making more elaborate 

meals, than do busy parents. Parents, on the other hand, spend more time taking care of children, 

which replaces the time for Leisure & Sports and some of the more discretionary Household 

Activities. Thus, it is more relevant to compare the parents in the study to other studies of parents 

(column 4 and 5). 

DIFFERENCES BY FAMILY STRUCTURE, EMPLOYMENT, AND INCOME 

However, even the comparison with the sample of parents in the ATUS shows substantial 

differences. Parents in the study spent one and a half to two times as many hours caring for 

household members (11% and 9% of their days) than did the working married parents in the 

ATUS sample, who spent 5% of their days on this activity. The difference is partially explained 

by the percent of parents in the study sample who worked part time or in unpaid work at home. 

Another difference may be explained by the more balanced combination of male and female 

parents in the ATUS parents’ sample, whereas the study sample respondents were 90% female, 

and mothers in the U.S. tend to spend more time in primary care of children than fathers (Allard 

& Janes, 2008). There were only seven male respondents in this study who were the primary 

respondent in the interview and time-use diary. The time-use in the table therefore is more 

reflective of time use for female parents than of male parents. 

When just the eight households in the sample with two caregivers both working full-time are 

compared to the ATUS working parents (columns 4, 5 and 9), there are more similarities, but 

differences remain. In comparison to the full time married parents in the ATUS sample, the full 

time married/co-habitant parents in this study spent less time on Eating & Drinking, Leisure & 

Sports, Work, and Other Activities, Not Elsewhere Classified (n.e.c.). In exchange for reduction 

in those categories of time, they spent more time on Caring for Household Children, Household 

Activities, and Personal Care (including sleep).  

The Work time difference between the samples of married or co-habitant two-worker parents is 

partially explained by the travel time. This is due in part to the different way the ATUS study 

reported travel time. The ATUS summary report embedded  travel for related activities in the 

category for that activity. In the ATUS sample of the civilian US population over 15 years old, 

and in this study, travel is calculated as a separate activity. The embedded travel time in the 

married two-worker sample from the ATUS likely explains some of the higher work hours for 

this group, 37% of their day which is 10% higher than the sample group. Travel for the sample is 

6% and that is mostly for work and taking kids to school. Parents in the study spent 40 minutes a 

day on average transporting their children to and from school. I chose not to embed the travel for 

activities within the time on that activity because of the variation in travel times to work and 

other activities due to differences in household accessibility. Looking at travel time differences 

was an important objective of this study. Issues of access due to neighborhood amenities, school 

choice, work opportunities, and travel options may result in very different travel time budgets for 
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households, and in turn may affect time and resources for parent engagement. Another work hour 

difference is explained by the self-selection of the parents who participated in this study; none of 

the participants were working extreme hours during the time they completed the diaries. 

The time on Leisure & Sports across all samples is another major difference. In comparison to 

the entire US population over 15 years old, who spend 4.6 hours a day on Leisure & Sports, the 

sample of parents report about half as much time on those activities, 2.5 hours for the married 

two-worker parents in the ATUS sample and 2.1 hours in this study. Some of this variation 

between that ATUS study and this sample is from the population in this study, which is skewed 

toward parents with very low and low to moderate incomes. In this study, fewer parents in the 

two lower income groups recorded sports exercise and recreation activity for the two days, 33% 

and 45%, compared to 55% of the highest income group. Additionally, when lower income 

parents did Sports Exercise and Recreation activities, they were more likely to do informal 

activities with their children (Table 5-3). Note that sports exercise and recreation does not 

include socializing, relaxing and leisure activity, which was combined with sports exercise and 

recreation in Table 5-2 in the “Leisure & Sports” category. The ATUS studies had combined 

these into one category, but I keep them separate in this analysis.) 

Table 5-3 Average hours by income for Sports, Exercise & Recreation on Weekday & Weekend days 

Sports, Exercise & Recreation  
Activities (SER) 

Very Low $ Low-Medium $ Medium-High 

N Avg. Hrs N Avg. Hrs N 
Avg. 
Hrs 

Participating in SER 5 2.1 3 1.8 3 1.6 

Walking 3 1.7 6 1.4 4 1.0 

Working out unspecified 1 0.5 1 1.3 3 1.0 

Doing aerobics   2 2.4   

Biking   1 0.7 1 0.8 

Dancing   1 1.4   

Running     3 1.0 

Doing yoga         2 1.8 

Participants recording SER time 7 2.3 13 1.8 11 1.7 

Participants recording SER time without kids 2  1.3 5 1.3 7 1.2 

Total participants in the income group 21 29 20 

Percent that recorded SER 33% 45% 55% 

Percent that recorded SER without kids 10% 17% 35% 

 

Also, more than half of the SER types of activities recorded by the very low-income group were 

excursions to a park on the weekend where the parents were also watching their kids; which is 

mainly the “Participating in SER” category. For all parents, making time for SER is difficult, and 

events for kids are also expensive, especially for parents with low incomes. Wealthier parents 

described staying up late searching the internet or asking friends about recreation programs that 

were close by, not too competitive, taught by experienced adults, and that were generally 

affordable. However, affordable to a household earning over $75,000 a year has a different 

meaning than to a household earning $15,000 a year. Many of the activities are also run by 
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parent volunteers who know each other or communicate via email—a method many lower 

income parents in the study did not have, or use frequently.  

Carrie: Is there a charge for playing each season? 

CG#69: Yes.  So soccer is pretty reasonable, I think it’s maybe $200 and that covers the 

whole year.  It’s all volunteer run, parents volunteer to be the coaches, and then you have to 

do volunteer duties… 

Carrie: It’s all email based. 

CG#69: Mostly email based, almost 100%.  [the other sport] is much more expensive, and 

that’s because we have to cover insurance, and the field space is very difficult to get...  So we 

pay about $500 for the season, and then another $300 for the fall.  Then camps and such as 

well.  So [that sport] is more expensive and the equipment is a lot more expensive too.  

Another parent on a tighter budget commented on the following costs for her children’s sports: 

Carrie: So to do all these things, some of it is covered in school but there are also costs and 

things for all these school activities? Are there things that she wants to do but just are too 

expensive?   

CG#4: Then [the sport] is expensive.  So we’ve always actually asked for help.  We applied 

for financial aid, and then [my kid] does fundraising and is bringing in some funds.  So that 

sort of makes me feel a little better. 

Additionally, finding good programs within certain neighborhoods was limiting. While another 

mother looking for work she also described the difficulty to find an activity for her son in East 

Oakland. So far she hasn’t found an activity she can afford, so in the meantime she sees 

volunteering at her son’s school as another way to help her son: 

CG#15: “…it’s called Rainbow Center. I went there to see if they have like classes that he 

can take.  Anything.  Like karate, he said he wanted to karate, so I’ve been looking for 

somewhere to take him for a couple hours and then go pick him up.  They do have karate 

there, but it’s so expensive that it’s like, okay, I’ll just have to save for that… But I am 

determined.  I am determined to get my child into something.  I feel like the idle mind is the 

devil’s workshop.  [if] he has nothing to do all day then he’s going to get into other things, 

you know.  So that’s why I try to stay at the school all the time and try to be an involved 

parent, because I care about my son.  And I care about other kids in the classroom.  I’m 

there helping them and you know?  I just want it to be where kids don’t have to worry about 

those type of adult issues.  

Another mother in East Oakland noted the difference between activities when she was growing 

up in Berkeley and what is available today. 

Carrie: One of the things I keep hearing is how expensive all the things are, even if it’s a 

sport with the school.  Have you looked at programs that were just too costly? 

CG#52: I don’t even look.  Why look?  It’ll make me cry.  I mean I’m serious, why look?  I 

only seek out what I feel I can handle.  So you know, if it looks like the cost is going to be 

something—why even put yourself there? 
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Carrie: What about after school programs, have they had good ones at your kids’ schools? 

CG#52: There have been times when they had good ones and then times where it was just 

after school babysitters, really. 

Without a second parent or other conveniences, it is even more difficult for some single and 

lower income parents to find the time. During the interviews, when I explored the absence of 

time for themselves in their diaries, comments similar to the following made by these two single 

working mothers were common: 

Carrie: …I can see why it would be hard to find time for yourself. Do you ever feel like you 

need that though?  

CG#27: Yeah, but it’s OK, I’ll get it one day.  I say I’ll get it by the time my son is like 1, 

then I’ll make some time. [Her son was an infant and her other two children are 8 and 9 years 

old]. 

 

Carrie: Do you have much time for yourself? Do you get to go out much? 

CG# 45: I: Uh uh.[shaking her head no] That’s the thing … like, I think my sisters and my 

brothers don’t have a problem babysitting because every time I need them to watch her … 

it’s when I’m in school or working … when I’m not working or I’m not in school … I have my 

baby [referring to her 5 year old daughter]… I just always felt like it’s my responsibility to 

take care of her … my fun is over …and I can’t throw my baby off on nobody else to go out 

and have fun … and get drunk ... I don’t even drink, so … my baby is my life …whatever I do, 

I do with her … 

Carrie: What about other mothers? Do you have friends that are mothers? 

CG#45: My best friend is, but she’s working and going to school too. So we are always like 

this … it’s rare that we can really get together and do stuff … but when we have the time … 

we do it. 

These two mothers recorded very little SER time. CG #27 recorded 45 minutes of walking 

around the city on the weekend with her children between taking them to the aquarium and 

walking back to the ferry, and the other did not record any SER time.  

A number of parents noted that walking for their necessary travel was also their exercise time, 

sometimes to transit, and sometimes in place of transit or driving.
7
 One of the mothers who tried 

to fit in exercise by walking for errands has not owned a car since she lost her job. After I had 

explained the location of an arts and recreation center for children, she responded with how often 

she walks instead of taking the bus. 

Carrie: Off the 1R, just walk east a little bit…It’s between 49
th

 and 45
th

, so 48
th

 is perfect.  

You’ll have to jog a little bit.   

CG#57: We’re used to that. 

                                                 
7
 In this phase of the research, these walks to destinations are captured as travel. For future research, the data will be 

recoded to assign multiple trip purposes, e.g. the walk will be both for SER and asa travel to the destination, e.g. 

shopping. 
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Carrie: Yeah, you walked 30 minutes from the grocery store [in her diary] 

CG#57: I did that today too—Food Maxx—yeah, I did that today.  I had to run 

down there because I needed some pasta sauce.  I thought I had some.  She was going to 

make spaghetti and I didn’t want to leave her without so we ran down there.  My son 

came and helped me.  He’s oh, mom, I’m so tired.  You know, we got a few extra things. 

The lower amount of time that many parents spend on Sports & Leisure is relevant to parent 

engagement. To handle all their responsibilities and multiple roles, parents need time to recharge.  

Researchers in a number of fields have shown the physical and mental benefits to adults from 

exercising, taking downtime, and socializing with other parents, and these outcomes have 

benefits for children. If parents have improved mood, energy levels, patience, and confidence in 

themselves from exercise or from positive social supports, it may indirectly affect their behavior 

toward their children and their involvement in school and the community (Urie Bronfenbrenner, 

1986). The HDS model recognizes this by including “Mix of Demands on Total time & Energy” 

[emphasis added]. Eccles and Harold also note the importance of confidence to parent 

engagement (J. Eccles & Harold, 1993; J. S. Eccles & Harold, 1996). When parents have 

negative feelings about themselves, it may “hinder parents from making connections with their 

children’s schools”, and a parent’s confidence in their intellectual abilities is a salient predictor 

of school involvement.  

Besides exercise, other types of leisure activities are also necessary for parents to handle the 

multiple demands on their time and energy, and parents of all income groups recognized this. 

Several used the phrase “me time” on their diaries or in the interview, but not many actually had 

a lot of time for it, regardless of income. Those without help from a second parent or extended 

family, typically only had this time at night when the kids were sleeping, which is not always 

conducive to exercise or other leisure activities. If the parent shares a bedroom with their 

children, or a common room that serves as a bedroom, their time to fully relax or to do other 

activities was further compromised.  

Without leisure time, parents run the risk of burnout as their children reach adolescence and are 

physically able to care for themselves and get themselves to school. But this is just when their 

children need more support in middle school (Allard & Janes, 2008; Bradley, Corwyn, 

Burchinal, McAdoo, & Coll, 2001; Elias et al., 2003). Two mothers of high school honors 

students noted the issue of burnout when they were reflecting on their school involvement over 

the years. A lot of parents had been very involved during elementary school, but few were 

involved in middle school.  

CG#68: I was very involved in the PTA [for her daughter’s middle school].  It was 

mostly just to get parents involved.  It’s so different than elementary school.  Parents 

work really hard in elementary school and their kids go to middle school and they’re like 

I’m burned out, I’m done. 

Carrie: Is that what you think happens?  Burn out? 

CG#68: I think it’s burn out and I think because their kids don’t want them in the 

classroom any longer, they feel like there’s no place for them, but the truth is, they 

probably need the parents more in middle school.  And she went to [name of her 

daughter’s elementary school], so it was kind of like a private school in the public school 

system.  You go to some place like [her daughter’s middle school] where there are more 
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kids in the lunch program than not, there are parents who are just trying to survive, and 

so it’s just, I’m sure for economic reasons, cultural reasons, language challenges, you 

know, you just don’t have the parent presence, but that’s shifting.   

In summary, the sample to ATUS data comparisons in Table 5-2 reflects what the research 

suggests: parents of all incomes and marital statuses have less discretionary time for leisure and 

sports, and even some basic needs (eating and sleeping), since they spend more hours each day 

taking care of the home and their children. If they work, then they have even less time to split 

among the many daily activities with and without their kids. 

Some of the differences between the ATUS and this sample may be related to issues of validity 

due to the data collection methods, as noted in Chapter 3 Methods. Data for this study was 

collected in written format and in-person, which may cause people to write what they think the 

researcher wants to see or what will make them look favorable during the in-person interview. In 

contrast, the ATUS collects time use by recall using the telephone; this method also has 

limitations, such as poor recall and similar issues of wanting to please or impress the researcher. 

However, people might be more honest by phone than in person. The ATUS sample is also much 

larger and analysts can control for anomalies, etc. Generally, both study collection methods have 

their limitations and comparing them is difficult.  

COMPARISON OF PRIMARY AND SECONDARY CARE FOR CHILDREN 

In the Major Activity analysis, the goal was to establish whether other things were cutting into 

the time that parents had to spend with their children, as well as how much time parents had to 

fulfill their other needs, such as sleep, leisure and exercise. The primary versus secondary time 

analysis seeks to focus on the quality of time, rather than the types of time. Primary time, as 

noted earlier is when parents are actively engaged with their children. Secondary time is when 

the parents are with their children but also doing other activities. Through this breakdown, this 

analysis found that on weekdays, parents in the sample spent an average of 8.2 hours of their 

awake-time with their children. The minimum time was 5.6 hours. Of this time, about 60% of the 

time, or 4.9 hours on average, was on primary child care activities in which parents were directly 

interacting with, caring for, transporting, or watching their children. The remaining 3.3 hours 

were on secondary activities, such as when the parent was making dinner and the child was 

playing video games or doing his homework. On the weekends, the average time with children 

was much higher, 12.5 hours; 7.8 on primary, and 4.7 on secondary (see Table 5-4). 

In comparison to the working and married parents presented in Table 5-2 based on 2003-2006 

ATUS time use data (Allard & Janes, 2008), the ATUS study parents spent 6.6 hours on 

weekdays with their children, compared to 8.2 hours for all parents in this study, and 7.3 hours 

for 2-parent, 2-worker families in this study. Of the 6.6 hours with their kids in the ATUS study, 

1.8 were on primary activities consisting of 1.2 hours on CHC (playing, reading, talking with 

their children, and providing physical care), 0.2 hours in travel related child care, and about 0.4 

hours on other primary childcare. This is quite low in comparison to the average of 4.9 hours of 

primary care in this study. Even the families in this study who spent the least amount of time on 

primary child care still recorded 3.1 hours.  
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Table 5-4 Parents’ primary and secondary time with kids by family structure and participant 
employment (average hours) 

 ATUS 2003-
2006 Participant’s hours from Study sample (2011-2012) 

Time with kids Married, 2 
full-time 
workers 

Total 
Sample 

Married, 2 
full-time 
workers 

Family Structure Participant’s employment 

Weekdays 1 parent 2 parents 
Un-

employed 
Part 
time 

Full 
time 

Primary time with 
kids 1.8 4.9 4.5 4.9 4.9 5.4 5.1 3.8 

Secondary time 
with kids 4.8 3.3 2.8 3.5 2.9 3.7 2.9 3.2 

Total Weekday 
time with kids 6.6 8.2 7.3 8.4 7.8 9.1 8.0 7.0 

Weekend         

Primary time with 
kids n/av 7.8 8.3 8.0 7.9 8.1 8.0 7.3 

Secondary time 
with kids n/av 4.7 3.8 4.8 4.6 5.4 4.5 4.4 

Total Weekend 
time with kids  12.5 12.1 12.8 12.5 13.5 12.5 11.7 

Note: Participant’s employment does not represent the household employment in households with more than one parent or caregiver.  

In contrast to the low amount of time the ATUS sample parents spent on primary childcare time, 

their secondary childcare time was higher than the sample, which makes sense because combined 

they total all childcare time. The ATUS sample parents spent 4.8 hours on secondary childcare, 

about 1.5 hours more than this study’s sample parents. In the ATUS study, the majority of other 

types of activities parents were doing while watching their kids were leisure and sports, about 

58% of the time for mothers and 67% for fathers. Time on Household Activities was another 

common category that doubled as secondary childcare time. About 76% of the two hours that 

mothers in the ATUS sample spent on household activities, or 1.5 hours, was also providing 

secondary childcare (Allard & Janes, 2008).  

The differences between this study and the ATUS study could be due to a number of 

environmental and socioeconomic factors, but also on how I coded the data, or how the parents 

recorded what they were doing. Because of multi-tasking and the free form diary that I used, in 

some cases it was not possible to determine if the time was primary or secondary childcare time. 

I may have assigned more time to primary activities. Also, Allard and Janes may have eliminated 

certain types of activities from their study, such as those left out of the Major Activities 

categories, e.g. religious activities, and caring for non-household members, which would reduce 

total time parents were with their children. I included all time uses in the primary-secondary 

analysis even though I did not include them in the Major Activities. 

Focusing on just this study, the results indicate that parents who are working full time spend the 

least amount of time on primary care. Participating parents who were married or living with 

another parent also spent less time for both categories on weekdays and weekends. This is 

because with two parents, one can take care of the children while the other one does activities 

without the children, whether it is household activities, shopping, organizing children’s 

activities, exercising, or meeting a friend. In order to fit in everything they wanted or needed to 
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do each day, parents with a partner took advantage of the opportunity to get things done without 

their kids, but regretted not being able to spend more time with them. One father, in describing 

his new longer work hours, compared his new hours to many of the couple’s acquaintances who 

had always had such a work schedule while also being a parent 

CG #34: Father: I've become more of that quote-unquote stereotypical dad who 

leaves in the morning and comes back at 6…sees them for those brief windows in the 

morning and before they go to bed.  So I would like more time.  I realize that we’re still 

very lucky, even compared to other folks…both parents work full-time and they leave very 

early and come back much later even than I do. 

Mother: And have done that since their babies were infants. 

Father: And need to have a full-time caregiver for their kids.  I honestly think they 

see them maybe an hour, half an hour in the morning, and the same amount of time at 

night before they go to bed.   

Given their description, it is easy to see how the primary child care time with children—if those 

few morning and evening hours are spent on primary child care activities—would add up to less 

than two hours on a typical weekday in the ATUS study of two-worker married couples. In 

contrast, this mother was able to work from home and the father was able to be home early 

enough so that both could spend more time with their kids. This mother spent 4.6 hours on 

primary childcare activities and the father spent 3.5 hours; one hour in the morning and 2.5 hours 

in the evening. This is close to the married, 2-worker average in the sample.  

Splitting time with children in two-parent households was not true for all families. In some cases, 

due to strong gender roles, some female parents did the majority of caregiving for their children, 

scheduling and organizing the children’s activities and school work, cleaning the house, making 

dinner, shopping, and taking the children to school while the male partner appeared to be absent 

or at work most of the day. In some cases, it was only through the survey and interview that I 

knew there was another parent, since the other parent was absent in the two-day diary activities. 

Available time to for both primary and secondary childcare varies for a variety of reasons, but 

the question remains whether the time variation is sufficient enough to prevent a parent from 

doing all the different types of parent engagement. It is also a question of quality versus quantity 

noted by Phillips in her review of the parent engagement time use literature (Phillips, 2011). If 

the parent who has just two hours a day with his children spends it on quality childcare activities, 

such as reading or conversation, is that enough engagement? Likewise, is the parent who spends 

12 hours a day caring for their kids at home sufficiently engaged if they are not spending time 

engaged at school and within the community?  

CARING FOR HOUSEHOLD CHILDREN SUB-ACTIVITIES 

In the ATUS lexicon, there are 19 different categories of specific categories of Caring for 

Household Children. Because of the large number of them and this study’s smaller sample size, 

in order to have sufficient quantities of activities to analyze, I grouped the 19 sub-categories into 

three larger categories: Care & Organizing, At Home Learning, and School Involvement (see 

Appendix D for a listing of the 19 categories within the code 0301 Caring For & Helping 

Household Children). These three larger categories relate to Epstein’s typology of parent 

engagement: Care & Organizing relates to Parenting, At Home Learning includes Epstein’s 
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;earning at home and collaborating with the community categories, and school involvement 

condenses the three different school involvement and decision making categories; 

communicating with school, supporting school/school-based involvement, and participating in 

school decision making. 

Throughout the interpretation of the statistical results, I ungroup some of these categories to do 

more detailed time-use analysis of some of the key activities encouraged by educators: school 

activities, reading, and helping with homework. Surprisingly, as shown in Table 5-5, most 

caregivers, regardless of education or income level, did not record all of these typical parent 

engagement activities. For instance, only 38% to 55% of the Medium-high income and College 

or graduate groups recorded time on school involvement, reading and homework. even though 

the percentages on the recorded diary days were low, less surprising, given other research, is that 

even though there was low participation by these two groups, their participation was higher than 

the other income and education groups. There appears to be no relationship with homework, and 

it may even be opposite of the other activities. This may relate to findings in other studies that 

white children spent less time on homework, since most children of parents with higher incomes 

and education levels in this study were white.  

Table 5-5 Parent involvement activities at school and home by income and education level 

Participant Characteristics 
School 

involvement Reading Homework Conversation 
Watching TV 

with kids 

Income Level + + -/∩ n/a -/∩ 

Very low 19% 19% 48% 24% 57% 

Low-moderate 21% 24% 72% 21% 72% 

Medium-high 55% 45% 45% 25% 50% 

Educational Attainment + + - + n/a 

High school or less 10% 20% 60% 10% 65% 

Some post-secondary, or 
associates 33% 25% 63% 29% 58% 

College or graduate 42% 38% 50% 27% 62% 

 

This table also shows television viewing, although it is not a Caring for Household Child 

activity. I included it here because some research suggests that television time cuts into time for 

learning activities and that it is negatively associated with parents’ income or education level. It 

is not completely evident in this analysis that families with high television viewing necessarily 

had lower amounts of time on the other more educational activities, but it does appear that lower 

amounts of TV watching allowed for a more balanced distribution of learning activities with 

children. For instance, the Medium-High level income group was least likely to watch TV with 

their kids, and the most likely to do each of the other activities, except homework, with their 

kids. Conversely, the Low-moderate income group and High school or less education group, had 

the two highest shares of Watching TV with kids, and also had lower shares of school 

involvement, reading, and conversations. Higher income parents were also more likely to make a 

concerted effort to tell me they don’t allow television watching or that they limit “screen time” in 

favor of other activities, as the following higher income mother with a graduate degree and 

career in the education field explained: 
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CG #5: “They do not watch any TV…We do have a TV, but we never have it on when they 

are awake.  My husband and I both like TV, and we watch it at night, but it is never on as 

background when they are awake.  My son can watch videos sometimes, but he is only 

allowed to watch videos in Spanish, which limits them being a video he can see.  He didn’t 

see any videos until he turned 3, so my daughter will not see any until she turns 3.  

Sometimes Sesame Street on You Tube or something like that.  

Later, when I asked about educational activities, she remade the “no TV” point: 

CG#5: Like I said, the TV is never on.  It is a lot of art projects.  They like to go for walks 

and that kind of thing.  When the weather is nice they always want to be at the park.  

Then again, 43% of very-low income families did not record television time either. This lower 

income mother commented on limiting her children’s television viewing, but for a different 

reason. While higher income parents mentioned watching and talking about the news with their 

children for educational reasons, this mother forbids it because of the stress of their community. 

CG#19: I take them to walk too…[but] sometimes they don’t want to and stay home watching 

TV. I took away the Direct TV … all that … if they want to watch something, they shouldn’t 

be watching certain types of programs … more informative things. Right now we have the 

television, but we only watch movies. We don’t watch the news. We don’t want to know 

anything. Sometimes I feel bad because people ask about people that died … it’s too bad, but 

I don’t listen to the news anymore. Sometimes I feel like it’s stressful enough to be in a 

violent community and to hear more of it … it’s not great for our mental health.  

Another low income mother explained the art projects she does rather than letting her children 

watch television.  

CG#20 I’ll buy them … around this time, I’ll get little rocks ready for key chains … with 

things to do activities here at home … shredded paper for piñatas … it’s vacation time … I 

figure I can show them how to make piñatas. I know how to make them. We work on different 

activities during the summer. I try to make sure they don’t watch tv. 

 

These quotes and numerous others show that the difference between the various groups of 

parents was not always education levels and incomes, but exposure to research on child 

development including the effects of TV on children. It was these varied influences that led to 

parents’ different views of television and how it could be used. Neighborhood effects on parents 

during their childhoods—whether there were nearby activities, high crime, violence and trusted 

neighbors; and neighborhood effects from where they currently lived also influenced television 

viewing. Housing also mattered, including space, mobility, and transportation to and from 

multiple locations before returning home. Lack of transportation away from home also seemed to 

be associated with more TV watching. It’s clear that multiple characteristics matter. It's not just 

income or education or even those together it's also how they were raised what they've been 

exposed to, if they're involved in community work, and if they have friends, family, neighbors or 

teachers that introduced them to new ideas and opportunities for their children.  
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ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN TIME USE AND REASONS FOR ENGAGEMENT 

Having established preliminary differences on time uses, including engagement with children, in 

the first section, in this section I look at time-use in comparison to the three reasons in the HDS 

model; self-efficacy, life contexts, and invitations. to do the analysis, i use statistical tests to 

measure within group differences using analysis of Variance Techniques (ANOVA). See 

Appendix E for more information on group size, normality, and variants of ANOVA.  

Overall, the category with the most significant associations was Invitations. Because travel to 

school is twice a day for families whose children do not get to school on their own, and children 

who are younger than 12 years old need more care, the school factors and children’s ages factors 

were most likely to affect how parents spent their time, including time on specific engagement 

activities. the life-context set of variables had the second highest number of associations with 

time use and parent engagement activities. The driving factors here were household employment 

and car ownership. As noted earlier, if families were making a lot of trips each day, car 

ownership could have a significant impact on how much time those trips took. Employment 

mattered because parents had to shift other time uses in order to make time for work and 

everything else.  

Somewhat surprising was the lack of strong associations with the self-efficacy factors 

represented by the three socioeconomic factors, given the associations in other studies between 

socioeconomics and certain types of parent engagement. Income had the strongest effect of the 

three variables, including associations with discretionary time and time on At Home Learning 

and School Involvement. Because of work, higher income parents reduced discretionary time, 

which appeared to allow them to spend more time on parent engagement. Race and ethnicity was 

only associated with sleep and discretionary activities, and these differences appear to be related 

to less time on work. There were no statistical differences by race or ethnicity on parent 

engagement, similar to the lack of associations in other studies (Phillips, 2011). 

This limited statistical analysis suggests that parent engagement is not just a matter of 

socioeconomics, other time demands, or social and environmental contexts, but some 

combination of these three, plus other factors not tested here. 

SELF-EFFICACY 

The following table shows the results for the self-efficacy tests for association. for major 

activities, there were associations with income, race or ethnicity, and education. Income and 

education were positively associated with work time but negatively associated with sleep and 

socializing, relaxation and leisure. However, only income had statistically significant 

associations with caring for household children activities. As expected, income was positively 

associated with at home learning and school involvement, but there was not a significant 

difference on total time caring for kids. The differences that were not significant will also be 

discussed further after tables 5-6 and 5-7.
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Table 5-6 Association between average minutes on Major Activities and Self-Efficacy variables 

 

Caring for 
children 

Eating & 
Drinking 

Household 
activities 

Personal 
Care 

Sleep 
Sports, 
Exer. & 

Rec. 

Social, Relax, 
Leisure 

Travel 
Work, 
Work 

Related 

Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Income 
                  Very low 19 191 21 70 20 129 19 69 21 547 1 30 18 249 19 89 6 212 

Low-Med 29 157 29 65 27 150 26 58 29 492 7 76 21 101 29 123 20 333 

Med-High 18 210 19 63 19 148 20 43 20 462 7 64 16 88 20 101 12 426 

Sig. 0.27 
 

0.83 
 

0.76 
 

0.06 
 

0.01 * 0.34 
 

0.00 ** 0.15 
 

0.01 * 

Race/Ethnicity 
                  Black 31 178 32 68 29 131 29 65 32 529 4 51 27 197 30 99 12 260 

Hispanic 21 175 21 61 21 144 20 54 22 494 7 90 17 92 22 116 16 395 

White/Other, 
non-Hispanic 

14 197 16 69 16 164 16 46 16 450 4 44 11 104 16 109 10 361 

Sig. 0.84 
 

0.78 
 

0.59 
 

0.21 
 

0.01 * 0.01 * 0.03 * 0.62 
 

0.06 
 Respondent's 

Education 
                  H.S. or less 18 192 19 80 19 163 16 61 19 520 3 55 15 187 17 102 9 292 

Some Post-
Secondary 

23 182 24 60 23 124 23 62 24 532 2 120 18 151 24 115 10 304 

College Plus 25 173 26 61 24 146 26 50 27 457 10 61 22 113 27 103 19 389 

Sig. 0.86 

 

0.19  0.49  0.43  0.00 ** 0.01 * 0.30  0.75  0.18  

 
Total Sample 66 181 69 66 66 143 65 57 70 500 15 67 55 146 68 107 38 343 
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Table 5-7 Self-efficacy by primary & secondary time with children on weekdays (WD) and weekends (WE) and specific childcare activities 

 

WD Primary 
w/ Kids 

WD 
Secondary 

w/ Kids 

WE Primary 
w/ Kids 

WE 
Secondary w/ 

Kids 

Care & 
Organize 
WD+WE 

At home 
learning 
WD+WE 

School 
involved 
WD+WE 

Care & 
Organize WD 

At home 
learning 

WD 

School 
involved WD 

Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Income  
   

 
     

 
     

 
   Very low 21 289 21 780 18 462 19 951 21 173 21 90 21 36 21 108 21 41 21 25 

Low-Med 29 321 29 668 29 480 29 883 29 119 29 130 29 10 29 77 29 71 29 9 

Med-High 20 270 20 711 20 462 20 816 20 158 20 169 20 78 20 73 20 76 20 40 

Sig. 0.52 
 

0.06 
 

0.94 
 

0.12 
 

.39 
 

0.02 * .01 * .36 
 

.04 * .14 
 Race/Ethnicity 

                    Black 32 320 32 743 30 481 31 896 32 158 32 115 32 36 32 89 32 64 32 19 

Hispanic 22 304 22 692 21 472 21 918 22 140 22 140 22 26 22 90 22 63 22 15 

White/Other, 
non-Hispanic 

16 240 16 686 16 447 16 810 16 133 16 143 16 56 16 70 16 62 16 41 

Sig. 0.23 
 

0.40 
 

0.85 
 

0.26 
 

0.83 
 

0.63 
 

0.55 
 

0.74 
 

0.99 
 

0.32 
 Respondent's 

Education 
                    H.S. or less 19 324 19 694 17 494 17 919 19 153 19 108 19 15 19 110 19 57 19 14 

Some Post-
secondary 

24 301 24 742 23 458 24 926 24 145 24 133 24 44 24 80 24 60 24 34 

College or above 27 274 27 703 27 465 27 820 27 142 27 140 27 46 27 71 27 70 27 18 

Sig. 0.56 
 

0.59 
 

0.83 
 

0.13 
 

.97 
 

.64 
 

.40 
 

.32 
 

.64 
 

.42 
 

 
Total Sample  

70 297 70 714 67 470 68 882 70 146 70 129 70 37 70 85 70 63 70 23 

Independent-Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test: * sig level <.05; ** sig. level is .01 
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INTERPRETATION OF SELF-EFFICACY RESULTS 

According to research in education psychology, parents with a lower sense of self-efficacy in 

their ability to help their children will be less involved. Studies have found that parents with a 

lower self-efficacy are more likely to be lower income, non-white, and less-educated. However, 

from this analysis, only income has some effect on two of the caring for household children sub-

activities; at home learning on weekdays as well as the combination of weekdays and weekends, 

and School Involved WD+WE. There were no significant differences between these three factors 

and four of the Major Activities that are typically performed with children; total time on caring 

for household children, eating & drinking, household activities, and travel.  

However, the differences between all three of these variables and the two major discretionary 

categories; sports, exercising & recreation (SER), and socializing, relaxation & leisure (SRL), 

may be noteworthy, depending upon the specific activities within these two large categories. 

Some of the activities may be learning activities that are not necessarily focused on childcare, but 

still provide a learning experience, such as watching the news together, visiting with neighbors, 

playing sports, and going to a museum together. On the other hand, some types of SRL activities 

may be considered less productive, such as watching sitcoms on television. The types of 

activities are not included at this level, but spending more or less time on these activities does not 

seem to be affecting total time on caring for household children. Rather, the longer amounts of 

SRL time by lower income and lower educated parents are taking the place of work hours. There 

is not clear positive or negative association by income, education level, or whites and non-whites 

and SER. There are also few cases that recorded SER.  

Before moving to further interpretation of the few areas of significant difference, it is important 

to note the high correlation among certain socioeconomic characteristics in this sample, 

especially since I analyze the independent variables separately without controlling for other 

factors. Specifically, the White/Other Non-Hispanic participants in the study were more likely to 

be highly educated, have a higher income, and be married (see Table 5-8). The above results by 

income and education are explained in part by these correlations. For instance, note that the 

times for the Sleep and Eating & Drinking categories were similar for the Medium-High Income, 

College or Graduate, and White/Other Non-Hispanic (mostly White and Asian) groups. Each of 

these groups recorded about 460 minutes, or 7.7 hours of sleep and 65 minutes on eating and 

drinking. Many of the same participants were in each of these three groups. 

Table 5-8 Correlation of socioeconomic characteristics for White non-Hispanic households 

 Educational 
attainment Average income Married 

White Non-Hispanic 

Pearson Correlation .477
**

 .661
**

 .318
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .007 

N 70 70 70 

 

On other time use measures, there are differences, because these groups are not perfectly 

correlated and other individual and family characteristics also matter, such as employment status 

and children’s ages. Two white, high income, married, and highly educated parents can spend 

different amounts of time on caring for household children if one has a 15 year old daughter and 

works full time, and the other has three children less than 12 and works part time.  
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The difference in the number of cases by characteristic for different time uses also reflects the 

lack of perfect overlap. In the sample, for instance, not all college educated were high income 

and not all minorities were low-income. Of the 27 participants in the College or above group, 

only 19 had Med-high incomes and one high income participant did not have a four-year college 

degree. Further, the participant’s employment status, which showed a statistically significant 

effect on caring for household children and household activities (see Table 5-8), varied widely 

within the College or Graduate group; 11 work full-time, 10 work part-time, and six did not 

work. Family structure, including number of caregivers and children’s ages, also varied for the 

College or Graduate group; 10 were single parents and seven parents had children over 12 years 

old.  

Thus, while some associations were similar across the Self-efficacy variables, there were 

exceptions and other personal and external factors can have a stronger influence on time use and 

parent engagement than income, race, or marital structure. 

Income 

Parents who earn higher incomes forego some time on sleep and socializing, relaxation and 

leisure in order to spend enough time on caring for household children while also working. 

Parents with the lowest incomes were only working minimal hours, job searching, or not 

working, and therefore the reduction in work time (204 minutes less than the highest income) 

was shifted to socializing, relaxation and leisure time (161 minutes more than the highest income 

group), personal care, and sleep. They also spent less time on total caring for household children 

time, but not less time on care & organizing time for their children. This is in part due to the 

younger ages of their children who needed caregiving, but were in grades that do not receive a 

lot of homework. Although some of them had school involvement, it was for shorter periods of 

time and usually was limited to visits to school and communication with the teachers. In contrast, 

the higher income parents, as in other research, were more likely to do school activities, and they 

did more involved activities related to decision making, running after school programs, and 

helping in classrooms.  

Although there were no significant travel time differences, the highest income group had a lower 

average time than the Low-med group, 101 minutes compared to the 123 minutes. The lowest 

income group had the shortest average daily travel time, but this average includes two 

participants who did not travel at all on the weekday diary. When those two are removed, the 

average time for the lowest income group was 109 minutes, leaving the Med-high group with the 

lowest average travel time. Though not significant, the highest income group also recorded 

shorter times on personal care than the other two groups (43 minutes compared to 58 and 69). 

These significant and non-significant average differences in time indicate that higher income 

households shave time from their personal care, sleep, and leisure activities—activities that are 

more within a person’s daily control—to spend similar or greater amounts of time as the other 

groups on caring for household children, eating and drinking, and household activities.  

That some parents with Med-high incomes spent less time on travel (after the two non-travelers 

were removed), reflects the value of the neighborhood they were able to live in. The 

neighborhoods where most of the Med-high income participants lived were in a convenient 

location, with good neighborhood schools, rail transit, safe streets for walking and biking, and 

proximity  to grocers, cafes, and parks. Many also had friends in their neighborhood and 
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neighbors whom they trusted, resulting in shorter trips for social reasons. In contrast, many of the 

Low-medium and Very low income households were not happy with their housing, the safety or 

convenience of their neighborhood or their travel. These neighborhood differences by income 

and other factors and how they influence parent engagement will be discussed in Chapter 6. 

Educational attainment 

By educational attainment level, the only significant differences in time use were on Sleep and 

SER. The reason for significant differences in sleep times is partially explained by the high 

number of different activities participants with these characteristics tended to have each day, in 

part, because many of them were married or living with a partner, 17 of the 26. Having a partner 

or spouse made fitting in extra activities without kids possible, especially if they also worked (19 

of the 27 were employed). Ten of the college educated parents recorded sports, exercise and 

recreation time and 22 recorded socializing, relaxation, and leisure time, more than the other 

education levels. However, they did not spend as much time on socializing, relaxation, and 

leisure as the other two education levels, and they spent less time on sports, exercise and 

recreation. Squeezing in time for sports, exercise and recreation activities into their schedule 

around their contracted and committed times for caring for household children and work, meant 

they reduced their sleep time. Some of their jobs were also more likely to require work outside of 

normal work hours, e.g. checking work email in the evenings after their children were in bed.  

However, on other activities that are more in a person’s control, including Household Activities, 

Personal Care, and sometimes Travel, there were not significant differences. Although many in 

the higher income college-educated group had larger homes that can require substantial 

management and organization, they did not spend a lot more time on Household Activities. They 

actually spent less time on average than those with Some Post-secondary education. This is in 

part because many college-educated participants shared the household chores with another 

partner, but also because small apartments can still require a lot of time to clean and organize, 

especially if many people are heavily using a few rooms.  

It’s also notable that the extra activities of the college-educated group did not result in higher 

travel times. The college-educated had a similar average travel time as the very low income 

group (103 vs. 102) and less time than the low-medium group (103 vs. 115). This travel time 

includes work for some as well as taking their kids to and from school and extracurricular 

activities, and running errands. Their travel time is associated with the income level difference 

noted, which allowed most of them to have greater housing choice in convenient locations. 

Parents with higher education levels could fit in more trips on a weekday, while others are 

spending the same amount of time traveling each day, but going fewer places. The following 

table (Table 5-9) highlights the differences in total travel and number of trips by education level. 

The College or above educated parents had on average 2.6 travel purposes each day, compared to 

2 2.2 and 1.9 for the other groups, and had on average a further distance to their children’s 

school. However, they were able to keep their total travel time low due to higher travel speeds, 

and shorter travel times to work, their children’s school and personal trips, which includes 

grocery shopping and errands. But, they spent the same amount of time on educational travel, 

which is mostly lessons and activities for their kids, except for the few who were taking classes. 

The faster speeds and the shorter times are a mix of traveling by car instead of transit and living 

closer to goods and services. Also a slightly higher number of college educated parents live less 
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than 1.5 miles from their children’s school, 10 parents (38%) compared to 9 and 7 parents in the 

other two groups, (35% of each group). 

Table 5-9 Differences in travel times and purposes among parents by education level 

Education Attainment H.S. or less 
Some Post-
secondary 

College or 
above 

Avg. Distance to School 2.9 3.2 4.8 

No. living <1.5 miles from school 7.0 9.0 10.0 

Average travel time to school 55.7 54.8 35.0 

Average travel time to Educational activities 16.5 26.0 24.5 

Personal travel time 41.1 48.4 24.5 

Leisure travel time 22.0 35.3 26.8 

Work travel time 61.8 21.5 44.2 

Total Travel Time 104 115 105 

Total Distance 14.6 17.3 26.1 

Avg. Speed 7.7 8.4 14.4 

Average number of trip purposes 1.9 2.2 2.6 

 

Additionally, although 21 of the college-educated were working full or part time, working 

parents with college degrees in this sample, particularly the married mothers, often had more 

flexible work due to the types of work they could obtain. Many had found work that allowed 

them to earn an income in a field of their career interest, while still having the flexibility and 

time to work from home or shift work hours in order to handle parenting responsibilities, 

including taking their kids to extracurricular activities, or running errands on their lunch break. 

One mother in this position considered herself very fortunate: 

CG#34: I think we’ve been so crazy lucky…We had an unbelievable early childhood 

preschool—this is the first time he’s had a full-time job.  We were always around, all of us 

[mom, dad and extended family], intentionally, and so I feel super lucky. I can't imagine, you 

know, and I intentionally went to a consulting job so that, especially after he got his full-time 

job so that one of us could—I pick them up every day, I go on their field trips as much as I 

can… I was going to take a job in the city but it was unclear how flexible it was going to be, 

and we were just going to figure out how to make it work, and at that time he was still 

flexible, but then as soon as he went full-time I went ugh, who’ s really going to take care of 

our kids?  And I didn’t want to have to ask my relative to be in the car and driving them.  

That just felt wrong… So that’s been a conscious choice of ours, I'd say.   

Another mother noted how she and her husband’s jobs are traditional “9 to 5” jobs but neither of 

them is tied to those hours and are able to take off early or go in early in order to do things for 

their children or family. 

Carrie: So you don’t always work 7:30 to 4? 



 

156 

CG#68: I always do, but I rarely leave at 4.  He has, depending on—I can give you his 

schedule. 

Carrie: That’s okay, but he does have a flexible 40 hours a week, later or earlier? 

CG#68: It’s flexible in that they expect him here at this time on this day.  It’s just that 

we’re not dictated by the 9—my office is open 9 to 5:30 and I refuse to work those hours.  

I’m an early bird and I like coming home before everybody else.  We have dinner as a family 

every night.  Because she does have extracurricular activities.  That’s been a priority to us, 

and we have dinner every night, no later than 6:30 most nights. 

Even though both their jobs required them to work eight hour days, typically 9 to 5, they each 

had chosen to adjust their start and end times to suit their lifestyle their jobs allowed it. 

Finding the ideal work and housing location was not possible for all college-educated parents. A 

single mother with a graduate degree and a professional 35-hour a week job who also qualified 

for housing assistance because of the low pay, had just moved to a housing development with her 

housing voucher that was distant from most of her activities and her family because it was her 

only option. Thus, traveling to her work, son’s school, family, and other amenities required a lot 

of extra time and gas money. 

Carrie: So it seems like if you can stay here it might be a nice place to stay? 

CG#3: Well, I do want to eventually move closer to my son’s school… and I really want 

to either live in north Oakland or downtown Oakland because the gas money, I mean, 

although I'm saving gas because I'm not coming from San Leandro [where she had recently 

lived], but the gas from here to my son’s school is very expensive, so I would really like to 

move closer to my son’s school and/or downtown Oakland or near the lake where everything 

is closer, but it’s really hard finding a landlord in those areas to take my section eight, and 

my credit isn't the best…But yeah, I don’t plan on staying here over a year.  I would like to 

move to those areas. 

Carrie: Well it gives you a fairly convenient, safe enough place to live?  It’s nice inside, 

nice property managers for a year while you look for another place? 

CG#3: Right, so I'm just going to save my money.  And that’s the other thing, with the 

security deposit, because you have to pay your own security deposit.  The housing authority 

doesn’t, so my security deposit here was $250.  I could afford that, but all these other places 

you’ve got to pay $1500 or two or three times that.  So I have to really save and this year I'm 

going to save money and really just try to work on my credit so that when that year goes I 

can really pick the places that I want because I did find some places, but I didn’t have the 

deposit money.  So I want it to be different next time.  I do want to move and have my family 

feel comfortable visiting me… I’ll figure it out, but I'm going to get everything settled first.  I 

want to get into a place that I like.  I mean, I like it here, but where my family feels 

comfortable visiting me and not traveling. 

Even parents with both higher incomes and high levels of education were unable to attain their 

desired daily transportation for work, their children’s school, and other activities because of 

where they were able to afford housing in East Oakland in relation to where they wanted their 

children to go to school in North Oakland. This single parent was particularly disappointed with 

her travel options.  
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Carrie: …you put “personal car, sadly” [on her survey about which transportation modes she 

used]; is that “sadly” because you know that a planner would want you to use other modes of 

transportation? 

CG#70:  No, just because I wish that; my goal in life is to ride my bike to work… I am sad 

about it. I drive a lot and I hate it.  I really hate it.  

Similarly, another parent also noted the extreme amount of driving that she and her husband did 

with their two full-time jobs, distant schools, and numerous afterschool activities. On many days 

they didn’t return home until 8:00 pm. Yet, they were able to fit in all the activities because they 

had two cars and could afford the gas and extra activities.  

CG# 69: [My job is] moving to [a closer location] in a couple of months so I don’t have to 

go all the way back [to work after dropping them off at school].  We do a lot of driving.  I 

don’t love that at all, but there’s not really any getting around it with three kids all going in 

different directions and we both work full-time… 

She would like to do more in their neighborhood, which is in East Oakland, but noted there 

weren’t enough stores and that she didn’t feel safe. She was aware that the local business 

development group was working to attract more goods and services to their neighborhood 

commercial area, but that there were a lot of barriers to doing so. 

CG #69: But we have, you know, a few sort of independently owned businesses and then just 

not much.  And absolutely no sense of community space down here at all.  No plaza, no—it 

feels dangerous walking down the street.  You never know when a car is going to drive up on 

the sidewalk… I feel way more comfortable being with my husband. 

Later she noted how she hoped to stay at her job for five years, since it would help with planning 

as her kids transitioned to middle and high school, but she didn’t expect to be able to coordinate 

all the destinations in her life. Finding the ideal location, she assessed, is no longer possible for 

most families. 

CG#69: people typically change jobs so often.  It’s like, you can’t necessarily plan your—

there’s some sort of idealistic time where you worked at one place and you could plan where 

you were going to live and where your kids were going to go to school, and those things 

would all sort of line up and not change, but I’ve had, what, four different jobs, and [my 

husband] has had three in the time that we’ve lived in this house.  And the school choices 

[and the district made changes to their school] so things just change…Two years ago 

transportation was a little easier because my office was—drop the kids off on my way to 

work, now it’s almost like the opposite direction, but that’s kind of the way it is.  At least I 

don’t work in Milpitas or something. 

In contrast, when I asked parents who lived in the location that many other study participants 

idealized, North Oakland, which was also close to their children’s school, they felt they could, 

and did, find most things they needed all in one place. 

Carrie: what are some of the reasons that you’ve stayed in this neighborhood? 

CG#18: Oh, there are so many.  We moved here because it was walkable.  When we moved 

here my [family member] was living with us and he does not drive so he could walk to 
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places.  When we moved here our son was not in school yet, but we had heard that the school 

was good.  We had other friends in the neighborhood.  We moved because it was easy for us 

to take BART to work and we only needed one car, and I could go on and on… So we walk to 

school, we walk to the grocery store, we walk to the library.  Sometimes we walk to friends’ 

houses; not always, I confess.   

Carrie: How would you summarize you and your family’s ability to get where you need to 

go? 

CG#18: Easy. Easy-peasy. 

Another Med-High college educated participant in the same North Oakland neighborhood had a 

similar enthusiasm and expressed how everything was so convenient.  

Carrie: Do you like the neighborhood? 

CG#2: Yes, very much.  Very, very, very much.   

Carrie: Is there anything you could change about your neighborhood? 

CG#2: I don’t think so, no.  A hardware store would be nice, that’s about the extent of it.  

We have to go a little bit farther to—it requires a bike ride and you have to get on the bike, 

that’s a pain [since they mostly walked everywhere else].  Sometimes drive, you know, if you 

need to get certain things.  There’s a lot you can get in the neighborhood. 

Despite the conveniences that many of the participants with higher levels of education and 

incomes had, the college educated group spent the least amount of time on caring for household 

children. However, when caring for household children is broken into the sub-activities, the 

quality issue comes into play. The college educated parents spent the lowest amount of time on 

care and organzing, but the highest amount of time on total school involvement (weekdays and 

weekends) and at home learning. While working parents have less time with their children, and 

77% of this group works part or full-time, the predominant finding is that education “is the 

predominant predictor of the human and social capital investments that children receive” 

(Bianchi & Robinson, 1997). Bianchi and Robinson concluded from their study of how children 

were spending their time, that children’s cognitive development activities did not decline when 

maternal employment increased because mothers working full-time with higher levels of 

education prioritized high-quality involvement for their children. The breakdown of the caring 

for household children activities by the College or above group in this sample seems to reflect 

this prioritization on cognitive development and school-based activities, at home learning and 

school involvement. The education level is an important aspect of the influence of maternal 

employment. In Newman’s and Chin’s study of low income, lower educated mothers who 

returned to work, the increased work hours negatively affected their children’s school 

performance. The number of work hours, the conflicting schedule, travel time, and lack of other 

social supports and services meant that their paid work time cut into the unpaid work they were 

formerly able to do for their household and their children when they were working less, namely 

monitoring their children’s school work. In contrast, the college educated mothers in this study 

had jobs that coincided with their children’s school hours, so they could still monitor their 

children’s before and after school time.  

Focusing more on the other two educational groups, Some Post-Secondary and H.S. or Less, 

there are differences on several categories, but similar times on Sleep and Personal Care. Many 
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of the parents in the H.S. or less group were not working (12 of 19) and they were taking care of 

their children full time, which explains the higher hours on caring for household children, 

Household Activities, and Socializing, Relaxing & Leisure. Twelve of the parents with Post-

secondary or higher education were working, eight were part time and the other four were full 

time. Although they spent more time on work and less time on caring for household children, 

like the College or above group, they spent more time on the educational caring for household 

children activities than the H.S. or less group, At home learning and School involvement. With 

their additional education, they were able to obtain jobs that were flexible, but lower pay and did 

not always offer full-time hours. In this sample, a few had cosmetology degrees that they usually 

were able to use, for at least part time work as supplementary income, and they could choose 

their hours, unlike jobs in retail. Several were Certified Nurse Assistants (CNA), which is also in 

fairly regular demand. The participants with this job who had the same clients each week 

appreciated the ability to have predictable hours around their children’s schedule. The drawbacks 

from the job are risk of injury from lifting clients—two had been injured; the need to travel to 

patient’s homes, which may not be along direct transit routes, so most with this job drove; and 

the inability for some to get more hours. The registries that employ CNAs do not offer full time 

work, or health care, and unless the employee does CNA work in a hospital, which is less 

predictable, the hours depend on being assigned to a long term patient. 

The following table (Table 5-10) shows just the caring for household children diary entries for 

one weekday for four mothers with different education levels, employment status, and family 

structure. Each participant has children under twelve years old. It does not include travel time. 

The comparison shows the differences in caring for household children on a typical day and how 

they may be influenced by education level, employment status and type of employment, school 

location, and family structure. Only one parent in this comparison was married. 

 The college educated mother, (CG#30) who works full time spent less than 3 hours on caring 

for household children activities, which is similar to the 173 minutes for the College or above 

group on caring for household children (see Self-efficacy results in Table 5-6). However, in 

that time, she was involved at the school when dropping and picking up her kids, she helped 

with their homework, organized their lunches and school bags for the next day, and read with 

them at bedtime. The school involvement included talking with the administration about her 

involvement at the school, and talking with other parents and the teacher after school for 23 

minutes. She also worked full-time, made and cleaned up from dinner, and worked on a 

home improvement project for an hour while her kids were outside playing. Except for 

engagement in community learning, she was engaged with her kids in multiple other ways at 

home and at school, as educators recommend. Her kids were also able to play outside after 

dinner, from 6:30pm to 8:00pm, because they had a yard in a safe neighborhood.  
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Table 5- 10 Weekday time on caring for household children recroded by parents with different levels of education attainment 

College or above  
M-H Income (#30) 
2 children <12 y.o. 

Full time work 

 Some Post-Secondary 
VL Income (#15) 
1 child <12 y.o. 
Unemployed 

 High School or Less  
VL Income (#28) 
1 child <12 y.o. 
Part time work 

 High School or Less  
L-M Income (#20) 
3 children <12 y.o. 

Unemployed 
8am-
8:20am 

Kids up, get dressed  7:40-7:55 [help child get dressed]  7:30-8:00am Morning prep, get dress, 
brush teeth, wash face, 
do hair [for child]  

 6:45-
7:00am 

Waking up 3 children 

8:30-
8:45am 

take kids into 
classrooms. Talk to 
school admin 

 2:35-
5:00pm 

prepare for next day, 
bath 

 8:15-9:20am Sitting up at the school 
(volunteering in 
classroom) 

 9:15-
10:30a 

Watched an hour of 
educational cartoons 

4:18-4:41 [mom and kids at 
school] 

 6:30-
8:00pm 

Prepare for bed, [read] 
bedtime [mom and child] 

 3:05-3:10pm Pick up child (inside 
classroom) 

 10:30-
11:00am 

Write the ABC’s and vowels 
daily 

5:30-6:15 Homework     8:00-8:30pm Play  11:30-
12:00 

Kids play 

6:15-6:30 Pack for fieldtrip     8:30pm-8:36pm Bedtime prep [mom and 
child] 

 12:30-
12:40 

[change kids clothes Leave for 
Headstart] 

8-8:20 both kids bath & 
PJ's 

       2:45p-
3:10p 

waiting with 1 younger child 
for 9 year old to finish school 

8:20-8:45 reading in bed        3:40-
4:15pm 

Waiting with 3 children to 
pick up client’s children 

9:45-
10:00pm 

More packing for 
field trip 

       4:30-
4:45pm 

picking up daughter at 
Headstart 

         5:30-
6:00pm 

help everyone with 
homework 

         7:30-
8:30pm 

Read and sing and play 
outside 

         8:30-
9:00pm 

Get girls ready to sleep- in 
bed by 9pm 

         10:05-
10:45 

Prepare [school bags, clothes, 
food] for next day 

2.58 hours TOTAL  4.1 hours TOTAL  2.2 hrs TOTAL  6.5 hrs TOTAL 

NOTE: Brackets indicate items that were clarified during the interview and were not specifically written on the diary. 
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 The parent with some Post-secondary education spent slightly more time on caring for 

household children, 4.1 hours. She had taken some college classes and has a CNA 

certification, but was not working because they had just moved to Oakland. At the time she 

filled out the diary, she was dealing with depression and had not yet gotten involved at her 

son’s school. By the time I did the interview, she and another mother were helping to start a 

PTA and she was volunteering there almost daily. She also made a point to read each night. 

When I asked her to describe the “prepare for the next day” category, she explained they 

discuss what he learns in school, get his backpack ready for the next day, talk about their 

days, do other activities together, and sometimes she gives him a bath before dinner. Thus, 

the block of time was several types of caring for household children activities. The following 

discussion describes the types of activities they do afterschool together as well as her 

volunteering at the school. large blocks of time, she  

Carrie: And when you’re with your son what kinds of things are you doing? 

CG#15: We do a lot together!  I gave him some chores to do and so to teach him 

responsibility I have him take out all the trash in the bathroom and everybody’s rooms and 

put it in the kitchen trash.  So every Friday if he does it, I give him a progress report every 

Friday, and if it’s good and everything then he gets an allowance, every Friday, like a couple 

of dollars.  So he walks around like, Do you need your garbage taken out?  Do you need your 

trash out?  We do arts and crafts, we cut out shapes, we paste them onto other things.  We’ll 

do word games, I might yell out a word, how do you spell it?  And then we’ll do a math 

game.  We do all kinds of things together.  We planted some strawberries right out there, we 

did it last week, so we do a lot of things together.    

Carrie:  So you get a progress report from the school every Friday? 

CG#15: Every Friday.  I ask for it.  So since I volunteer in the class I just ask the teacher, 

well, if you have time on Fridays, can you just write me a little progress report, and she 

did…They did it at the other school.  She didn’t mind at all.  So a progress report on Friday, 

so it goes from 1 to 5, and so 5 is if he did excellent behavior-wise and everything.  So 

usually I’ve been getting them on Fridays and he has like a 4.  I got a 4 today!  So high-five!  

That type of thing. 

During the day she has been looking for work since she left her job in the other city. She does 

not have a car or income and transit takes time and money so she generally walks him to and 

from school, about 15-20 minutes each way, for a total of 80 minutes a day. By walking, 

even though it is 80 minutes, she saves money for food, rent, and to take transit to the job 

search center. Education was very important to her and her family. She said her dad talked to 

her son regularly on the phone each week about going to college and being the next 

president. 

 The two mothers with H.S. or Less education (CG#28 and CG#20) had very different time 

spent on caring for household children from each other, but they also had very different 

circumstances. CG#28 is a single mother with one child who goes to school within a five 

minute walk. She also has a car and works part time (10 hours a week). CG#20 is married 

with three children and does not have a car. Two of her children go to different schools 5.2 

and 3.5 miles away from home and she cares for another woman’s children three days a week 

for four hours. They attend a third school, 3.2 miles from her home. She also tries to go to 

programs at a community organization that provides numerous workshops on employment, 
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parenting, relationships, health and nutrition, healthy homes, job training, etc. and she seeks 

other educational opportunities. She stated that education was very important to her and her 

husband. That day she had attended a workshop for parents at her child’s Headstart program. 

Even though she has low education levels and a low income, she is highly involved in her 

children’s school and her own development based on other influences in her life as well as 

her own personal motivation. She makes sure that she does educational activities each day 

with the children who are not yet in school and with the older ones after they get home from 

school.  

CG#20: “Honestly, I don’t trust anyone enough to leave my daughters…  

Miriam: Not even your siblings? 

CG#20: No, unfortunately we grew up with an education … one that wasn’t adequate…it 

wasn’t adequate for me, now that I’m a mom … but they didn’t get over it. I did. I did. I don’t 

like the way they scold their children … the way they do things … honestly, I don’t like it. 

That’s one of the reasons. I’ve tried … even if I have 6 kids … I don’t lose my patience… I’ve 

learned to be like that … with so many workshops … at [organization] … anywhere there is 

a workshop … I go … They’ve helped me a lot… That keeps the [organization] families 

united. I started to learn how to be a good mom, how to treat kids … I had already worked 2 

years as a babysitter … 3 years working inside a house…that’s when I learned CPR … 

Miriam: So you said that your activities … in other words, you have a routine… 

CG#20: Yeah, it’s a long, daily routine. [she provides a detailed explanation about showers, 

breakfast, buses to different schools, etc. then she describes what happens when they return 

home after school.] …we are here by about 5:30. They get here and start doing their 

homework … all of them … they get here tired … or sometimes want an ice cream … they’ll 

have their ice cream and then start their homework. They all have to read. In the meantime, I 

start getting food ready … the girls play together … she likes … when the other kids are here 

… they dedicate 30 minutes to reading … they’ll read to her … we take advantage so they 

can read the books to her. 

The other mother (CG#28) volunteers at her child’s school, but she does few educational 

activities at home with him. According to her, when they’re at home together, he plays, they 

watch television, and she talks on the phone with family and friends. 

These differences show the multiple factors that can influence a typical day for a parent and 

whether or not they are engaging with their children’s learning. For CG#30, her degree allowed 

her to get a steady and well-paying job and she purchased a home in a safe neighborhood and 

chose a good school nearby. Her job is also close by and if necessary she can make up hours at 

home (with her laptop and remote access) if she wants to attend a school event. The father of her 

children helps with major decisions, such as the school they chose, and some weekends, but is 

not regularly involved. However, she has a long time boyfriend who spends most of the weekend 

with them, including playing games and sports with her kid while she works on household 

activities. The father of CG#15’s child is similarly involved but only recently. Lack of money is 

currently affecting her ability to do the types of activities she would like to with her son, such as 

enrolling him in a karate class or other afterschool program. In the meantime, she is making time 

to be involved at both home and school and makes sure they do educational activities each day. 

CG#28 is involved at school and spends a lot of time with her son, but not as much time on 
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cognitive development activities. Neither CG#20 or CG#28 finished high school, but the 

workshops that #28 attends seem to have a strong influence on her knowledge of parenting and 

education. Her husband is also very supportive of education and has made several improvements 

in their apartment to make it a healthier environment. Because he works, she says she is able to 

devote her time to her children and take care of her client’s children for extra income. Thus, her 

family structure also plays a role in her parent engagement.  

This cross-sectional analysis does not indicate how well their children are doing in school, but it 

helps to explain the mechanisms that relate types and amounts of parent engagement time to 

socioeconomic factors. It also shows why Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler recognize that 

Bronfenbrenner’s suggested family-process-context-chrono model is the most comprehensive 

way to understand parent engagement. Income and education level did not alone predict the 

reasons for the types and amount of engagement among these four parents.  Family structures, 

where they lived, travel time to the school, and education messages in their lives from parents or 

a nonprofit group all had influences on their typical days.  

Race and ethnicity 

By race or ethnicity, there are three statistically significant associations; sleep, sports, exercise & 

recreation, and socializing, relaxing and leisure. Black families recorded the most time for Sleep 

and socializing, relaxation, and leisure, followed by Hispanic families, than Whites/Other non-

Hispanic. For Sports, exercise and recreation, Hispanic families recorded the most time, but none 

of the three groups had a high percentage of participants that recorded this activity, just seven 

Hispanic and four each of Black and Whites/Other non-Hispanic parents. The differences in 

Personal Care time tend to relate to whether or not the parent was working, since getting ready in 

the morning is often more rushed if someone is getting ready for work. Among the 32 Black 

respondents, 19 were not employed and 9 were employed part time. Among the 22 Hispanic or 

Latino parents, 10 were not employed and 7 worked part time. In both groups less than 25% 

worked full time. In contrast, in the group of participants that were not Black or Hispanic or 

Latino, mostly White and Asian participants, 75% worked, 37.5% full time and 37.5% part time.  

For socializing, relaxing & leisure, the differences are related to the large number of activities in 

this time use category, including communicating, visiting with family—often related to day care 

from family members—as well as reading, playing games, using the computer, writing or 

journaling, and watching television (See Methods Appendix D for full listing of activities in the 

socializing, relaxing and leisure category). While watching TV is a debated activity in terms of 

its cognitive benefits for children, many of the other activities are constructive and can model 

important behaviors for children, such as reading for leisure, and socializing with other adults. 

Black parents had the highest average on these types of activities, including 53% of the time 

watching television. The White/Other Non-Hispanic group recorded the lowest time on this 

category, and more often it included computer use, with a lower percentage logging TV time, 

40%.  

In sum, the few associations by race were a matter of both time and resources from not working, 

and therefore the differences are more likely related to income, not race or ethnic differences. 

Further, there were no differences in the caring for household children activities. Similar to other 

studies, most differences in parent engagement activities were not associated with race or 

ethnicity, but with income (Phillips, 2011; Stacer & Perrucci, 2012). Stacer and Perrucci also 
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found that black families were engaged more in the community and at home than at school, and 

the higher times for Black families on primary time with kids, care & organizing, and similar 

weekday time on At home learning, but lower times on school involvement, are comparable. But 

Hispanic families had the lowest time on school involvement. This was in part due to speaking 

English as a second language, and therefore their comfort level at school. However, this group 

had lowest attendance at a neighborhood school; only one sent one of their kids to a 

neighborhood school. Most had actively chosen a school away from their neighborhood that they 

felt was better and safer for their children. Others were attending non-neighborhood schools 

because they had moved but not switched schools. In this group, several wished the school were 

closer and noted they did not volunteer because of the distance. 

LIFE-CONTEXTS 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler define life-contexts as how demands on parents time interact with 

how parents perceive, “or construct” their roles. The result determines whether, in what ways, 

and how much they engage. Essentially, their desired engagement actions are mediated by the 

other demands on their time based on their other roles. Thus, they may not be able to act on their 

perceived role in their children’s education if other things that are expected or needed from them, 

such as work, additional child care from multiple children, and household activities. In this 

study, these other roles and demands for parents’ time influenced parents time perhaps more than 

the self-efficacy characteristics.  

In this sample, the time pressures created by work and number of kids were mediated by how 

many caregivers were in the home and working and how they traveled, whether by car or transit. 

If a participant was employed, and so was their partner, they could spend significantly more time 

on At home learning, but they may have to fit in the additional learning time by spending 

significantly less time on personal care and socializing, relaxation, and leisure. Similarly, 

although not significant, families with two caregivers spent higher average times on At home 

learning (41 more minutes) and School involvement (17 more minutes) but about the same time 

on Care & Organizing (2-3 minutes more). This partially reflects the strong correlation among 

marriage, college, and income in this sample, and it also reflects the ability of families with two 

parents to share workload so at least one parent can devote more time to helping their kids with 

school and being involved at the school. However, when the participant was employed full-time, 

they spent significantly less time on caring for household children and household activities, with 

the significant caring for household children activity being on weekday care and organizing. The 

difference between Household Employment and Participant’s Employment is due in part to the 

family structure of the full-time workers in this sample: only 6 of the 17 participants who worked 

full time were married or living with a partner, so full time workers were more likely to be 

single.  

Car ownership did not relieve time pressures, since owning a car was positively associated with 

work and therefore negatively associated with socializing, relaxation, and leisure and care and 

organizing for children, but car owners did spend on average 25 minutes less traveling each day. 

On average, they also spent more time on At home learning and School Involvement on 

weekdays. This is another association with income and education levels but not entirely. Of the 

19 participants who did not own a car, only eight had a H.S. or less education, two had a college 

degree, and 13 have very low incomes, while the other six had low-medium incomes.  
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Number of kids was only statistically significant with two variables, both positive: Household 

Activities and Primary childcare time on weekends. On average, parents with three kids spent 

more time on At home learning and Care & Organizing, but the parents with two kids spent the 

most time on School Involvement. This difference is related to the age of kids and how many 

different schools they attend when there are one, two or three, as well as different time pressures 

from three kids, leaving less time for at school involvement if parent is also involved at home. 
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Table 5-11 Life contexts by major activities 

 

Caring for 
children 

Eating & 
Drinking 

Household 
activities 

Personal 
Care 

Sleep 
Sports, Exer. 

& Rec. 
Social, Relax, 

Leisure 
Travel 

Work, 
Work 

Related 

Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Household employment 
                  0 employed 16 190 18 61 17 164 18 76 18 526 1 30 16 218 16 100 4 135 

1 employed 22 166 22 70 20 124 19 52 22 509 3 100 15 144 22 124 15 320 
2 employed 28 188 29 67 29 144 28 48 30 478 11 62 24 99 30 98 19 406 

Sig. 0.75 
 

0.76 
 

0.50 
 

0.03 * 0.16 
 

0.05 
 

0.03 * 0.29 
 

0.00 ** 

Participant Employment  
                 Unemployed 30 224 32 73 30 176 30 61 32 513 5 63 28 184 30 68 7 185 

Part time 21 156 21 62 20 129 20 47 22 493 6 69 15 114 22 88 16 327 
Full time 15 131 16 58 16 99 15 61 16 485 4 70 12 96 16 75 15 435 

Sig. 0.01 * 0.36 
 

0.04 * 0.34 
 

0.54 
 

0.93 
 

0.12 
 

0.46 
 

0.29 
 Number of kids 

                  1 23 153 25 58 23 98 24 69 25 522 8 73 22 146 25 101 16 335 
2 23 189 23 61 22 186 24 45 24 493 3 65 20 146 23 95 10 389 
3+ 20 204 21 80 21 147 17 56 21 482 4 58 13 145 20 128 12 317 

Sig. 0.31 
 

0.12 
 

0.01 * 0.07 
 

0.28 
 

0.72 
 

1.00 
 

0.17 
 

0.53 
 Caregivers in home 

                  1 42 167 44 65 40 126 40 60 44 515 8 76 36 174 42 112 319 133 
2 24 206 25 68 26 170 25 51 26 475 7 57 19 93 26 98 380 176 

Sig. 0.35   0.41   0.11   0.69   0.04 * 0.40   0.05 * 0.55   0.34 
 Car ownership 

                  no vehicle 19 202 19 75 17 162 16 67 19 528 2 45 14 224 17 126 4 179 
1 or more 47 173 50 62 49 137 49 53 51 490 13 71 41 119 51 101 34 363 

Sig. 0.61   0.44   0.39   0.32   0.10   0.31   0.01 * 0.77   0.01 * 

Avg. All Participants 66 181 69 66 66 143 65 57 70 500 15 67 55 146 68 107 38 343 
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Table 5-12 Life Contexts by primary & secondary time with children on weekdays (WD) and weekends (WE) and specific childcare activities 

 

WD 
Primary w/ 

Kids 

WD 
Secondary 

w/ Kids 

WE 
Primary w/ 

Kids 

WE 
Secondary 

w/ Kids 

Care & 
Organize 
WD+WE 

At home 
learning 
WD+WE 

School 
involved 
WD+WE 

Care & 
Organize 

WD 

At home 
learning 

WD 

School 
involved 

WD 

Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Household 
employment                   

 
     

 
   

0 employed 18 278 18 746 15 477 16 928 18 148 18 102 18 38 18 102 18 42 18 25 
1 employed 22 323 22 717 22 462 22 919 22 170 22 95 22 16 22 93 22 57 22 16 
2 employed 30 288 30 692 30 472 30 831 30 127 30 171 30 52 30 69 30 81 30 26 

Sig. 0.61 
 

0.56 
 

0.97 
 

0.19 
 

.572  .03 * .31  .41  0.01 * .81  

Participant 
Employment 

        
    

    
             

Unemployed 32 337 32 736 29 499 30 919 32 172 32 133 32 53 32 113 32 60 32 36 
Part time 22 288 22 673 22 469 22 860 22 151 22 125 22 26 22 68 22 63 22 18 
Full time 16 228 16 726 16 418 16 845 16 89 16 128 16 21 16 51 16 70 16 2 

Sig. 0.06   0.37   0.39   0.42   0.16   0.97   0.35   0.03 * 0.83   0.12   

Number of kids                             
1 25 263 25 679 25 400 25 902 25 109 25 111 25 20 25 72 25 48 25 20 
2 24 299 24 760 23 466 24 901 24 153 24 142 24 67 24 85 24 65 24 32 
3+ 21 334 21 702 19 565 19 833 21 183 21 137 21 23 21 100 21 80 21 14 

Sig. 0.30   0.22   0.02 * 0.47   .21   .61   .09   .55   .10   .55   

Caregivers in 
home 

                    

1 44 297 44 44 41 469 42 891 44 145 44 114 44 27 44 84 44 57 44 18 

2 26 297 26 26 26 471 26 869 26 148 26 155 26 54 26 86 26 74 26 30 

Sig. 0.99   0.31  0.96   0.67   0.94  0.15  0.19  0.91  0.17  0.40  

Car ownership                             
no vehicle 19 367 19 732 18 554 18 866 19 195 19 132 19 15 19 133 19 54 19 15 
1 or more 51 271 51 707 49 439 50 888 51 128 51 128 51 46 51 67 51 67 51 25 

Sig. 0.02 * 0.57 
 

0.03 * 0.70 
 

0.04 * .147  0.08  0.00 ** .172  .40  

Total 70 297 70 714 67 470 68 882 70 146 70 129 70 37 70 85 70 63 70 23 
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INTERPRETATION OF ROLE CONSTRUCTION 

These results indicate that time demands from necessities and full-time work responsibilities do 

cut into time with children, but in possibly unexpected ways. In this analysis, there were no 

significant differences by the Caregivers in home in terms of total time or quality of time with 

children. This is similar to other recent studies that show parenting involvement behaviors are 

not necessarily associated with family size, race, and family structure but with income and 

education (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Reeves & Howard, 2013; Waldfogel & Washbrook, 

2011). Through the interviews and other aspects of the diaries not in this specific analysis, I also 

observed that differences in parent engagement were not necessarily due to marital status, though 

two involved caregivers did appear to help.  

Household employment 

The significant differences in time spent on Personal Care, Socializing, Relaxation and Leisure, 

Work, and At Home Learning on both weekdays and the combined weekday and weekend is 

reflective of the research that shows two-working parents with higher levels of education or 

income will prioritize their time with children to be engaged in their learning. Of the 30 two-

employed households 17 were med-high income, 25 were married or living together, and 17 had 

a college or graduate degree. Although the two caregiver households are not spending more time 

than the zero or one employed households on Caring for Household Children, they are 

prioritizing significantly more time on at-home learning activities, and more time on average on 

and school involvement, but they spend less time on Care & Organizing. To do this, while also 

working about 6.5 hours a day, they are cutting time from Personal Care and Socializing, 

Relaxation & Leisure. This is similar to the income story in the prior section, since more than 

half of the two-employed households are also medium-high income. 

Participant employment 

When looking specifically at the participant’s employment status, and not the entire household, 

there is a difference if the parent participant was not working and for different time uses than for 

household employment. Working participants spent less time on Household Activities and caring 

for household children, but they did not exchange their work hours for significantly less time on 

other Major Activities. When comparing the significant relationships for participant’s 

employment and income, there was no overlap in the significant categories, but there was 

overlap with the significant associations for Household Employment and Income. Thus, it is not 

just household income, or maternal employment, but how many are doing the paid work within 

the household, since time demands and roles among caregivers also appear to matter. If the 

participant was contributing to income, especially full time, then their time for caring for 

household children and household activities was affected by their work hours.  

In addition to spending more time on caring for household children, most parents who were not 

employed occupied their days doing many other activities—whether low or high income, 

contrary to some views that unemployed parents might spend their days unproductively. Instead, 

their time use confirms work by Jarvis and others (H. Jarvis, Pratt, A. C. and Cheng-Chong Wu 

P. , 2001) that parents spend several hours a day doing unpaid work, including caring for others 

and for the shared home, such as doing laundry, cooking, taking children to medical 

appointments, shopping etc. The amount of unpaid work increases with the number of kids, and 

especially younger kids.  Although this work often is not counted as parent engagement, this 
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work is beneficial for the children and others in their care, and is part of the Parenting 

responsibilities of parent engagement. Yet, there is a precarious balance with doing unpaid work 

and other activities, including searching for work, holding a part time job, and doing the other 

types of parent engagement. Many parents in the study remarked that they would like or prefer to 

work if they did not have to care for their children, but they did not trust, could not afford, or 

could not find a day care that would do as good a job as they did for their children.  

Caregivers in home 

As noted above, there are only two significant differences of all time use categories by the 

number of caregivers in the home, sleep and socializing, relaxing & leisure. One reason for the 

lower sleep time among the two-parent households is the association between two parents and 

higher incomes, and those households typically took on more activities for themselves and their 

children. Therefore, the average times by category for two parents living together are similar to 

the times for the Med-high income group. Like the Med-high income participants, a participant 

in a two-parent home spent less time on average on personal care, sleep, socializing, relaxing & 

leisure, and travel. The Med-high income and 2-parent participants used the save time on those 

activities to spend more time on caring for household children and Household Activities, and for 

some, Work.  

However, there are differences between the two-parent households and the med-high income 

group: the two-parent participants spent more time on average on Household Activities, 2.8 

compared to 2.5 hours, and lower average time on work, 6.3 hours compared to 7.1 hours. This 

likely is a reflection of the 20% of med-high income participants who were one-parent homes. In 

the two-parent families, many of the parents who participated typically had a more flexible job, 

worked from home, part time, or not at all, while one-parent Med-high parents had to work more 

hours.  

Number of kids 

The number of kids in a household did not have a significant impact on time for caring for 

household children, but there was a difference in time on household activities, with parents of 

two and three or more children spending one and a half to almost two times as much time on 

household activities as parents of one child (186 and 147 minutes, for two and three or more 

kids, compared to 98 minutes for one kid).  

Family size has been studied in the literature and some have found that more kids leads to lower 

parent involvement, but these results seem to indicate the opposite. With more kids, parents had 

to spend more time caring for them. However, what may have differed is the type of activities 

they were able to do with their older kids if they were also caring and organizing for younger 

kids. In the HDS model, the authors stress that it is important for parents to adjust their 

engagement activities to the age of the children and to school expectations. In a study using the 

2003-2007 American Time Use Survey, Kalil, Ryan and Corey found that mothers with 

advanced levels of education tailored their engagement to their children’s development (Kalil, 

Ryan, & Corey, 20212).  This was true for the parents in the sample. Parents were less likely to 

adjust or actively do educational activities with their older children if they had a lower level of 

education and more than two children. For example, one parent with less than a high school 

education who was also caring for her grandchildren recorded taking her young grandkids to the 
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library, but the whereabouts of her older children in middle and high school were not noted for 

seven hours. Another mother with certificates and coursework toward an Associates degrees had 

six children from elementary to high school and spent time with all of them together, going to the 

lake on the weekend, doing chores, and monitoring them while they worked on different 

independent projects or activities in the living room, such as homework, internet searching, and 

video games. She partially adjusted the activities for her older children, but she was not involved 

at their schools and it was easiest for her when they stayed together. Only four families had Med-

High incomes, college educations and three or more children. It is difficult to generalize from 

just four, but the families in this group had their children in more organized activities, than the 

other two examples because they could afford the lessons, and were thinking about their 

children’s college applications.  

Car ownership 

As noted above, car ownership does have a significant association to Work hours, although the 

results do not indicate the causal direction—did car ownership allow work, or did work allow car 

ownership. However, the result does indicate that participants who own cars and also work have 

less time for caring for household children and for socializing, relaxation, and leisure. Car 

ownership, or the work hours and travel associated with or enabled by it, also results in less time 

on primary childcare and care & organizing time on weekdays and weekends. At the same time, 

although it is not significant, parents who owned cars spent more time on weekdays on At home 

learning, and more time on both weekend and weekdays being involved at school. This shows 

the importance of looking at all three places where parents should be engaged; at home, at 

school, and in the community. While they may spend less time at home on care & organizing, on 

average they spend more time on At-home learning, and being involved at the school. Several 

studies in the education literature note that “transportation” is an issue for whether parents are 

involved (J. L. Epstein, and Associates, 2009; A. T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp, Vivian R. 

Johnson, and Don Davies, 2007) and these results, though not significant, seem to verify that 

transportation, represented here by car ownership, does influence the average time a parent spent 

at school.  

The amount of time on learning in the community with their children is less clear from this 

analysis, but the following table (Table 5-13) of “novel places” (Phillips, 2011) by car ownership 

indicates that parents without cars are using the community for free events with their children. 

Free events included parks, libraries, or citywide events, which shows the importance of these 

public goods for lower income families. Although the difference was not significant, children in 

families with cars spent slightly more time on average at paid events, such as restaurants, 

museums, or lessons.   
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Table 5-13 Average time with children outside the home by car ownership 

 

Free 
Events WD 

Free 
Events WE 

Not Home 
WD 

Not Home 
WE 

Necess-
ities WD 

Necess-
ities WE 

Paid 
events WD 

Paid 
events WE 

Car 
ownership N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

no vehicle 19 35 19 134 19 152 19 356 19 14 19 26 19 8 19 35 

1 or more 51 10 51 65 51 107 51 254 51 6 51 30 51 12 51 40 

Total 70 17 70 84 70 120 70 282 70 8 70 29 70 11 70 39 

Sig. 0.03 * 0.02 * 0.18 0.41 0.05 * 0.17   0.78   0.63   0.78   

 

Summary of Life-Contexts 

Working, being a single parent, taking on more activities as a two-parent household, having 

more than one child, traveling multiple places for work and multiple children, or not being able 

to travel certain places because lack of car ownership, can consume a parent’s time for parent 

engagement, or prevent some time from being used on more active engagement activities. These 

complex results show that looking at roles, in addition to socioeconomic status, as well as 

financial supports for those roles, e.g. a car, is important in determining supports and barriers to 

parent engagement. They may also indicate the importance of giving weight to the psychological 

reasons that parents decide to engage, since all parents experience different time demands for 

their multiple roles, whether single, married, working, or not working. Their decisions to 

prioritize certain types of engagement, such as At-home learning over Care & Organizing, may 

be influenced by education level or by other factors.  

The interview with the following mother is a good example of the multiple influences in her 

background that determined her engagement levels, which were high in all three places; at home, 

at school, and in the community. She is a low-income head of household with three kids; two are 

in grade school and one was an infant. The third child has significantly altered her days, 

particularly in terms of travel for day care, but she was still very active with her other two kids. 

She also works part time at a professional job but earns less than $20,000. Although she had 

gone to an out-of-state two-year volunteer training program after high school, which has helped 

her to have steady work and to develop computer and administrative skills, because she does not 

have a bachelor’s degree, she noted that she has not been able to compete for similar but higher 

paying jobs. She also does not own a car, but because of her low pay, she qualifies for housing, 

food, and health care for her children. When I asked her about the issues of time use, 

responsibilities, and time with her kids, and what would make her life easier, she quickly 

responded with a short but powerful answer: 

CG #27:  Money and time 

Carrie:  Do you feel like you have enough time with your kids? 

CG #27:  Sometimes.   

Carrie: When do you feel like you don’t? 

CG #27: When you don’t have enough money, you don’t have enough time.   



 

172 

Carrie: Because you do everything yourself?  

CG: #27: Exactly.   

While parent engagement does clearly require money and time, her involvement showed that 

quality engagement is not the sole domain for the college-educated, high-income, and two-parent 

households. With these essential supports, and impressive personal motivation, she is able to do 

many of the recommended parent engagement activities, beginning with meeting the basic 

parenting skills, including stable housing for the last four years. Beyond that, she also volunteers 

at their school and takes advantage of free community resources. Her children have mentors 

through a nonprofit group that have taken them to numerous “novel places”. In her diary, she 

took them on a weekend excursion using the ferry to go to children’s learning museums in San 

Francisco. She also spent time reading and doing homework with them. Although her children 

are young, she frequently talks to them about what they wanted to be when they grow up. Her 

mother is also an essential part of her caregiving since she provides occasional day care and has 

worked at steady jobs and has continually gone back to school for additional degrees. The 

following shows her commitment to helping her children do well in school and setting high 

ambitions for them. 

Carrie: What do you think of the homework and stuff they send home? 

#27: The homework is fine… I don’t think it’s too much.  It’s like seven pages.  If you 

do it right, if the parents—because my kids do three pages a night, so by Thursday they don’t 

have any homework.   

Carrie: So if you do it Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, you’re done.  They get the packet 

Monday morning and it’s due Friday.  And then they have the weekend off? 

#27: Then they don’t have it.  So it just depends on how you do it.  Like my son goes 

through his packet in one day.  Because once again, he hates school.  So he has to do the 

whole packet and get it over with. 

Carrie: …What does he do the other days after school? 

#27: He try to play.  Can I go outside?  No.  They don’t go outside on school days.  

They’re only outside on Saturday and Sunday.  We don’t go outside during school days. 

Carrie: …When he’s not doing homework do you have him read?  

#27: He has homework, and we have books. 

Carrie: Oh, you give him homework? 

#27: Yes. 

Carrie: Where do you get the books? 

#27: A lot of them I get at the dollar store, activity books, math books, English, 

science…As a kid education was everything and then it’s a lot for me.  Growing up in this 

world, in this society, it’s like you can’t do anything without it, so I want them to have it.  If 

they don’t grow up and be successful, at least go to college.  You might not get a job unless 

you do, but at least don’t get to the 10
th

 or 11
th

 grade and feel like you don’t want school no 

more.  I don’t want that. 

Carrie: …So what is your goal for them—you would like for them to go to college? 
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#27: I would like for them to go to college…We talk about it all the time.  We talk 

about college.  My son, I don’t know if I’m going to go to college, I think I’m just going to be 

a police officer…So I don’t know what will happen when he gets older, but my daughter 

wants to go to college.  She wants to be a doctor.  A pediatrician or a veterinarian.  So 

somewhere in there. 

Carrie: No princess, singer, dancer, actress?  

#27: Mm-mm, no.  She’s not social at all.  That’s what the teachers say, Your 

daughter’s not social; she don’t want to go outside.  You know, she’d rather be in here 

reading a book during recess or doing homework during recess.  I’m like, yeah, I know… But 

I don’t want her to grow up and be the kid that be the nerd in school.  And that’s where she’s 

headed, but that’s OK. 

INVITATIONS  

Perceptions of and responses to invitations are shaped by parent’s role construction as well as 

their life-contexts. However, invitations are important in themselves because without the 

invitations, some parents may not take on certain engagement activities, even if they generally 

believe they should be engaged and they have time to do so. Numerous studies have shown that 

school outreach programs are effective for increasing education. Therefore, specific invitations 

to parents for participation in engagement programs, to help with homework, to attend school 

meetings, or to be involved in other ways, influences and changes a parent’s role construction or 

beliefs about the importance of their involvement. Research also has shown that invitations are 

most influential when they come from multiple sources, including the school, the teacher, and 

the children.  

The results from the variables representing opportunities and likeliness of invitations show that 

having children at a neighborhood or nearby school, and the presence of younger children are 

likely to increase parent engagement. Parents with children who attended a neighborhood school 

spent significantly more total time on caring for household children, with the difference being 

significantly more time on care & organizing, and on average more time on At home learning 

and School involvement. However, they spent less time on sports, exercise and recreation. 

Parents who lived less than 1.3 miles away, which ism re than the number at neighborhood 

schools spent significantly more time on caring for household children, with the significant 

difference being significantly more time on care & organizing and school involvement. 

The significance of kids’ ages was as expected for the types of caring for household children. 

Age was negatively correlated with caring for household children time, sleep, and primary 

childcare time. The difference on caring for household children time was because parents spent 

less time on care & organizing when they only had children over 12 years old. if parents only 

had kids less than 12 years old, they spent significantly more time on total caring for household 

children, primary childcare, at-home learning, and care & organizing. However if parents had 

children of both ages, there was a significant increase in time on household activities as well as 

socializing, relaxation, and leisure time, and parents spent significantly less time on At home 

learning than if they did not have children of both age groups. This could be the effect of family 

size and time pressures from more than kids, birth order and the tapering off of parent 

engagement with subsequent kids, and income, since most of the families with children in both 

age groups were lower income.  



 

 

1
7
4
 

Table 5-14 School Invitations by Major Activities 

 

Caring for 
children 

Eating & 
Drinking 

Household 
activities 

Personal 
Care Sleep 

Sports, Exer. 
& Rec. 

Social, Relax, 
Leisure Travel 

Work, 
Work 

Related 
Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Neighborhood School 
                  Yes 20 228 22 67 21 146 22 60 22 529 4 40 20 167 22 96 5 283 

No 46 161 47 66 45 142 43 55 48 487 11 77 35 134 46 112 33 353 

Sig. 0.02 * 0.89 
 

0.87 
 

0.63 
 

0.07 
 

0.03 * 0.42 
 

0.29 
 

0.35 
 Furthest school (mi.) 

                  
0 to 1.3 miles 26 212 26 65 26 136 27 54 27 511 4 63 22 151 27 92 11 391 
1.3 to 4.5 miles 15 133 17 74 16 141 17 60 17 526 6 65 12 130 15 117 10 356 
4.5 miles or greater 25 179 26 61 24 152 21 58 26 471 5 74 21 149 26 116 17 305 

Sig. 0.05 * 0.55 
 

0.86 
 

0.84 
 

0.10 
 

0.85 
 

0.91 
 

0.28 
 

0.34 
 

Kids >12 y.o. only 
                  

No 56 196 57 68 54 148 53 53 58 513 12 67 45 148 56 111 29 335 
Yes 10 100 12 55 12 119 12 75 12 439 3 70 10 138 12 88 9 372 

Sig. 0.00 ** 0.28 

 

0.37 

 

0.01 * 0.01 * 0.87 

 

0.84 

 

0.24 

 

0.53 

 Kids <12 y.o. only 

                  No 25 144 29 69 29 163 26 69 29 486 5 59 21 203 27 88 17 332 
Yes 41 204 40 64 37 127 39 48 41 510 10 72 34 111 41 119 21 352 

Sig. 0.01 * 0.69   0.34   0.00 ** 0.46   0.51   0.05   0.12   0.71   

Kids <12 y.o. & >12 y.o.                   
No 51 183 52 62 49 125 51 55 53 494 13 71 44 117 53 112 30 358 
Yes 15 174 17 79 17 195 14 65 17 519 2 43 11 262 15 89 8 289 

Sig. 0.78   0.11   0.01 * 0.36   0.32   0.22   0.00 ** 0.19   0.26   

Total 66 181 69 66 66 143 65 57 70 500 15 67 55 146 68 107 38 343 
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Table 5-15 School Invitations/Responses and Primary and Secondary Time with kids and CHC sub-categories 

 

WD Primary 
w/ Kids 

WD 
Secondary 

w/ Kids 

WE Primary 
w/ Kids 

WE 
Secondary 

w/ Kids 

Care & 
Organize 
WD+WE 

At home 
learning 
WD+WE 

School 
involved 
WD+WE 

Care & 
Organize 

WD 

At home 
learning 

WD 

School 
involved 

WD 

Characteristic N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M N M 

Neighborhood School 
        

            

Yes 22 309 22 785 21 465 22 895 22 185 22 140 22 58 22 109 22 68 22 31 
No 48 291 48 681 46 472 46 876 48 129 48 124 48 28 48 74 48 61 48 19 

Sig. 0.65   0.00 ** 0.88   0.72   .08  .91  .17  .00 ** .35  .47  

Furthest school (mi.)                             
0 to 1.3 miles 27 306 27 748 26 496 27 852 27 177 27 163 27 68 27 101 27 65 27 37 
1.3 to 4.5 miles 17 233 17 709 15 372 15 979 17 62 17 89 17 19 17 51 17 58 17 9 
4.5 miles or greater 26 329 26 682 26 500 26 858 26 169 26 120 26 17 26 90 26 65 26 17 

Sig. 0.13   0.35   0.08   0.12   .02 * .104   .05 * .16   .87   .21   

Kids > 12 y.o. only                     

No 58 319 58 735 55 477 56 894 58 168 58 139 58 37 58 98 58 66 58 25 
Yes 12 191 12 611 12 437 12 828 12 39 12 81 12 38 12 23 12 49 12 11 

Sig. .01 ** .02 * .51   .32   0.00 ** 0.11   0.96   0.00 ** 0.27   0.44   

Kids <12 y.o. only                                 

No 29 238 29 697 26 453 27 885 29 85 29 79 29 30 29 60 29 54 29 11 
Yes 41 338 41 726 41 481 41 881 41 189 41 165 41 42 41 102 41 70 41 31 

Sig. .01 ** .47   .57   .94   0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.57   0.05 * 0.17     0.14 

Kids <12 and >12                     
No 53 305 53 700 53 471 53 869 53 155 53 146 53 41 53 84 53 65 53 26 
Yes 17 272 17 757 14 467 15 930 17 118 17 78 17 25 17 86 17 57 17 11 

Sig. 0.44   0.21   0.95   0.31   0.35   0.04 * 0.48   0.96   0.54   0.31   

Total 70 297 70 714 67 470 68 882 70 146 70 129 70 37 70 85 70 63 70 23 
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INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS 

We see from this analysis  that attending a neighborhood school and being close to school (<1.3 

miles) have an influence on parent involvement activities, but it is not clear from the numbers if 

it is because parents at neighborhood schools are receiving more invitations, have an easier time 

responding to invitations because of proximity or familiarity, or other reasons. These and other 

explanations for more involvement at neighborhood or closer schools will be discussed below. 

Children’s ages, as expected, also influenced a parent’s involvement, with parents of younger 

children being more involved in caring for household children activities, including school 

activities.  

A variable that is not displayed here but was tested is charter schools. Because there were no 

significant relationships, I omitted the results. However, the lack of significance was somewhat 

surprising, since most of the literature, discourse, and some of the stories I heard from parents, is 

that charter schools require more parent participation. The small sample size may have limited 

the significance as well. In this sample, parents were equally involved at charters and non-

charters. Many traditional public schools that were small school, or reconstituted (and renamed) 

schools without becoming charters, also encouraged very active parent engagement. In fact, the 

principal of one reconstituted school did so much outreach that parents traveled more than 10 

miles each day to take their children to the school.  

Neighborhood Schools and school proximity 

In the sample of 70 families, 22 families had all their children at neighborhood schools, 44 sent 

their children to non-neighborhood schools, and 4 had children at both neighborhood and non-

neighborhood schools. For each sub-category of caring for household children activities, parents 

with their children at neighborhood schools spent more time on average than parents of children 

at non-neighborhood schools, although only the time difference on Care & Organizing on 

weekdays was significant.  

One explanation for more time on caring for household children from neighborhood school 

parents is that parents who choose neighborhood schools may have done so in order to be more 

involved at the school, since it would be close to home and they might know the other parents 

there. Some of the higher income parents who used neighborhood schools made their decision 

because they wanted to be able to walk and to be involved; their neighborhood school also 

ranked very highly on student achievement scores. The school also had high parent involvement, 

and several parents were attracted to the high involvement. Another explanation for the higher 

CHC time is the time savings from school travel may afford them more time at home with their 

children. Though not significant, on average, travel time was 16 minutes less for neighborhood 

schools. A third reason families chose neighborhood schools is because they did not work or own 

a car, so it was easiest to use the neighborhood school, and since they did not work, they were 

home more. Lastly, some families were assigned to their neighborhood school because they did 

not get their other choices in the options process. 

A review of the socioeconomics of the 22 families who used neighborhood schools shows it was 

a diverse mix by race, income, education, number of caregivers, and participant employment (see 

Appendix E, Table E-3). Thus, the reason for the higher caring for household children time was 

not due to a predominant socioeconomic factor that was associated with high caring for 



 

177 

household children. The one demographic that was lacking at neighborhood schools was 

Hispanic or Latino families. As noted earlier, in a few cases it was because they used to live near 

the school they still attended, but the district would not let them switch after they moved, but in 

most cases they chose a school outside their neighborhood for safety or other school quality 

issues.  

Based on the interviews and diary, the reason parents at neighborhood schools were involved at 

the school and at home was the convenience the proximity provided. Several parents noted the 

distance to school as either a problem or benefit. 

At schools less than 1.3 miles away, the parents spent significantly more time on caring for 

household children, with a major difference being the School Involvement activity; which was 

three times the amount of time spent by parents at greater distances, 68 minutes versus 19 and 17 

minutes. The average daily travel time for families at the nearby schools was 24 minutes less.  

Children’s ages: >12 only, <12 only, <12 and >12 

The results of higher amounts of time on caring for household children and household activities 

for families with only younger children were expected since younger children need others to 

provide them with personal care (caring for household children), and meals (household 

activities). Parents with younger kids recorded a lot of time in their diaries for preparing snacks 

for their children, making their lunches for schools, doing their laundry, and organizing their 

school bags. Older children were able to do most of these activities on their own. Additionally, 

when parents spent time with older children, except for involvement in their school, the activities 

did not fall within the caring for household children activities, rather they were recreation 

(sports, exercise and recreation) or leisure (socializing, relaxation, and leisure). Along these 

lines, the greater time on socializing, relaxation, and leisure for families with younger kids was 

somewhat unexpected, since parents with younger kids tend to be busier with caring for 

household children, eating and drinking, and household activities. But, participants with younger 

kids were also less likely to be working, which explains the lower time on Work for this group, 

and some activities with younger kids, such as watching television, playing video games, or 

using the internet, fall within the socializing, relaxation, and leisure category rather than caring 

for household children.  

Families with only children older than 12 years old seem to use time saved on CHC to add time 

to Personal Care. Also, because their kids aren’t going to bed as early, the parents aren’t either 

and they sleep less than parents with younger kids. They also travel less, which reflects their not 

having young children to drive to school. About half of the older children traveled to school by 

themselves most days. The amount of total time parents traveled with their kids each day was 

higher for families with younger children.  
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DISCUSSION 

The separate and independent tests of each variable do not on their own give a clear picture of 

why parents engage, but collectively within the framework of self-efficacy, life contexts, and 

invitations, the influences become clearer. Associated characteristics include education level, 

income, participant’s employment, family structure, race or ethnicity, distance to their furthest 

school, neighborhood school, and car ownership but the associations are not always as expected 

for each characteristic.  

In the statistical analysis of this chapter, the main variable representing parent engagement, 

caring for household children, was directly associated to the Participant’s employment, 

Neighborhood School, Furthest School, and Kids ages (>12 y.o. and <12 y.o). However if we 

think of the associations with other time uses as indirectly affecting time for engagement (or 

caring for household children), then other results indicate to some extent what we would expect 

based on the prior research on parent involvement. Family income, family structure (age and 

number of children, caregivers in the home), employment status, race and ethnicity, and 

education levels are associated with time on other activities that may affect different types of 

engagement, including child care, school involvement, at home learning, recreation, social and 

leisure activities, and household chores. Using the average times, rather than significant 

differences, the sample aligns with the literature: higher caring for household children time by 

Medium-high income parents, 2 together parents, the presence of kids less than 12 y.o., and 

White/Other Non-Hispanic households.  (see Appendix D for a summary of the caring for 

household children Sub-Activities).  

Table 5-16 Summary of significant associations  

    Caring for Household Children Sub-Activities 

Influences on time and 
decisions to be involved 

Care & 
organize 
WD+WE 

At home 
learning 
WD+WE 

School 
Involved 
WD+WE 

Care & 
organize 

WD 

At home 
learning 

WD 

School 
Involved 

WD 

Self-
Efficacy 

Income 
 

*/+ */+ 
 

*/+ 
 Race 

      Education 
      

Life 
contexts 

Household 
Employment 

 
*/ND 

  
*/+ 

 Participant’s 
Employment 

   
*/- 

  Number of kids 
      Car ownership */- 

  
**/- 

  Caregivers in home 
      

Invitations 

N'hood school 
   

**/+ 
  Furthest school */- 

     kids >12 y.o. only 
      kids <12 y.o. only **/+ **/+ 

 
**/+ 

  kids <12 y.o. & 
kids>12 y.o. 

 
*/- 

    * represents significance p<.05, and ** represents significance <.01. ND no directional correlation. 
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The issue of quality over quantity for analyzing parent engagement was difficult to decipher 

from the tables alone, but the quality of engagement was more clear in the descriptions parents 

used on the time use diary and even more so during the interviews. Using mixed methods help to 

further interpret the significance or relevance of the above findings. For instance, shorter 

quantities of homework time for a higher income family, does not show whether the kids were 

also going to other learning activities. In families with higher educations and incomes, if parents 

spent less time on certain learning activities, it often was to fit in other types of activities for 

themselves and their kids, allowing their kids to be exposed to a variety of activities and places. 

For instance, a middle school boy may only spend 30 minutes on homework on a Saturday, but 

then go to the Science Center for a birthday party and later with his family to a neighborhood 

potluck where he spent more time with peers and was exposed to parents with other careers 

(Riegle-Crumb & Moore, 2013). 

The highly scheduled nature of today’s middle and high income families is a growing topic in the 

popular press. Authors depict parents who are constantly busy and spending money to research, 

enroll, and shuttle their children to extracurricular events to improve their children’s school 

performance and college applications. Several parents noted this issue to me, recognizing their 

busy schedules and hoping they were not like those parents who “over-scheduled” their kids. 

However, the lower amounts of time they recorded on sleeping, personal care (getting ready) and 

eating, indicated that they had very tight schedules each weekday. Fewer of the very-low income 

parents had a schedule this packed. Driving a lot, going to lessons, and eating at restaurants, 

required money they did not have. Leaving their home after dark for extracurricular programs 

was also a barrier, since many lived in high crime neighborhoods.  

In the academic literature on the differences between low and high achieving students, Gordon 

has referred to these activities as the “supplementary education” and “the hidden curriculum” 

that explains the differences in the achievement gap by income (Gordon et al., 2005). In other 

words, it is not only the teachers or the school’s resources, but the positive out-of-school factors 

that parents actively pursue for their children, and increasingly as public resources in schools and 

neighborhoods are cut back, such activities require more personal time and money from parents. 

Living in neighborhoods without these resources can make the travel prohibitive as well. 

In the category of Race or Ethnicity, the caring for household children differences among the 

three groups—an extra 22 minutes on average for White/Other Non-Hispanic households than 

Hispanic or Black households, while not statistically significant, are somewhat reflective of the 

studies that have found involvement differences by race and ethnicity. In some cases, because of 

cultural differences, minority households are less likely to be involved due to their perceptions 

about the school environment or beliefs about their role in education as parents. The teachers’ 

perceptions about their expected level of involvement can also dissuade them from being 

involved; parents may feel looked down upon and not feel welcome at the school (Annette 

Lareau, 2003). However, in this research, by visiting and studying each family’s neighborhood, I 

also saw that it was the influence of past and current external resources in the home and in the 

neighborhood, not race or ethnicity. In US urban areas, non-white households are more 

concentrated in disadvantaged neighborhoods with lower educational attainment and high 

unemployment and it is these characteristics that may be reflected in the association.  
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Although location is only partially measured in this chapter, the variables that were measured 

(car, neighborhood school, and furthest school), as well as interpretation of other variables 

indicates that location, and the spatial characteristics of families’ lives, are significant gaps in the 

existing parent engagement literature. It is rare that a study will address the school location in 

relation to home, or how much transportation costs in terms of time and money when 

determining why and how parents engage at school. Often, without any information about the 

school, researchers will suggest that different levels of outreach from the school may be the 

explanation, or the solution (Phillips, 2011; Stacer & Perrucci, 2012). 

In the following chapter, rather than focusing on statistical analysis of the families 

characteristics, I look for the nuances in and interactions between the places where families live 

and other aspects of their lives and personalities. As noted in the Introduction chapter, parents 

are individuals made up of a number of characteristics and they are influenced by the activity 

spaces in which they travel each day. They also change over time as they and their children 

develop and go through life events. Some of these changes and experiences are very difficult to 

measure, if not impossible. Using the data presented in this chapter, it would not be possible to 

predict the involvement of someone with a range of characteristics that are not always highly 

associated, such as having a high income, working part time, and having less than a H.S. 

education. Alternatively, how would a single African American mother with a high level of 

education, who lives distant from her son’s school, and works full time, but owns a car, be 

involved with her child? Consider her case as the reasons why multiple personal characteristics 

as well as daily activity space must both be considered.   

Caregiver #3 is a single, low-income, African Ameriacn mother working part time, living in 

a high poverty neighborhood, who has moved several times in the last few years. She also 

has a master’s degree, a reliable car, and a professional job that pays enough for her to afford 

decent housing (with a rental subsidy), a car payment, gas, food and a few extras. However, 

she has accumulated debt from the moves and a period of time when she was not working. 

She is outgoing and has made friends with some of the other parents in her complex, but her 

social network is mostly limited to her family and she is weary of letting her kid hang around 

with some of the children in her neighborhood. Parents she knows through her son’s school 

are part of her network, but due to the distance between her home and school, as well as her 

work schedule, and the recent move, she does not see them very often. She receives support 

from her family and used to see them more regularly but since her move to the current 

neighborhood, they no longer visit because of the neighborhood’s decades-long notorious 

reputation for crime. Being involved with community services through her education and 

work, and having taken advantage of programs throughout her life, she makes use of 

community resources, including the programs and services for families at her affordable 

housing complex.  

Her son attends a small public school that she found by chance when she was looking for a 

different school environment after her son had a difficult time in kindergarten. While at the 

District offices, the principal of the small school reached out to her and told her about the 

special programs she was introducing at her school. In the interview, she raved about the 

difference the school had made for her son: 
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CG#3: at the [other] school, they were sending him home and he kept getting kicked out, 

but once I put him there, and they had the Child Center on site and I put him in the 

therapeutic program there and he’s been excelling ever since.  It’s so worth the gas 

money and the driving. 

Already from the above description, it should be obvious that her race, income, housing 

tenure, and high poverty neighborhood do not fully define her. She also has a graduate 

degree, a stable professional job, social supports, and actively uses community resources for 

social and learning opportunities for her son. Additionally, when I asked her what she 

thought made the difference at the school, she explained how involved she had been and 

what aspects she thought might be helping her son.  

CG#3: Well I haven't [been volunteering] lately because of the issue with the moving and 

the landlord and the security deposit and my job, but before all of this happened I was 

very involved with the PTA and different fund raisers we were having at the school, and 

sometimes reading to the kids in the library, serving in the cafeteria, but I love the 

teachers there, I love the staff, and it’s very small, and it’s family oriented, because I 

know all the kids, even the ones that aren’t in my son’s class, just because the school is 

that small.  All the parents, we know each other, you know, volunteering at the PTA 

meeting.  I haven't really been involved like I normally am because of everything that’s 

been going on in my life.  But we keep in contact, we email each other different jobs, and 

stuff like that.  Check up on each other, are you okay, I haven't been seeing you, how’s 

your job going.  It’s very family-oriented.  Now I have family who goes there.  I have two 

cousins whose children go there.  One is in kindergarten and one is in first grade. 

Many of the descriptors of her life would predict different engagement levels. Her income, 

neighborhood, housing mobility, single-parent status, race, and maternal employment of 30 

hours might predict lower amounts of time on Caring for Household Children. Yet, her story 

is mixed due to the importance of context, spatiality, family background, and changes over 

time. Her education level, beliefs about the importance of education, and the school’s parent 

outreach encourage her to visit the school often, to talk with the teacher, and to monitor her 

son’s school work at home. Her work in the public sector also makes here aware of and 

appreciative of cultural programs in the community. However, her son’s school is far from 

home, and she works during the school day, so it is difficult to volunteer at the school as 

much as she would like. Additionally, when her son was struggling in the other school, it 

could have been the school, her parenting in his early years, their high rate of housing 

mobility, or any other number of factors. In addition, the future is uncertain for her and her 

son, and more housing mobility is likely. The place where she recently moved is not ideal for 

several reasons and is the result of a long ordeal with her prior housing. She is planning to 

move in a year and she was also planning to leave her stressful job. 

Between the time when I first met her and when she had time for an interview, for the entire 

spring school semester, she and her son were temporarily living with her parents while 

maintaining and paying for a condo near the eastern border of Oakland. The situation 

consumed her spare time and energy, including time for her job search and volunteering at 

the school. The problem began when the condo she was renting with a housing voucher 

became infested with mice. When she contacted her landlord, who did not live in the 

Continental U.S. and therefore had a long-distance phone number, he would not solve the 
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problem or let her out of the lease. Without the release, she could not get her security deposit 

to rent another apartment and if she broke the lease, the Oakland Housing Authority (OHA) 

would revoke her housing voucher. The OHA also refused to help her with the landlord, 

stating it was her responsibility as a voucher holder. Thus, for several months, she would 

contact the landlord only when she could afford it. Although she tried contacting the HOA, 

since she was not an owner in the complex they would not help her and she was not 

permitted to attend the meetings. In the meantime, she and her son were living with her 

parents in their small apartment on the other side of town. Living with her parents during the 

week allowed her to save money on gas because her parents lived closer to her son’s school, 

and to sleep and eat in a place without mice. Eventually, the landlord agreed to refund her 

deposit and she relocated to an affordable housing development on the other side of town. 

She also found a new job, but the stress from this new job and the loneliness from the lack of 

more contact with her family were both contributing to her current high stress levels. 

Although she currently is making the best of living in her new neighborhood, she has 

concerns that some of the other children will be a bad influence on her son, so she is 

constantly trying to shield him from certain children in the complex. She protected herself as 

well and felt as long as she didn’t “hang out” in the neighborhood, it wasn’t “that bad”. Her 

job was causing her stress for several reasons. The youth she works with “had no interest in 

school”, “curse out” her and her boos, and brag to her about the money they make from 

crimes. The following is an exchange I had with her about her stress. 

 

Carrie: So how’s your stress level? 

CG#3: You know what, I've actually lost weight since I started working there and I 

noticed my hair is falling out on the side…I'm like really stressed out from working there.  I 

just feel like I'm getting paid to babysit and I'm not really making a difference.  I don’t work 

for corporate America, I either do nonprofit jobs or education jobs. 

 

Carrie: Did you do any research on the [organization] before you went on the interview? 

CG#3: I didn’t.  It pays very well, but health-wise I just don’t think it’s good for my 

health. 

The job paid less than $35,000 a year.  

Before this job, she already had health problems that prevent her from working full-time 

hours. Yet, although she was currently working 30 hours at this new job, she was in 

negotiations to start a second job. Given the growing research on the effects of environmental 

traumas on health (Tough, 2012; Tucker, 2013), I wondered if the crime and violence she 

was exposed to while growing up in West Oakland had affected her. Although she was a top 

student in her high school, she had experienced several traumas, including the loss of family 

members, physical and verbal threats from her child’s father, and exposure to crime on a 

daily basis. The experience of seeing crime in her neighborhood and on the bus and BART 

system is why she currently will not take transit and owns a car. At the same time, she chose 

a field that exposes her to the social issues that surrounded her growing up; neighborhood 

poverty, crime, drugs, and gangs. She is committed to working on these issues, but it also 
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seems to be difficult to handle and may be affecting her energy levels, in addition to her 

mental and physical health. 

On her time-use diary, after she and her son were done with work and school for the day, she 

helped her son with his homework for an hour or so. He is still in elementary school so the 

homework is not difficult. Afterward, she used the internet while he plays video games, and 

then they went out for dinner at a fast food restaurant. After dinner, she recorded and noted 

that most nights they watch TV for a couple hours before bed.  

Comparing her weekday and weekend activities in the diary, and the information she shared 

in the interview, to the types of parent engagement Epstein recommends, she engages in most 

of the recommended activities; she is meeting his basic housing and health needs, knows 

about what he is studying at school through active communication with the school and 

involvement in decision making, monitoring his homework at home, and taking him to 

educational events in the community. However, he is not involved in after-school activities 

and the time they spend watching television at night may not be helping her son’s cognitive 

development. Playing sports or another activity might have been a better activity than 

television watching, but after the long drive home and her stressful job, by evening she needs 

to relax. 

From a statistical point of view, an ideal sample size for a study like this would need to be large 

enough to allow for numerous variables and more statistical controls. But in this case, descriptive 

and qualitative analysis is more useful for fully understanding influences on parent engagement.  

By looking at the various characteristics of each parent case, it is possible to identify which 

supports or barriers in their lives were pertinent to different types of engagement, and whether 

the possession of one can outweigh the negative influence of another. Can strong social seams, 

such as active neighborhood community groups, such as those accessed by CG#20, that allow 

parents to meet, share tips, and talk about parenting help to compensate for a parent’s lack of 

formal education? Do the negative effects of a high stress job, past traumas from a dangerous 

neighborhood, a low income, and high housing mobility outweigh a parent’s high education 

level? Will the negative disruptions in their life erode the resources for higher levels of 

“supplementary” education and affect her son’s ability to pursue college and graduate degrees as 

she had done?  

The findings of Bradley et al (Bradley et al., 2001, p. 1882) in their research on the “complex 

and differentiated” home environments of children confirm that “parental influence is not simple 

and straightforward.” Elias adds that “children’s experiences across multiple ecologies must be 

understood in dynamic interaction”. Researchers need to recognize that parents and children are 

influenced by their experiences in their different environments each day and over time. How they 

experience one environment may constantly be influencing how they experience their other 

environments, and each environment may be influenced by education, income, employment, 

neighbors, the economy, policies, etc. Over time, interpretation or internalization of experiences 

can also change. Thus, a cross-sectional study only shows what environments existed at the time 

and how they might be interacting for both the parents and the children, but not necessarily the 

reasons or the potential outcomes. In addition to looking at more external variables, representing 

space and place, as the next chapter will do, further research should also study these effects over 

time.  
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CONCLUSION 

From the statistical analysis, this study confirms that parent engagement is influenced by a mix 

of personal, external and school factors. At the personal level, there were significant and positive 

associations with at-home learning and at-school involvement by income, and at-home learning 

by employment. Parents with longer work hours reduced their time on sleep, personal care, and 

leisure to allow for parental engagement. Car ownership was negatively associated with time 

spent on care and organizing for children, but there was no association with at-home learning or 

school involvement. Parents whose children attended a neighborhood school spent more time on 

care and organizing for their children, and if the school were less than 1.3 miles from home, they 

spent more time on school involvement and care and organizing. The age of children also 

mattered, as expected, with parents of younger children spending more time on engagement 

activities at home. In contrast to other studies, there was no association by education level or race 

and ethnicity in terms of time spent on parent engagement, although there were differences by 

other daily time uses, mostly related to fewer work hours.  

Of particular interest is the association with the spatially related characteristics, e.g. proximity to 

the school, neighborhood school, and car ownership. The associations with these characteristics 

suggest that there are numerous urban planning interventions that could help parents to provide 

more support for their children’s education. This supports the growing interest and research in 

the external influences on parent engagement that must be addressed by community development 

and services. Some of these influences related to those variables are social cohesion, 

convenience, reliability and costs of transportation, and good schools near affordable housing. 

This study is focusing on the environmental effect on parent engagement, not how parent 

engagement affects student achievement. This chapter was to show whether individual effects 

were strong indicators. When they were, but unexpected, I was able to use qualitative factors to 

describe some of the substantive reasons for associations or lack of, such as kinship networks, 

informal learning sources, parents background (besides education). The associations with non-

personal factors, mainly the car and school, helps to explain some of the unexpected associations 

or failures of associations in earlier studies, such as Stacer & Perrucci (Stacer & Perrucci, 2012). 

The reason black and Latino families in this study, and possibly others, are more involved at 

home and in the community than at school, regardless of income and education levels, may be 

the location of school in relation to both work and home locations, as well as work hours. White 

families may be more able to locate near their school, and have more flexible white collar jobs, 

whereas black and Latino families may be attending choice schools with vouchers or other 

options, or are being bused for desegregation. This has not been studied nationally or on a large 

scale, but should be.   

Families also mediate processes of urban environments. But through the 1990s, the 

neighborhood effects literature struggled to conclusively identify why and how. There are many 

unmeasured neighborhood and family effects that are not understood. Many studies of the 

different neighborhood effects had failed to include the role that families play in mediating these 

different, mostly problematized, models. As Burton and Jarrett note, we must focus more on the 

family in neighborhood effects research because of the mediating role.  

 



 

185 

CHAPTER 6. PARENT ENGAGEMENT AND THE INFRASTRUCTURE 

OF EVERYDAY LIVES 
 

 

“Everything was over there, over there, over there…There was nothing ever in here”. 

- Che Madyun, President, Dudley Street 

Neighborhood Initiative (Medoff, 1994) 

 

When things are missing in an urban neighborhood, it can affect the residents in countless ways. 

The consequences from a lack of “everything”, including jobs, good schools, grocers, affordable 

housing, and parks, has been documented for decades. In addition to a lack of amenities within 

neighborhoods, accessibility to other neighborhoods also matters. As the home base where 

people begin and end each day, neighborhood conditions and the neighborhood’s location 

influences what happens the rest of each day. Overlay atop location and amenities, a resident’s 

characteristics, the people they care for, externally imposed schedules, and the technologies or 

other people a person needs to perform their daily routines, and the complexities of a person’s 

daily “activity space” become evident.  

As urban areas began to decline in the 1950s, there was a renewed interest in how neighborhoods 

affected their residents’ daily lives (Jacobs, 1961). By 1970s, the regional scientist, Jurgen 

Hagerstrand urged his fellow regionalists to think about how a person’s daily activity space 

influenced the person’s life. He theorized that three constraints shaping a person’s “time-space” 

prism, or activity space, could determine one’s life path; capabilities, authority, and coupling. 

Capability is the physical ability to reach and move among certain places within a given time. 

Authority is the power or leeway one has over the rules that govern their necessary activities, 

travel, or spatial domains. Coupling refers to the other people or things a person needs at each 

station along their daily activity paths (Hagerstrand, 1970). Since these constraints make it more 

difficult for some to move across space, social inequities could be reinforced through the spatial 

distribution of resources. More recently, Jarvis has built upon this concept by analyzing how 

contemporary ideologies for choice, privatization, and competition, particularly around housing, 

schools, and public transport are changing the “infrastructure of everyday lives” by restricting 

the ‘choice of choices’, particularly for households unable to compete. By creating choices with 

little regard to time-space constraints, the mundane routines of life are becoming more difficult 

to accomplish. Instead of improving public goods through competition, privatization policies are 

imposing additional constraints and burdens on households (H. Jarvis, 2005, 2007). The results 

are time-poverty, higher household costs, missed opportunities, greater inequities among 

households, and lowered quality of life.  

Parent engagement is one of the important daily tasks that require multiple types of supportive 

infrastructure. The research presented in this chapter shows how the infrastructure needed for 

daily routines is also needed for parent engagement. Whether parents can manage and obtain 

resources from their daily activity space coincides with their level and types of parent 
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engagement. Analysis of each parent’s micro ecology reveals the mechanisms that explain how 

external conditions affect parent engagement.  

For instance, imagine how the housing market, transport system, and neighborhood conditions 

determine the daily time-space prism of a mother who rents an apartment with her family near a 

notorious high crime corner because it is the only affordable one at the time, but then learns of 

gun shots at the school and playground two blocks away. To keep her school-aged daughter safe, 

and to find a higher performing school, she chooses a school more than 5 miles away. While her 

husband takes their car to work, she and her three daughters go on their daily journey that begins 

with a longer, but safer, walk on the residential back streets to get to the bus stop. After she and 

the younger daughters drop off the elementary school daughter, they head to a BART station on 

the bus to meet another mother whose daughters need an escort to school while their mother goes 

to work before school begins. She chaperones this lady’s daughter three days a week for extra 

income. If time permits after dropping off the other mother’s daughters, she may return home 

with the younger girls for a play break and snack before they head back on the buses to pick up 

the three students at different schools. However, if there is a parenting workshop, a doctor’s 

appointment, or a meeting at her daughter’s school, she and her daughters forego the long 

journey back home, pack lunches and snacks for the day and wait at parks or libraries near the 

schools between school drop-offs and their next event. After the meetings or appointment and 

school pick-ups, they won’t return home until close to six o’clock. Each day this mother travels 

24 miles for more than three hours even though they do not leave East Oakland. Since she cannot 

afford day care, in order to work, or a second car, because her husband’s work is intermittent and 

low paying, she dedicates each day to parenting and getting her daughter to a safer school, 

despite the long hours of travel it entails. During the summer, she enjoys much more convenient 

travel to the nearby library where they participate in the summer programs. The following 

flattened time-space prism diagram shows how much of her day is consumed by travel.  
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Figure 6-1 Time and distance traveled for weekday school trips 

 

 

This mother reported that she was very happy with her daughter’s school. It’s safe, the parents 

are very involved, and they raise a lot of money for extra programs. But she also noted that at 

times the travel is rough on her and her other daughters. It is also expensive since she has to pay 

the adult fare to accompany her daughter and the other mother’s daughters to school. This time-

consuming daily routine of travel is the result of several constraints in her life and her external 

environment: the housing market that prices their two room (not two bedroom) apartment in a 

high crime neighborhood at $850 a month; the school system that encourages school choice but 

does not provide school transportation; the public transit system that averages six miles per hour; 

and the employment regulations that permit employers to pay less than a living wage and to 

randomly reduce her husband’s work hours. She and her husband’s low educations also hinder 

their employment opportunities. But, with all their time devoted to existing work and taking their 

daughter to school each day, there is little time or money for either to return to school. 

Combined, these and other systems influence how much authority this family has over their daily 

lives. Some of these systems work well for them, including the library and the ability to choose a 

school in a safer area, and the ability for the mom and daughters to get around, although slowly, 

without a car. Other systems, including for housing, transport, crime prevention, and day care are 
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not working in their favor so that the mother can both choose a safer school and also pursue her 

own activities or more enriching learning activities for her younger daughters, instead of a 

minimum of three hours of daily travel on buses in East Oakland.  

Twenty seven percent of the parents in the sample spent more than an hour a day taking their 

children to and from school. Of them, long trips for 12 of the families were related to choosing a 

non-neighborhood school. The long trips for the seven at neighborhood schools was due to 

walking because they chose to for exercise, they did not own a car, or there was no direct bus 

route for the short distance. Just in the daily “mundane school run” (H. Jarvis, 2007), there were 

various causes, some intentional and others from a series of constrained or unplanned 

circumstances, and various consequences. 

The analysis in this chapter is based on the complex stories of each family’s daily routine and 

how the infrastructure of their life supports or hinders their beliefs and goals for parenting and 

achieving their own career or other life goals. Specifically, I examined the micro and macro 

systems of the 70 parents within the context of ten neighborhood clusters. For each cluster, I 

summarized the housing, transportation, neighborhood conditions, school choices, jobs, and 

community development and visited each area several times. I then compared the engagement of 

each family to these external conditions. Doing this by neighborhood cluster helps to show how 

parents with different backgrounds, resources, and choices respond to similar neighborhood 

conditions. Some conditions may affect all parents similarly, such as an unsafe and dirty park, 

while issues such as housing costs and public transit routes may only affect people with lower 

incomes, larger families, or different work locations and hours. The analysis also accounts for 

each parent’s larger urban environment, including their social ties, economic supports, and other 

geographic areas where they spend their day. Some may receive daily support from family 

members, or a rich network of friends, while others may not have family, but are eligible for 

public supports. After this present situation analysis, in the discussion I reflect on how the future 

indications of these current household opportunities and constraints. This present and future 

summary attempts to connect the study’s findings to the working model presented in Chapter 1 

(repeated below, see Figure 6-2), which theorized the relationship among urban policies, 

neighborhoods, parent engagement and urban schools.  
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In the previous chapter, (Chapter 5), only some of these influences were explored, and although 

work hours, income levels, education, and other personal factors were associated with parent 

engagement, as the model suggests, they told only part of the story. The statistical associations 

with car ownership, whether their children attended neighborhood schools, and if schools were 

beyond walking distance, suggested there are also issues related to physical space, travel, and 

perhaps social factors affiliated with neighborhood-schools. These factors are represented in the 

diagram as “Urban policies” and “Neighborhood conditions” and they affect “Household 

opportunities and constraints”. The future relationship is indicated by the arrows from Urban 

school performance and Neighborhood conditions and Urban policies to Household opportunities 

and constraints.  

A key issue in this diagram for Oakland and many other large urban districts with school choice 

policies is the represented by the “Urban school performance” box. In early studies of the 

relationship among neighborhoods, schools and families, it might have been titled 

“Neighborhood schools”. With the prevalence of school choice, both the “Urban policies” and 

“Urban school performance” boxes represent a different set of underlying circumstances. In the 

neighborhood school model, neighborhoods have a more direct relationship to the quality of 

school neighborhood children could attend. Now that a family’s neighborhood no longer dictates 

where their children go to school, and students are attending schools in different neighborhoods, 

families are affected by their neighborhood school, and the school they attend, and both schools 

are captured by “urban school performance”. The performance of one, may encourage a family 

to choose another, but pursuing that choice, might impose additional household constraints. 

Schools are affected by their neighborhoods and the neighborhoods of the students that attend 

them. Thus, there are now many more forces, going in different directions, and connecting 

different elements in the system, including school choice policies, housing mobility patterns, 
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changes to family structures, funding for transportation systems, work policies, public works 

investments, crime programs, etc. 

In the following sections, I first provide a brief review of the literature on activity spaces, 

accessibility, housing location, and community development as it relates to daily living and 

longer term opportunities. In the following methods section, I summarize the approach for 

identifying the supports and barriers to the different types of parent engagement in each of the 

ten neighborhood clusters. Following the methods, I analyze the results by five areas of the urban 

environment; housing and neighborhood conditions, school choice, travel and activity spaces, 

employment and education, and community development.  

METHODS AND DATA 

To do the analysis, I mapped the participants using the intersection nearest to their homes in 

order to identify geographic clusters of participants. This resulted in 10 neighborhood clusters of 

households ranging from four participants in the Southeast area of Oakland to eight participants 

in several other clusters (see Table 6-1). Although I initially recruited and tracked participants by 

zip code, as I studied their neighborhoods, I realized that zip codes were not a good 

representation of their neighborhoods. Instead, they lived in identifiable neighborhood areas and 

their addresses spatially clustered into these 10 areas.  

For each cluster, I assembled data on the physical, economic, and institutional characteristics of 

the area, including the transit service, major roads, walkability, residential density, number and 

quality of parks, school size and performance data, and number of commercial establishments 

per household. The data was assembled by census tracts within each cluster. The data for each 

tract as well as the average of the tracts within a cluster were used to characterize and compare 

the clusters and each participant’s immediate surroundings. The following table (Table 6-2) lists 

the clusters, number of participants and tracts in each, and other selected details.  
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Table 6-1 Neighborhood characteristics and number of participants in each cluster 

Major 
Area of 
Oakland Cluster N 

# of 
Census 
Tracts 

Avg. 
Transit 

Connect-
ivity 

Avg. % 
Minority 

Students in 
cluster schools 

Avg. % 
Business 

Vacancies 

Avg. 
Distance 
to school 

(miles) 
Nearby amenity or 

landmark 

Downtown Downtown 8 3 88,841 90% 12% 4.61 
Main library, several 
BART stations, Jack 

London Square 

East 

East 
Fruitvale 

7 2 26,824 97% 14% 2.87 
International Blvd., 

Coliseum BART station 

Eastmont 7 3 31,299 97% 11% 3.20 
Eastmont mall and 
social services hub 

East Central 8 5 29,297 92% 7% 3.95 
Laurel district, 

MacArthur Blvd. 

Fruitvale 8 6 49,203 94% 7% 3.36 
Fruitvale BART and 

plaza 

Southeast 4 2 23,517 97% 7% 5.65 
San Leandro border, 

Food Maxx 

North Mid-North* 6 4 43,820 87% 9% 2.63 

Temescal, Piedmont, 
and Rockridge 

commercial districts, 
MacArthur BART 

North North 7 4 29,764 42% 3% 2.16 

Rockridge BART, 
Berkeley border, 

Rockridge commercial 
district 

North Northwest 4 2 45,722 88% 14% 6.02 
Berkeley border, Ashby 

BART, Emeryville 
Commercial area 

West West 7 6 33,790 95% 5% 2.03 
West Oakland BART, 

downtown 

NA Other 4 2   6% 4.10 N/A 

Oakland TOTAL 70 39 35,314 93% 6% N/AV N/A 

* Includes two families in Berkeley near the northwest Oakland-Berkeley border 

As noted in the last column, I also identified proximity to major landmarks, local or regional 

amenities, and public services, such as BART stations, rapid bus lines, libraries, downtown 

Oakland, Wal-Mart or other major shopping destinations. I looked at crime statistics as well. 

Lastly, I used my knowledge from personal observations of each area, as well as news coverage, 

etc. These data established the information on internal conditions as well as accessibility to other 

areas. This in-depth descriptive information for each cluster was necessary for truly 

understanding a household’s neighborhood environment. Average poverty, density, or other 

commonly used statistics would not adequately depict the social, commercial, or environmental 

conditions one experiences or uses on a daily basis.  

To analyze the participants by cluster, I constructed a table with key location and daily activity 

space for each participant by cluster (see Table 6-2). Using the coded data from the time-use 

diaries and interviews, as well as calculated distances between their home and other locations, I 

summarized the relevant background and engagement activities they practiced at home, at 
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school, and in the community. I then identified the supports or barriers that allowed or prevented 

them from doing the different engagement activities. Supports and barriers included personal 

background, neighborhood conditions, and school outreach, as indicated in the table.  

Table 6- 2 Worksheet to identify barriers and supports for each caregiver by neighborhood cluster 

 
Individual characteristics, activities, and 

engagement 

Notes on each 
caregiver in 
the cluster 

Summary of 
all caregivers 

in cluster 

Demographics 

Participant employment status   

Household income   

Caregivers in home   

Education level   

Number of kids   

Activity Space 

Daily activity space size (S, M, L)   

Attend their neighborhood school?   

Miles to furthest school   

Total travel time to school   

Location of daily amenities: neighborhood, scattered, 
or concentrated at another node 

  

Social supports: nearby, away, both, N/A   

Total daily travel minutes   

Number of trips per weekday   

Miles traveled per day   

Number of cars   

Annual household transportation cost   

Do they like their home? How did they choose it?   

If they could live anywhere in Oakland, where?   

If they could live anywhere in the Bay Area, where?   

Activity Space drivers: influences on the size, nodes, 
connectivity 

  

Engagement 
Types 

Parenting   

Home engagement & aspirations   

School engagement (contact, volunteer, decisions)   

Community   

Supports for parent engagement   

Barriers to parent engagement   

 

With the background, location and engagement information for each participant in each cluster, I 

could analyze whether parents with different backgrounds experienced similar barriers and 

supports that related to their neighborhood environment, or if and how their backgrounds, 

personal traits, and social networks also influenced their engagement. The following tables 

(Tables 6-3 and 6-4) summarize the background, activity spaces, engagement levels, supports 

and barriers by cluster.   
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Table 6-3 Parent socio-demographics and engagement by neighborhood cluster 

 

Major Area: Down-town East North West 

 

Cluster: Down-town 
East 

Fruitvale 
East-
mont 

East 
Central Fruitvale 

South-
east 

Mid-
North North 

North-
west West 

 
N 8 7 7 8 8 4 6 7 6 7 

Socio-
demographics 

Participant 
Employment 

2 FT, 3 PT, 3 
Unem 

4 PT, 3 U 2 FT, 2 U, 
3 PT 

Summary 2 U, 5 PT, 1 
FT 

2 U, 1 PT, 1 
FT 

2 U, 1 PT, 3 
FT 

3 U, 2 PT, 2 
FT 

1 U, 3 PT, 2 
FT 

5 U, 1 PT, 
1 FT 

Household 
income 

3 VL, 5 LM 4 VL, 3 LM 4 LM, 3 VL 1 VL, 2 LM, 
5 MH 

2 VL, 5 LM, 
1 MH 

1 VL, 2 LM 4 MH, 2 
LM 

7 Med-
high 

1 VL, 2 LM, 
3 MH 

6 VL, 1 LM 

Caregivers in 
home (one, 
split, two) 

4 one, 4 split 5 one, 1 
split, 1 two 

2 one, 1 
split, 4 

two 

1 one, 1 
split, 6 two 

3 alone, 1 
split, 4 two 

2 split, 2 
two 

1 one, 2 
split, 3 two 

1 one, 1 
split, 5 two 

2 one, 2 
split, 2 two 

4 one, 3 
split 

Education 
level 

3 H.S.., 1 Post-
Sec., 4 College 

3 H.S. 3 
Post Sec., 1 

College 

4 H.S.,  3 
Post-Sec 

1 H.S., 3 
Some Post 

Sec., 4 
College 

4 H.S., 3 
Post-Sec., 
1 College 

2 H.S., 2 
Post-Sec. 

2 Some 
Post-Sec., 
4 College 

7 College 1 H.S., 1 
Some Post-

Sec., 4 
College 

2 H.S., 5 
Post-Sec. 

Number of 
kids 

6 three, 2 two 6 one , 1 
three 

1 one, 1 
two, 5 
three 

3 one, 3 
two, 2 
three 

6 three, 2 
two 

2 two, 2 
three 

1 one, 5 
two 

6 two, 1 
three 

2 one, 2 
two, 2 
three 

3 one, 1 
two, 3 
three 

Number of 
cars 

5 zero, 3 one 3 zero, 3 
one, 1 two 

1 zero, 1 
borrowed, 

4 one, 1 
three 

1 zero, 1 
shared, 4 

one, 2 two 

2 zero, 5 
one, 1 two 

1 zero, 2 
one, 1 two 

4 one, 2 
two 

4 one, 3 
two 

2 zero, 1 
one, 2 two, 

3 three 

4 zero, 3 
one 

Annual 
transport 

expenditure 
(Avg., range) 

$2,560, $600 
to $8,520 

$4,578, 
$500 to 
$10,400 

$3,921, 
$1200 to 
$9,969 

$6,608, 
$500 to 
$17,832 

$3,886, 
$520 to 
$9,000 

$2,980, 
$1,200 to 

$4,000 

$3,800, 
$2,500 to 

$7,000 

$6,973, 
$1,900 to 
$17,600 

$5,369, 
$766 to 
$13,500 

$1,830, $0 
to $2,400 

Engagement 

Weekday 
minutes 

caring for 
children 

(Avg., range) 

132,  
 

30 to 105 

114,  
15 to 250 

205,  
0 to 485 

250,  
130 to 490 

197, 
 25 to 510 

221,  
60 to 405 

156,  
75 to 225 

226,  
105 to 320 

197,  
90 to 460 

143, 
90 to 210 
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Table 6-4 Parent travel and activity space by neighborhood cluster 

 

Major 
Area: 

Down-
town East North West 

 

Cluster: 
Down-
town 

East 
Fruitvale 

East-
mont 

East 
Central Fruitvale 

South-
east 

Mid-
North North 

North-
west West 

  N 8 7 7 8 8 4 6 7 6 7 

Activity 
Space 

Daily activity 
space size  
(S, M, L) 

2 small, 2 
med., 4 
large 

3 small, 1 
med., 4 
large 

1 small, 2 
med., 4 
large 

2 small, 1 
med., 5 
large 

3 small, 5 
med. 

2 med., 2 
large 

2 small, 2 
med., 2 
large 

2 small, 3 
med., 2 
large 

1 small, 1 
med., 4 
large 

5 small, 1 
med., 1 
large 

social 
supports 

1 near, 3 
away, 4 
both 

3 near, 2 
away, 1 
both 

2 near, 1 
both, 4 
neither 

1 near, 7 
both 

3 away, 5 
both 

1 away, 1 
near, 2 
both 

2 away, 4 
both 

5 near, 2 
both 

6 both 2 near, 2 
away, 3 
both 

accessibility 
to daily 
amenities  

5 cluster, 
3 
scattered 

1 cluster, 
6 
scattered,  

2 cluster, 
5 
scattered,  

6 
scattered, 
1 both 

6 cluster, 2 
scattered 

4 
scattered 

6 cluster 7 cluster 5 cluster, 
1 
scattered 

6 cluster, 
1 
scattered 

Attend 
n’hood  
school? 

1 yes, 6 
no, 1 both 

3 yes, 4 
no 

5 no, 2 
both 

2 yes, 2 
no 

2 yes, 7 
no, 1 both 

3 no, 1 
both 

1 yes, 4 
no, 1 
both 

7 yes 2 yes, 4 
no 

4 yes, 3 no 

Miles to 
furthest 
school  
(Avg., range) 

5,  
0.8, 11 

3, 
 0.2, 9 

3,  
1, 8 

4,  
0.6, 5.4 

3,  
0.2, 8 

5.7,  
2.1, 11.5 

2.6 
, 0.7, 4.6 

0.6,  
0.3, 1 

6,  
0.6, 12.2 

2,  
0.1, 8 

Total travel 
time to 
school  
(Avg., range) 

78,  
80 to 90 

57,  
0 to 145 

50,  
10 to 185 

53,  
10 to 95 

32,  
15 to60 

63 
45 to 75 

33,  
0 to 70 

36 
10 to 65 

50,  
10 to 105 

38,  
5 to  
60 

Total daily 
travel  
(Avg., range) 

130,  
0 to 205 

131,  
50 to 209 

87,  
10 to 230 

130,  
70 to 255 

92,  
60 to 150 

145,  
105 to 185 

87,  
15 to 135 

112,  
80 to 135 

117,  
25 to 330 

62,  
10 to 105 

Number of 
trip purposes 
(Avg., range) 

2.4,  
0 to 4 

2.1,  
1 to 3 

1.7,  
1 to 3 

3.3,  
2 to 5 

2.6,  
2 to 4 

2.8,  
2 to 4 

2.8,  
2 to 4 

3.4,  
3 to 4 

2,  
1 to 3 

2.4,  
1 to 4 

Miles 
traveled per 
day  
(Avg., range) 

24,  
0 to 65 

21,  
2 to 46 

17.5,  
0.4 to 33 

29,  
2.5 to 60 

13,  
2.2 to 43 

30,  
18 to 28 

15,  
1.6 to 44 

24,  
5.6 to 45 

24,  
4.4 to 52 

9,  
0.8 to 25 
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The tables above, along with extensive qualitative descriptions on engagement, supports and 

barriers (not presented in the tables) show the complexity that shapes parent involvement. Again, 

no single factor outweighed another. However, certain factors can be more supportive or 

burdensome. For instance, if a neighborhood had a lot of resources, those resources could help to 

make up for a personal lack of resources. Conversely, in neighborhoods lacking resources, social 

supports, both nearby and away, could help to fill the gap. It is also noticeable from the data that 

some neighborhoods are more mixed by income and education levels, while others have higher 

concentrations of lower income households. Other differences and trends will be discussed in the 

Neighborhood Analysis section.  

SPECIFIC SUPPORTS FOR ACTIVITIES 

As a next step, to test the identified barriers and supports from parent in the neighborhood cluster 

analysis, I compared a list of the supports to a set of education activities outside of home that 

were logged on the time use diaries (see Table 6-5), such as trips to the library, tutoring sessions, 

or extracurricular activities. Twenty of the parents logged these types of activities on one of their 

two days.  

The analysis of these activities in comparison to which supports made them possible showed that 

parents and children who engaged in the activities had the following supports: stable housing 

(93%); flexible or part time work (73%); driving a car to the event (83%); having some earned 

income (93%); a free event (63%); and being relatively close (60%), with a travel time less than 

30 minutes (70%). The minimum number of supports that any parent had was five.  

For the four very-low income participants, the supports that were important included: attending 

neighborhood schools, event was close by, event was free, and having stable housing. While 

these supports seem like regular conditions there were several families who did not log extra 

educational activities and did not have at least three of these supports: their income is not 

regular; they are planning to move and/or are living in a temporary situation; there are not 

activities in their neighborhoods; they do not have a car; and they’re single parents with no other 

family support.  

Perhaps indicating the lack of accessibility to these types of activities for most families, very few 

were able to walk or use transit to these activities. The need to drive rather than walk or to take 

transit to the event is reminiscent of the quote at the beginning of this analysis, “Everything was 

over there, over there, over there…There was nothing ever in here”. 
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Table 6-5 Supports for recorded parent engagement educational activities at school or in the community 
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DWTN 1-VL 30 library X x X 

 
    

 
x x x x 

 
7 

DWTN 2-LM 35 school sport x   X 

 
    

 
x 

 

x x x 6 

DWTN 2-LM 25 school sport     x   x x x 
 

  x x 6 

DWTN 2-LM 60 homework club, classroom party x     x   x x x     x   6 

EC 3-MH 15 volunteer at school x x X 

 
x   x x 

 

x x 
 

8 

EC 3-MH 15 chorus practice x 

  

x x   x x 
 

 

  
5 

EC 3-MH 10 buy supplies for homework assignment x 

 

X x   x x x x x 

  
8 

EC 3-MH 20 child in play through afterschool 
program x     x   x x x         5 

FV 3-MH 40 library x x X x x   x x x x x 

 
10 

FV 2-LM 45 library to do homework x x X     x x x x x x   9 

Mid-N 3-MH 10 college info event for parents  x X x x   x x 

 

 x 
 

7 

Mid-N 3-MH 20 family gardening day x   X x   x x x     x   7 

North 3-MH 5 volunteer at school  x X x     x x 

 

 x 
 

6 

North 3-MH 50 gymnastics x x  x     x x 

 

 

  
5 

North 3-MH 10 music lessons  x X x x   x x x  

  
7 

North 3-MH 15 soccer game  x  x x   x x 

 

 

  
5 

North 3-MH 45 gymnastics x x  x x   x x 

 

 

  
6 

North 3-MH 15 soccer x x  x x   x x 

 

 

  
6 

North 3-MH 15 chaperone field trip x x X x x   x x  x x 

 
9 

North 3-MH 15 PTA committee meeting x x X x x   x x   x x   9 
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NW 2-LM 10 library x x  x   x x x 

  

x 

 
7 

NW 3-MH 15 library x   X x x   x x     x   7 

SE 2-LM 80 language lessons x 

  

x x   x x 

    
5 

SE 2-LM 15 tutoring x 
 

X x   x x x 
  

x 
 

7 

SE 2-LM 15 group dance lessons x   X x   x x x     x   7 

West 1-VL 135 school sport competition x 

  

x   x x x 

    
5 

West 1-VL 10 volunteer at school  x X x     x 
   

x 
 

5 

West 1-VL 3 family night at school   x X     x x   x x x   7 

NA 2-LM 30 karate lesson     X x     x x         4 

NA 2-LM 90 school sport x     x   x x x     x x 7 

Number of Activities with specific support  22 16 18 25 12 12 28 28 6 9 19 3 12 

Percent of Activities with specific support 73% 53% 60% 83% 40% 40% 93% 93% 20% 30% 63% 10% 
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NEIGHBORHOOD ANALYSIS RESULTS 

 

“In all probability, the manner in which things are arranged for the child also affects the 

spatial structure of both the population composition and the labor market.” 

Torsten Hagerstrand (Hagerstrand, 1970) 

 

The results from the analysis by neighborhood supports the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 

model; self-efficacy, life contexts, and role construction interact in the decision to be involved, 

the subsequent ways a parent chooses to be involved, and whether they have the time and 

resources to sustain the involvement given other time demands, knowledge, skills and 

capabilities. Self-efficacy and role construction can be mediated in several ways by their life 

contexts, which includes their neighborhood conditions and location. There are multiple types of 

environmental, economic, social, and physical resources that affect a parent’s time, energy, and 

resources. Some of these are with a person’s neighborhood, and others are factors that lead them 

to locate in a certain area, or make it difficult to access another area. In other words, studying the 

immediate neighborhood effects is informative, but not broad enough. It is also important to 

understand proximity, accessibility, and mobility to other areas.  

For a given neighborhood, depending upon the neighborhood characteristics and a resident’s 

background and life circumstances, some residents may be able to meet most of their daily needs 

in and around their neighborhood, while others go elsewhere each time they leave their home. 

The neighborhood’s location, housing, transportation and community and economic 

development explains part of a resident’s daily patterns, but so does a resident’s job, children’s 

ages and schools, relationships with friends and family, and tastes, preferences, resources, and 

capabilities for shopping, recreation, and other activities. Due to higher densities, and lower 

levels of private space, urban residents are also more intimately connected to the elements within 

their neighborhood, be it litter, cracked pavement, boarded up storefronts, urban greenery, or 

street crimes. 

For ease of discussion, I group the numerous environmental factors into five major areas: 1) 

housing, 2) school choice and location, 3) transportation, 4) employment, and 5) community 

development. Things like parks, shopping, and community organizations are covered in 

community development.  

But these areas are not discussed in isolation from the personal factors. Individuals have agency, 

personal knowledge, different social networks, and specific capabilities that affect how they 

respond to these environmental conditions. For instance, work is a major resource for parent 

engagement. However, a parent’s ability to work might rely upon daycare from a family 

member, and the ability to travel from home to the family member’s home, to work, and then 

back again at the right schedule. It also depends on where the children go to school and if the 

family member can take them to school. Where the parent is able to find housing and how they 

travel determines if this daily routine is possible. Even if the time, timing, travel routes, and 

transportation costs work for the basic routine, the money, time, distance, and timing of the 

routine might prohibit other types of engagement, at least on weekdays. Thus, a bus route can be 
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another important support. For some parents, these paths line up and they are able to manage the 

compulsory activities as well as extra. A parent could live on a bus line that first goes by his 

child’s school and then continues on to his job. He can use the same bus to take his child to 

school, walk her into the classroom, and then continue on to work using the bus that comes ten 

minutes later. Because the stops along the route match his destinations, and because the bus 

comes every 15 minutes rather than every 30 or 60, he has time to stop in the school each 

morning and still get to work on time.  

For others, the people and place interactions are more complex. Another example of the 

interactions among even more personal and environmental factors involves the story of the 

mother in the introduction. The family’s structure, the neighborhood crime, transit service, 

school district choice process, and the location and quality of public space combine to shape her 

day and make certain types of engagement possible. When the low-income two-parent household 

was worried about sending their daughter to the nearby school since street crimes and gun shots 

near the school were frequent, the school district’s school choice policy allowed them to select a 

school in a safer area for their daughter. But the only way she could get there each day was if one 

parent worked while the other one dedicated most of her day to taking the school-aged child to 

the other school, while she also cared for the two younger children. To make the daily routine 

possible, because of the distance to the other school, in addition to her time, she needs several 

physical resources: safe sidewalks for her and her daughters as they walk to the buses, school, 

and home; buses that run on time and regularly and with stops near their home and school; and 

parks and libraries near the school or other destinations so she can take her younger children to 

safe places they can learn and play during the day if they do not return home between the school 

drop-off and pick-up. Her husband’s income is also crucial so they have transit fare and grocery 

money, as well as money for rent, etc. The other key ingredient to their daily journey is the 

emotional support she gets from her husband and a community group. Although she is personally 

motivated to do this arduous journey each day—including dealing with harassment on the bus, 

extra walking to avoid the unsafe streets, and packing and carrying enough supplies for her 

younger daughters—the job training, parenting workshops, and camaraderie with the other 

members of the group, give her the self-confidence that she has the ability to help her children do 

well in school, even though she only went to school through the third grade. 

In the neighborhood analysis, there were also examples where it was not a matter of the right 

social, physical or economic supports, but personal reasons why a parent was not motivated to 

spend extra time on parent engagement. If a parent is depressed or stressed from a difficult job 

search; does not like transit and does not own a car, and therefore avoids extra travel to the 

school for meetings; is not comfortable in crowds of other parents; and is unable to help her 

children with homework, having a direct bus route between their home and school, available 

time because she is not working, or support from relatives who are willing to provide affordable 

day care, may not be enough to overcome the parent’s personal barriers to parent engagement. 

Parents that are dealing with these types of issues may need assistance with work, mental health, 

and other issues before they can take on the extra effort it requires to be fully engaged with their 

children’s education. With this support, the physical accessibility and mobility can be a further 

support to her desire to engage, but alone, a good physical environment is not deterministic. 

Their children may also need more supports at school and from the community until their parents 

are more able or willing to be engaged. 
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On the other hand, a physical environment that lacks accessibility can make it difficult for even 

the most motivated mother to be as engaged as she desires, especially if she does not own a car 

or cannot afford monthly bus passes for her and her children. The following table (Table 6-6) 

summarizes the people- and place-based characteristics that parents need to be engaged. 

Table 6- 6 People or place supports and barriers for parent engagement 

 At home At school In the community 

Personal 
characteristic 
& Social 
resources  

 Work hours and flexibility 

 Family structure 

 Transportation 
preferences 

 Income to afford safe and 
uncrowded housing 

 Income to afford learning 
aids, games, etc. 

 Education level to help 
with homework and 
parenting 

 Parenting knowledge from 
family, friends, social 
resources 

 Counseling 

 Work hours and flexibility 

 Family structure 

 Health and stress 

 Social network; 
relationships with other 
parents 

 Personality 

 House mates 

 Communications with 
teacher 

 Volunteer skills and 
capabilities 

 Invitations 

 Counseling 

 Day care 

 Work hours and flexibility 

 Health and stress 

 Comfort level in crowds 

 Income level 

 Social network 

 Education level 

 Personal knowledge, 
exposure, and experiences 
in the community 

 Social services that meet 
family’s basics so parents 
have time and money for 
community engagement 

 Day care 

Place-based 
resources 

 Housing choices, 
affordability, and 
conditions: affects stability 

 Size of daily activity space, 
and residual time at 
home: depends on 
transportation and access 
to daily needs 

 Location of lessons for 
kids 

 Location and availability of 
parenting workshops from 
school or community on 
how to engage at home 

 Distance to school and 
daycare 

 Transportation: car 
ownership, car and transit 
costs, rate of travel  

 Travel safety 

 Quality day care 

 Access to other daily 
activities 

 Housing policies that 
trigger mobility and affect 
distance to school, 
familiarity with school, or 
time to be involved 

 Community organizations 
that promote school 
involvement 

 Access to libraries 

 Clean and safe parks 

 Affordable and accessible 
recreation 

 Quality day care 

 Transportation: car 
ownership, car and transit 
costs, rate of travel, 
shuttles 

 Access to goods and 
services affects residual 
time for other activities 

 Community organizations 
for parents and youth, 
including afterschool, 
parenting, cultural events, 
social services 

 Job assistance to reduce 
job search time 

 

Placing these details about the current lives and daily activity spaces of families into a larger 

context for the importance of parent engagement to children’s success, it is helpful to first return 

to the discussion of intergenerational mobility. Without this longer term perspective, it is easy to 

get lost in the details of transportation expenses, housing conditions, and neighborhood crime, 

without discussing the longer term consequences.  
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HOUSING AND NEIGHBORHOOD CONDITIONS 

Issues with housing that affect parent engagement included mobility, conditions of housing, 

conditions of neighborhood, and affordable housing policies. Mobility cuts into time for other 

engagement activities and can change the distances to school, family, work, and other activities. 

Conditions and space affect mobility, as well as daily routines and time for engagement. 

Affordability cuts into money for other activities and can trigger more mobility. Location also 

affects distances to daily needs, desires to move or stay, and connections to and availability of 

resources for kids and parents. 

I heard numerous stories about why parents lived where they currently did. Housing location 

decisions ranged from a hasty response to a single event in their life—such as a shooting on their 

porch, to finding an affordable rental from someone they met through church, to a blind bid on a 

foreclosed home, to a planned rental or home purchase in one of the neighborhoods they wanted 

to live. These reasons were connected to a parent’s income, social connections, and the local 

housing market and they had separate consequences for parent engagement. 

Mobility 

How parents chose their current home often determined whether they were planning another 

move. Mobility seems to trigger more mobility; if the current housing was chosen as a 

compromise, or desperate decision, there was usually some reason why they needed or wanted to 

move again, usually within a year when the lease was done. This is why some families have 

“high mobility”; it is generally not one move in five years, but one or more moves each year, in a 

vicious cycle to find better, safer, more comfortable, more affordable, or more convenient 

housing. 

One of the questions that helped me to explore the mobility causes and consequences was: “if 

you could live anywhere in Oakland, where would you live?” I then followed it up with the same 

questions but expanded the geography to anywhere in the Bay Area. Unexpectedly, this simple 

question yielded a wealth of information. The question was originally intended to ask about 

tastes and preferences and was phrased to help the participants let go of their current worries, 

resource constraints, and pragmatism, so they could talk about their goals, dreams, or 

preferences.  

In addition to sparking some conversation about their dreams, their answers also provided insight 

into a range of issues that affects mobility among households. These included: how low income 

families afford moves and what drives them; how housing policy for vouchers versus public 

housing influenced mobility rates; why low-income households are moving to suburban 

locations; how community development and social cohesion might help to reduce housing 

mobility; and what parents prefer in in terms of neighborhood design and amenities for 

themselves and their kids. 

The answers also lead to more information about actual plans or strong desires to move that the 

parent had not mentioned earlier in the interview. Their plans then allowed me to ask whether 

they had considered how the move might affect their parent engagement. Sometimes, parents 

who had been telling me how much they liked their children’s school, or about plans to work or 

finish night school at a place in Oakland, were also making, or hoping to make, plans to move to 
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other cities, and even other states. Although some of their plans seemed like they could be 

disruptive or unrealistic, since the move would distance them from their crucial social supports 

and cost a substantial amount of money, their strong desires to move were based on the high 

risks and disruptions they already experienced in their current location. It’s also understandable 

that parents, who had never lived outside Oakland, such as for college or military service, would 

have a desire to move, try a new place, and live away from home, even if they were very 

dependent upon their family. However, such a move is easier when one is going away for college 

or a job, possibly with parent support, than when one is moving with one or more kids, no parent 

support, and no job.  

Some parents had actually tried moving to other regions because they had a housing voucher and 

there was housing available in these other places. Reasons they moved back were to be closer to 

family, inability to find work, and that they missed certain aspects of Oakland or the Bay Area. 

Affordable and available housing had not been enough or a reason to move to these other areas. 

The reasons people wanted to move fell into the following five categories. Interestingly, few 

mentioned school quality.  

 “Calmer” place: they wanted peace, greenery, no gunshots, and less violence. 

 Better housing and location for same money (30% of income if they had a housing 

voucher, so affordability was not necessarily a consideration, but condition was. Many 

parents felt the housing stock might be better in suburbs than it was in Oakland because 

of age and landlord quality.) 

 Kids’ exposure: parents were worried about things their children had to see or hear in 

their neighborhoods and wanted to get them away from the “ghetto” and the related street 

crimes, gang violence, and open drug dealing and use. 

 Better amenities for their children: the parks, libraries, and pools they had seen or used in 

other places were more appealing to most of the ones they used in Oakland. A number of 

families talked about getting out of Oakland on the weekend to use the parks and marinas 

in the nearby cities  

 Housing affordability for home purchase: for those without housing assistance or who 

wanted to buy a home, some felt they might be more likely to do so in a suburb 

These five categories were not always associated with socioeconomic status, since affordability 

is relative, and except for parents in the North cluster, most parents worried about crime in 

Oakland. I also found a lot of heterogeneity within economically and demographically similar 

population groups. Desires to move were not always a matter of income, race, or education level, 

but issues related to life course, or just being a parent, such as life stage, and life events. 

Neighborhood and citywide influences, namely crime and filth, were key factors and that is why 

those who wanted to move just wanted some place “calm” and “safe”. 

Some people could not readily come up with another place or did not want to move.  

 Working families had trouble imagining “anywhere they want”. Sometimes it was due to 

limited exposure to other places. They mentioned places they had only been to once, or 

not at all. If they had been there, it was for work, or a one-time outing, or to go to a 
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discount mall. Other times it was because they were generally satisfied and knew other 

places would not have the social connections.  

 Households in choice neighborhoods rarely had a problem answering the question, since 

they already lived in their ideal location, at least when the choice was limited to Oakland. 

 Several 1
st
 and 2

nd
 generation immigrants also wanted to live in their same place. They 

had strong social ties in their current place and enjoyed or felt most comfortable with 

them, such as families where the parents went to Chinatown each day to shop, see 

friends, and go to the temple, or Hispanic families that had ties to the social organizations 

in Fruitvale. 

 Others mentioned places where they knew there was voucher housing available, 

particularly the city of Dublin. The tri-valley housing authority has increased their supply 

of affordable apartments and when parents with housing vouchers searched the online 

availability, apartments in Dublin were commonly listed. Even though the question asked 

“if money weren’t an issue”, they still thought in terms of where they could use their 

voucher. 

The desire to be in a calmer place was expressed by this lower income mother who had several 

social supports in Oakland, including a job, a school she liked for her son, subsidized housing, 

and nearby parents and siblings who provided child care. 

Carrie: Why Mountain View? 

CG#66:  Because it is beautiful out there.  I just like the trolleys and just the atmosphere.  

CM: How often have you been to Mountain View 

CG#66: Twice… Me and my sister just decided to drive around up there and see what was up 

there.   

A common reason for liking the “atmosphere” or calmness of an area was for their kids, not to 

mention themselves. The following exchange was with a moderate to high income single parent. 

Although he was for the most part happy with his neighborhood and house, he entertained 

thoughts of moving because of his kids and the periodic vandalism in his neighborhood, 

particularly to his car. 

CG#53: I like it [his neighborhood].  I like it.  I mean, I'm always going to have that part 

of me that wishes I was still in San Francisco.  But it’s good. 

Carrie Is there anything you would change about it? 

CG#53: Some of the safety kind of things.  The street parking, I wish I had a place to park 

my car, I guess.   

Carrie You don’t have a driveway. 

CG#53: But it’s convenient, it’s near most things. Schools.  I wish I had better schools.  Like 

Alameda looks good right now because of the schools.  And you know what, when I go there 

it just seems more pleasant in general.  And I've never—that’s never been an attractive thing 

to me.  I like grit, I like—but again, when you have kids and you want convenience and 

safety, then you start looking at pleasantness.  
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Yet, he was not seriously considering a move because he was also attached to his location. He is 

friends with his neighbors, can bike to his children’s school, and generally enjoys the 

convenience of his location near the north side of Oakland.  

Neighborhood aesthetics and amenities 

As researchers have noted for years, a sense of attachment to the location, not just the housing, 

helps to explain why people move, stay, or enjoy their neighborhood. People are attached for 

various reasons, but physical features matter. The following aggregate measures of 

neighborhoods that represent convenience and design coincide with parents’ likes or dislikes for 

their neighborhoods. The table (Table 6-7) shows a measure of walkability (block size), access to 

businesses and jobs (employment density), the level of transit service (transit connectivity), and 

proximity and density of neighbors (residential density). Comparing people who liked with 

people who did not like their neighborhoods, there is little difference. However, when separating 

out one group of households who were most likely to be attached to their neighborhoods and 

wanted to leave Oakland, those in East Oakland, the differences are greater. East Oakland has 

larger blocks, so it is not as pedestrian friendly, fewer businesses, lower transit quality, and less 

proximity to neighbors.  

Table 6-7 Associations with why people wanted to move or stay in place 

Tract Characteristics (average 
of tracts) Liked (average) 

Didn’t like 
(average) 

Didn’t like 
(East Oakland) 

Block size (acres) 6 acres 5 7 

Employment density (gravity model 
index) 

68,176 65,575 33,842 

Transit Connectivity Index (relative 
index representing frequency and 
route density) 

44,622 48,884 29,188 

Residential density 11 12 8 

 

Unfortunately, a lot of the affordable housing in Oakland is in neighborhoods that lack economic 

development and good transit. Affordable housing developments were rebuilt on sites that were 

notoriously referred to as “the projects” with high crime and a lack of outside investment. Even 

though the housing authority, other public agencies, and affordable housing developers had built 

beautiful new units, and provided some on-site services, such as computer labs, and head start 

programs, little was done by the City to enhance or attract commercial investments to these 

areas. Further, the transit agency has cut bus routes servicing some of these sites.  

One example is the Lion’s Creek housing development. It has a school, two parks, and 

community services, and is walking distance to the Coliseum BART station, but the residents 

who lived there thought it was the ghetto and wanted to move. The walk to the BART station is 

unpleasant and the sidewalk ends before the station. There is no commercial development at the 

station and it is on a major road not designed for pedestrians. The nearest convenience store is 

more than a half mile from most residents in the complex, and because it is primarily a gas 

station for trucks, it has few items and charges exorbitant prices. The design of the complex has 

not helped to promote commercial activity. All the services are within the complex facing an 
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internal park, rather than facing the street and creating opportunities for other commercial 

development.  Despite the major development of new housing, 2 parks, and a brand new school 

that the parents liked and volunteered in, crime had not changed in the neighborhood. There had 

been gun shots at the school, people killed in the park, and people had been mugged on the 

streets surrounding the complex.   

Carrie: So there are people in your neighborhood that you know. 

#26: Yeah, in this complex.  But once you leave out this complex it’s very dangerous. 

Carrie: Yeah, you said this was “the ghetto”, and I've been looking around at the new 

homes and this complex, and I'm thinking, Does she mean this?  Or the whole area? 

#26: This, this whole area.  From 1st Ave all the way to 100 is gangs.  Back that way 

Carrie: From Bay to where it starts getting hilly.  Because you're going north to south.  

What about from Bay, what would you say— 

#26: It’s ghetto. 

 

Housing conditions 

Mold, mice, roaches, dirt, shared walls, nearby toxins, and other factors that many low-income 

families suffer due to their housing and neighborhoods are some of the reasons why low income 

populations suffer asthma rates at higher proportions than higher income peers. The recent 

Asthma in California report (Milet M, 2013) found that approximately five million Californians 

– or one in eight people – have been diagnosed with asthma. This can result in 35,000 asthma-

related hospitalizations statewide, at an estimated cost of more than $1 billion. The report also 

identified significant differences by race and ethnicity, and income in terms of prevalence, 

hospitalization, and deaths from asthma. Many of the people with asthma are exposed to more 

triggers in their homes than those without. Individual actions that trigger asthma, such as 

secondhand smoke, which is about 10%, are less common.  

Parents in this study are representative of the California asthma findings. Several reported 

problems with their housing that were causing problems with their kids’ health, particularly 

asthma, and therefore many were trying to move to get away from the triggers. Others had 

recently moved only to find new triggers. The conditions and the move itself are both disruptive 

to the family before, during, and after the move and kids might end up switching schools or 

traveling farther to one.  

The following are a handful of the multiple examples in the interviews about health and homes.  

#3 spent months trying to get out of a mice infested condo that she was paying for with a 

tenant based voucher. In the meantime, she and her son slept at her parent’s apartment. 

#27 called her landlord repeatedly about the pigeon poop outside her son’s window and had 

to call in the county health department and another nonprofit to aid in getting the 

management to respond. She knew what to do because in her prior apartment she had used 

that resource to get unhealthy carpet replaced.  
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#55 was moving again in less than a year to a home potentially in the distant suburb of 

Antioch to get away from the bad housing conditions in Oakland; this time it was mold. For 

her son to be able to stay in the special honors program in Oakland, she figured they would 

be “doing a lot of BART-ing”. 

#31 had to be careful about which parks she could take her son to due effects on his asthma. 

Because they were a family of 4 in a 2 bedroom apartment, parks were important since the 

living room also served as the bedroom for her older son. 

#42 complained about the roaches in her apartment and her concerns for her and her two 

young children’s health. The landlord was not responding and she had sought legal 

assistance. 

#28 had asthma problems and skin conditions that prevented her from working. She pointed 

out the large wet spots on the living room ceiling and noted how her family’s health suffered 

when the spots got larger and filled with more water during rainstorms. 

 

All of these things chip away at students’ and parents’ health, as well as their time and money. 

As I note later, taking children to a doctor’s appointment can be an all-day event on transit. 

When asthma is not controlled, it can lead to more doctors’ visits.  

Internet access was another housing condition that affected access to information. Of the families 

I interviewed, very few of the lower income families had computers or internet access and when 

I asked them where they got their information, several did not use the internet. However, 

programs that allowed students to earn free computers and discounted internet access in Housing 

Authority properties allowed a number of low-income families to afford computers and internet 

access they otherwise would not be able to afford. 

Affordable housing policies 

A controversial policy that has implications for parent time and resources as well as children’s 

education is the housing voucher policy in place of investments in permanent affordable housing. 

While supplying vouchers may be less costly at first than capital investments to build affordable 

housing, it is still expensive to supply the vouchers, especially in a tight and expensive housing 

market. The voucher program also does not provide corresponding supportive services or a sense 

of community for the user.  

Costs to supply the vouchers are especially high in the Bay Area where rents are rising rapidly. 

Consequently, authorities are taking different measures to be able to continue to fund the 

voucher program. In the Silicon Valley area, where rents increased 28 percent in four years, the 

Santa Clara Housing Authority decided that to cope with the recent $21 million cut in federal 

funding, as well as the higher rents, they would raise the rent for existing tenants with federal 

vouchers from 30 percent of their incomes to 35 percent (Garofoli, 2013). The authority leaders 

said they voted for the increase over “dropping families from the program”. One of the 

participants told me the East Bay Housing Authority was dealing with recent funding cuts, 

increased demand, and a tight supply by requiring voucher holders who have smaller families to 

move from 3 bedroom units to 2 bedroom units.  
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This requested move will affect families in multiple ways. First, families are being forced to 

move, and often without regard to the timing while the children are in school. This means parents 

need to look for two bedroom apartments in a rush, which takes time out from their work and 

their time with their kids. When they find a possible option, they have to take it when it’s 

available rather than waiting until the kids are through with the school year. Second, in families 

with older children who are living in an apartment where the only common space is a combined 

kitchen and living room, the bedrooms can serve as homework space for the kids. If the two 

teenage children are now going to share a room, they will need to work around each other’s 

homework habits and the common room may have to become the quiet homework space, a space 

that is disrupted while the mom is also cooking, watching television, or is on the phone. Parents 

may need to retreat into their bedrooms, since the common room might turn into the homework 

room, which may reduce the interactions between kids and their parents. 

The following list of pros and cons of the voucher program, in terms of parent engagement, were 

identified through the interviews. There were 15 parents in the sample that had either a project-

based or other section 8 housing choice voucher. 

Pros of housing vouchers: 

 Choice of location and housing type: The market-based voucher allows choice in 

locations and housing types. A family might be able to find housing near their children’s 

school, family members, or in neighborhoods that are safer or more desirable. Project 

based vouchers are limiting because they are in fixed locations which may not be near a 

family’s school or family members, and proximity to school and family members was 

highly supportive for parent engagement.  

 Economic integration: in theory, with a market voucher, a participant could find housing 

in an area with a mix of incomes, in contrast to a project-based affordable housing 

voucher, which are mostly all affordable. Because many of the tenants may not be 

working, sociologists note that children might have fewer role models or less exposure to 

people who are working each day (W. J. Wilson, 1996). If the family can use the voucher 

to find housing in a higher income area, they may be able to live near better schools and 

more resources for community-based parent engagement. 

Cons of housing vouchers 

 Lack of support for property management:  In Oakland, residents who use housing 

vouchers cannot receive assistance from the housing authority if they are having trouble 

with the landlord. They are told by the authority that it is their responsibility to deal with 

the landlord, even if he is negligent, or they will lose their voucher. Eight of the parents 

had market based vouchers and seven of them had had bad experiences with landlords 

who would not respond to their requests about the poor conditions of the housing unit, 

including the presence of mice and mold. Another was suddenly evicted when the 

landlord lost the house to foreclosure. Those who used the voucher in condominium units 

were not allowed to go to the Homeowners Association, since they were renters. This 

made the parents feel like second-class citizens rather than part of a community. It also 

cut them off from the property management. In contrast, when the participants who lived 

in housing authority developments had maintenance issues, they could contact the 

management and most were happy with the service. Even if the service took longer, they 
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at least had access to property management. When parents could not get the landlord to 

respond, they ended up moving, which is disruptive and time-consuming. When parents 

were dealing with a move they were less involved in the school or community. 

 Restrictions on unit choice: not all housing units are available to housing vouchers; they 

must be inspected and approved by the housing authority and fall below the fair market 

rent. The inspection is to protect the voucher holder, but it also limits their choices. These 

restrictions can make it harder and take longer to find a unit, taking more time away from 

parent engagement.  

 Higher costs: to rent on the market, voucher holders also have to have better credit and 

enough cash for a down payment. Many landlords require down payments that are one to 

three times the rent, which could be $1000 to$3000, and a lot of the voucher holders do 

not have this amount of cash to devote to a down payment. If they do, it is money they 

will no longer have available for other uses for their children. 

 Supply of market units: although the theory is that market vouchers allow people to live 

in more economically integrated places, the reality is that most units that will accept 

vouchers and that are within the HUD approved fair market rent range, are in low-income 

areas. One of the reasons parents with vouchers in this study were looking in Dublin and 

San Leandro is because the only homes available in Oakland for voucher use were in 

areas with some of the highest crime rates. Private units do not provide security that 

might be provided at project-based affordable housing developments. Thus, the lack of 

available market units in safe areas may cause families to move further from their 

children’s schools. 

 Lack of supportive services: HUD’s model for new affordable housing developments has 

been to include more on-site supportive services in the last 15 years along with 

construction of affordable units. Parents with market-based vouchers did not have access 

to the types of programs and services that parents living in project-based units had. 

Parents in the project-based units appreciated the access to computer labs, which were 

sometimes staffed by resume counselors; the activities and programs for their kids and 

themselves in the community rooms; and other co-located social services providers, such 

as tax preparers and day care. 

Mobility consequences 

Mobility had a strong relationship to parent engagement, both in the short term due to the 

adjustment period, and the longer term since families often moved further from schools.  

Moorehouse’s (Moorehouse, 1986) and Pulkkinen’s (Pulkkinen, 1982) studies of changes to 

family circumstances documented how instability had unfavorable outcomes for their children. 

Pitkanen even found that instability had more detrimental effects than socioeconomic status. This 

was evident in several families in the study. Issues of instability, such as multiple moves with 

housing vouchers and school changes and closures could be compounding the negative effects on 

children’s ability to perform well in school. Before, during and after housing changes, other 

intrafamilial processes can change and breakdown. I saw this in the lives of the mothers in the 

study who had moved between when they first contacted me and when we were able to do the 

interview. Additionally, many who were moving were also undergoing work changes, since 

sometimes these issues were related due to income and housing prices. A mother who had just 

moved distant to her children’s school explained the reason she could no longer volunteer at 

school. 
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CG#57: I wanted to join a little parent committee, but I didn’t have a chance because 

without a car it was sort of hard and then I’m looking for work so I have to attend all 

these—And I’ll be moving before my lease up, I’ll be moving.  I’m not happy with the 

management.  There are some things that are—I don’t want to move, believe me, I don’t, 

but I just feel like I’m far away.  I want to move closer to [the school] because I enjoy 

[that school], so I want them to continue in one school 

Another parent noted they were still trying to figure out the transit in their neighborhood and 

how they would get to school, work, and other activities from their new home. In their other 

neighborhood, the buses were a lot more frequent and they could walk many places. They moved 

to the new location for housing affordability, but they had to sacrifice accessibility. Her high 

school daughter was especially more limited in places she could easily go. The mom also 

worried she would have to drive more often to work, which would mean higher parking costs she 

could not afford. 

CG# 35: We haven’t completely worked it out.  This bus number 47, we literally see it come 

by, it’s only got a couple people on it, then my daughter’s been trying to take it during the 

day and it hasn’t come.  It’s supposed to go to Fruitvale Bart.  But then there’s the 57 over 

here; it’s not too far of a walk.  I’m thinking that probably the first week or something I’ll 

drive them and I’ll probably be going to school for different meetings and things, but then 

we’ll work out a routine where they can take the 57 bus together or something.   

 

Summary of housing and parent engagement 

Stable, healthy housing is highly supportive of parent engagement. It allows parents to establish 

routines at home, at school, and in the community. Families in healthy housing also have lower 

incidences of certain types of illnesses. When parents are sick, they don’t have the energy for 

their kids and they require sometimes lengthy visits to medical appointments. 

When housing and neighborhood conditions are poor, or high costs force families to move, the 

resulting housing mobility can be very disruptive to parent engagement. Parents simply do not 

have the time to plan and make a move and volunteer at school and take their kids to activities in 

the communities. The move can also result in a new location that is distant from school, work, 

family, shopping, or other amenities. Extra travel time to school or other places can reduce the 

time or possibility for engagement at school, as well as at home and in the community. 
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SCHOOL CHOICE 

“Bus the money. Don't bus our kids, bus the money to where our kids are.”  

– Pops Sadler, An imperfect revolution, American 

Radio Works, 2007. 

 

The school choice movement has been growing since the 1980s when the first states allowed 

vouchers and charter schools (Shober, 2006). But sending kids to schools outside their 

neighborhoods has been going on since desegregation in the 1960s. There undoubtedly are many 

positive results from desegregation policies, especially in comparison to the prior state in which 

students were only permitted to attend color-assigned schools. The school choice movement is a 

variant of the desegregation movement, but rather than it being strictly a way for children to 

attend other public schools, it has also added the complexity of adding unplanned schools to the 

school system through the charter school process. Some charter schools have provided students 

with the opportunity to go to a much better school than the one in their neighborhood, or to find a 

school that gives more specialized attention or offers a unique learning program. However, most 

charters are doing the same or worse than traditional public schools (Center for Research on 

Education Outcomes, 2009).  Many of the parents in this study who used charter schools were 

happy with them, but not all. Likewise nearly all of the parents at the traditional public schools 

were also generally happy, though they also had complaints.  

Solving the charter school and school choice debate is a complex matter beyond the scope of this 

research. However, the trade-off, in time and travel, of the current school choice policy in 

Oakland was evident in this study, and the effects on parent engagement are important to note. 

Perhaps, the best way to summarize the school choice results in Oakland is whether the equality 

in opportunity provided by choice, resulted in equity in outcomes. Most parents in the study 

opted to use a different school than the one in their neighborhood; however this was skewed by 

their income level. Those with higher incomes were more likely to live in a neighborhood where 

the school had a high API Base score and Statewide Ranking; 86% of high income neighborhood 

schools had higher than a 700 API Base score, compared to 44% and 46% of the very low and 

low-medium income participants (see table 6-8). Thus, they were slightly more likely to use their 

neighborhood school. If they did choose another school, they were more likely to choose a better 

school, 52%, and less likely to choose a lower performing school, 5%. In comparison, 33% and 

30% of the Very low and Low-medium income families’ children were at a lower performing 

school if they did not choose their neighborhood school. Unfortunately, the schools in their 

neighborhood were not performing well—at least not by these measures, but their chance of 

being able to send their children to a higher performing school was low, 30% and 41%. Some of 

the reasons for choosing lower performing schools include housing moves without a change in 

schools, choosing a school based on a recommendation from a friend or teacher, and not on these 

types of statistics, or choosing the school after they visited.  
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Table 6-8 Comparison of choice schools by participant income 

School Performance Indicators1 Very low Low-medium Med-high Total sample 

chosen school has higher scores 30% 41% 52% 40% 

chosen school has lower scores 33% 30% 5% 26% 

chosen school is about the same 4% 14% 5% 8% 

Attends neighborhood school 33% 16% 38% 27% 

Neighborhood schools >7 state rank 11% 5% 48% 17% 

Neighborhood schools >700 API base 44% 46 86% 55% 

Average live-go % at neighborhood schools 32% 33% 64% 40% 
1

Includes API Base score, Statewide School Rank, and whether the school met its Annual Yearly Performance Growth Target. 

That such a small percentage of families who chose a school outside their neighborhood ended 

up with a school that was higher performing is discouraging given the time and money it requires 

for families to drive or take transit to schools away from their home. As one mother notes, travel 

to the farther away school was expensive, and because of the distance, she did not go there as 

much to volunteer. She did go to the nearby school daily and volunteered there as well. If she 

stayed at the distant one, it could cost her a $4.50 roundtrip. When a family of five is living on 

$20,000 a year, every dollar counts, and she was stressed about not having enough money for 

their other educational needs. 

CG#14: Well, if it’s only one person …it’s $2.25 roundtrip…depending on how long it takes. 

If you go past the allotted transfer time, it’s already $4.50…That’s just one person. For two 

people, that’s $8 or $9… 

Interviewer: You know people at your kids’ schools? Both of them? 

CG#14: Both. Even though I don’t go to one as often because of the distance…I know the 

name of the principal, the office assistants, the kids’ teachers … I know what they do … 

Interviewer: What are some things that stress you? 

CG#14: I: Things that stress me? The economic. Like when the kids need things … like they 

need a computer and I can’t give it to them … like when they need help on homework and I 

can’t help them … things like that. 

 

Another parent who sent her kids to a middle school that had an API Base score 100 points lower 

and a Statewide Rank one point lower than her neighborhood school had to take two buses to get 

to the school if it was off hours. Because she took her kids to and from school and volunteered 

on the PTA, she spent a lot of time and money on transit going back and forth to the school. The 

distance did not stop her from volunteering, but it cut into her very tight budget and she did not 

have enough money to pay for the lessons or camps that her children wanted to attend. Because 

they lived in the downtown area, they took advantage of the free or discounted community 

programs and resources downtown, which are more plentiful than in other neighborhoods. On 

the surface, it appears that if they were using the Downtown middle school closer to their home, 

they might have more time and money for other activities as well. There may be other benefits to 

using the school they chose, but this parent was not overly attached to the school and was 
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considering moving to a suburb to find a job and hopefully housing that was closer to her kids’ 

school, and safer. 

As Table 6-8 indicates, there were numerous other stories of parents who had chosen more 

distant schools, resulting in more time and money, and potentially less engagement at the school, 

without clear benefits, at least not in terms of a higher performing student body. However, as 

noted, school performance is only one reason to choose a school. Some who chose non-

neighborhood schools chose then for their smaller size and different atmosphere, regardless of, 

or with less emphasis upon, the test scores. These other features were important enough to them 

to choose the more distant school. 

Several parents noted that they had chosen their school because they liked how involved the 

parents were. Yet, because of travel, they regretted they were not as involved.  

CG #20: We [the parents] know each other … it doesn’t matter what race … we talk … it’s 

really nice … the school has a lot of events … they keep programs going based on donations 

from the parents … yeah, they have good programming … they are nice … the girl is happy 

there, and well, we are too… 

Later she noted that although she does not have a problem traveling by transit all day long, she 

won’t take it at night. This would appear to limit her ability to attend PTA meetings, which often 

take place at night. 

CG #20: During the day, we can do everything on the bus … not at night though. I won’t 

walk to the bus at night. It’s even more dangerous at night. 

In the sample, the proximity to school did affect school involvement. The following chart shows 

the percent of parents who were involved in some way at school on the days of the diary by 

distance. The closer parents lived, the more likely they were to be involved.  

Figure 6-3 Parent involvement rates at school by distance between school and home 
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This couple recognized proximity would be important before they finalized their school choice 

decision. After spending a lot of time looking at the school test scores for schools still fairly 

close to home decided the best decision was to pick a school that was closest. They felt that their 

parent engagement was going to be the determining factor of how their child did in school.  

CG#71: We looked at API and we looked at demographics and looked at all this other stuff, 

then we went ahead with [the neighborhood school] because it is our neighborhood school 

and put that as our first choice.  Well as it turns out, I don’t really think you have a choice. I 

think that is where you are going to go; to your neighborhood school, but I think we placed a 

lot of significance on the API and thought schools were better because of it and what we 

believe now, at least by the time we made that change, is that our daughter is going to 

succeed no matter what school she is at and it is going to be our influence that makes it or 

breaks it for her.   

Later, when I asked if they would reconsider their choice for middle school, they reaffirmed their 

commitment to a neighborhood school and regretted that more families could not participate as 

much since they lived further away 

CG#71: We want to stay close by.  We don’t want to put her in a school; I think that whole 

sense of community that is built by staying in the school that is in your community is really 

important and we have a lot of kids that don’t live in the neighborhood that go to [their 

neighborhood school], and they are unable to participate in a lot of the evening activities 

where you have to return to school or weekend activities and that is kind of a bummer, but 

the kids that do live close by it feels really good; those kids really get that sense of 

community and I think that is reflected in our neighborhood too.  We have kind of a small 

town feel to this neighborhood and people know each other and it is really nice.  It starts 

with the school.   

Other parents who lived in this neighborhood and had decided not to use the school that CG#71 

is using, wished their neighborhood had more amenities and that they knew more neighbors. 

However, one of the reason these parents did not use the school is because the aftercare program 

is capped and is needs based. Because these other two parents work, they needed a school with a 

guaranteed spot in an aftercare program. Parents select schools for multiple reasons, and 

sometimes they are forces not by school performance but school services.  

Another mother who chose a distant school because it had higher scores and a teacher had 

recommended it to her, was not engaged at the school because of the distance. During the 

interview she explained how the evenings after work and school were an important time for her 

to talk with her son about school work, her aspirations for him, and her own life. This came up 

when we were discussing involvement at the school. The PTA and other meetings are at 5:30 pm 

and the principal and other parents have asked her to come but she has declined. She explained 

she does not want to interrupt her routine with her son in the evening when she makes dinner, 

they eat together, he gets ready for bed, and then he reads to her. If she went to the meeting, by 

the time they returned home, which would be after 7:30pm, there wouldn’t be time to make and 

eat dinner together, talk, and read, before his bedtime. However, since the meetings might be 

only one night a month, if she lived closer and had more connections at the school, maybe she 

would be more willing to change her routine once a month. 
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CG#6: That’s what I told him.  Make it earlier.  That would be nice.  4:00 then I would go.  4 

to 5, then I could come home and do the same routine.   

But since the school was more than three miles away in stop and go traffic, and sometimes they 

used the bus if her sister did not let her use her car, she was not willing to stay later for a 

meeting. 

School choice had several other issues as well: 

 Kids at choice schools do not live near their friends from school and it is harder for the 

parents to get to know the parents of their kids’ friends. Some of their kids’ friends may 

even live in other cities, as this Latino father explained based on his experiences: 

CG#61: Now they don’t go to school in their district.  For convenience they go for that’s 

where their parents went.  People of color don’t necessarily use—they use what’s familiar.  

So if the parent is not from Hayward, or whatever, so there’s a lot of that going on.   

This can make it hard for the parents to volunteer, to form a PTA and for teachers to 

understand where the students are coming from and what they might be experiencing at home 

or in their communities. It also makes it difficult for kids to get together with their friends on 

the weekend, and important time for kids to mature and develop friendships. 

 On the other hand, school choice allows parents to pick school they know, based on 

having gone there themselves, even if they can no longer live there, and/or to choose a 

school near a family member’s home since the family member may provide afterschool 

care. School choice can also allow parents to pick a school different from where they 

went because they know the school and they want to avoid the parents there because they 

are former classmates. 

 The neighborhood impacts from school choice are very real. With increasing public 

school closures, research in this area is increasing. If a neighborhood school closes or 

declines, the neighborhood can decline further from the loss of its anchor institution. This 

may then increase household mobility since the parent in that neighborhood might 

already be traveling to a non-neighborhood school and doesn’t have another reason to 

feel attached to the place. 

 

TRAVEL & ACTIVITY SPACES 

As implied through some of the housing and school choice analyses, the neighborhood analysis 

showed that the time, money, and miles that parents accumulate traveling each day between 

limited housing choices and schools they hope are better is cutting into their lives and days. For 

many, the travel is not sustainable even if it is manageable today. Parents with lower educations 

and incomes cannot spend time on continuing their education, looking for jobs, and spending 

more productive time with their kids, because of the daily shuttling across town to better schools, 

better parks, and more affordable stores. For those who can afford both the travel expense today 

as well as the $400 fee for sports or lessons, they may not be able to afford more significant 

expenses, such as a mortgage or college for their kids. A parent who travels about two hours 

each day to two schools and work and therefore estimated her family spends $12,150 a year on 

transport—for one car and daily transit, noted their lack of time and money. This is a family in 
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which both parents have a college degree and full-time jobs that fit around their children’s school 

schedules, but the schools are located 6.7 miles from their home. 

CG#67:  It is hard not to do the pressure that society puts on you.  My kids don’t do what 

their friends do.  They do the Aikido and that is on Tuesday with their dad so they don’t have 

any extra lessons after school because it is too much.  I can’t imagine what that is like.  I 

already think we have dinner so late.  I wish we could do more things after school to open 

their mind… And talking about stress…unfortunately I feel like they feel our financial stress.  

They will say things like we want that…but even before I can even say no…they say but we 

can’t afford it…  

 

Families’ activity spaces on a regular basis varied from a few blocks square, if their home, 

children’s school, shopping, and leisure activities, were all in the same area, to several square 

miles if the opposite were true. For those with smaller activity spaces, if there was also a high 

level of community development, such as in Fruitvale and Rockridge, the surroundings near their 

homes, school, and other activities contributed to the knowledge and resources they had for their 

children. Because they occupied a smaller space during the day, they had more opportunities for 

interactions and the types of “direct and vicarious” interactions referenced by the HDS model. In 

contrast, some families had large and fragmented activity spaces, with a few nodes where they 

had weak connections. The nodes were along an isolated path with little opportunity to build 

community and share resources or ideas while they were at the nodes. Even if one node was 

strong—meaning a parent had close connections to other people, such as the school, it had little 

effect on the resources in the other aspects of their lives, and because of the distance, the school 

node might even prevent them from getting to know their neighbors or resources in their home 

neighborhood.  

Caregiver #25 was a parent with a fragmented activity space with one strong node but a weak 

home node. She lived with her three kids on one end of Oakland, her mother lived near her kids’ 

school on the other end of the city, and her 10 hour a week job was even further. She dropped her 

kids off at her mother’s in the morning and the grandmother would walk the kids to school while 

she would go to work. Her work ended before school let out, so she returned to her mom’s house 

to wait for school to end, since her home was another eight miles away. Some days she 

volunteered at the school and was very happy with the school. She even showed me some of the 

activity booklets she had helped to assemble as a teacher’s aide and explained the other things 

she did at school and at home to help their learning. However, she did not volunteer every day. 

Most of the days, she used the computer at her mom’s house to search the internet for housing. 

Because she had a housing voucher, she had been able to provide a stable home environment for 

her kids. But since she spent more time on the other side of town near school and work, and the 

neighborhood where her housing was had little commercial development, she did not know many 

of her neighbors and was eager to move. 

She also wanted to look for a better job, but at the moment, her part time job, the travel, her 

housing search, and being involved with her children’s school, consumed most of her day. She 

also knew that to get a better job, she would need to return to school. She had gone through a 

couple training programs and they did not result in a job so she wanted to find the right program. 

To do this, she needed money for school and child care for her kids if she went to school at night 
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when her mom could not watch them. Juggling the daily travel, work, and school routines, made 

it difficult to focus on her career development.  

SHOPPING 

Fan & Khattak’s study of joint trip-making showed that reduced accessibility near one’s home 

increased joint trip making for non-routine trips, such as shopping. The cases in this study reflect 

their finding. Parents who lived in disinvested neighborhoods and who chose schools away from 

their home were more likely to take their kids shopping and on other errands. They also 

carpooled with family members who owned cars if they did not. These trips also took longer than 

those who made solo trips within their neighborhood for groceries. Whereas a mother in 

Rockridge might go quickly to the grocery store less than a quarter mile away on her way home 

from dropping off her kids, volunteering at the school, or in the evening while the kids are in 

bed, a mom in East Oakland was less likely to find an affordable store that close, let alone near 

her kids’ school, since she was less likely to use a neighborhood school.  

TRANSPORTATION COSTS 

Accumulating dollars, be it for a transit trip, school fee, little league, cheerleading trophy, etc. 

can be quite a challenge for a parent of three children living on less than $12,000 a year. This 

mother explained the struggle to come up with $100 a month for the adult and discounted youth 

pass bus passes.  

CG#20 Yeah…well, we buy the Clipper for a month. Sometimes I don’t have money to spend, 

so we save to get the Clipper for my daughter. It’s $20 and my Clipper, which is $80. So its 

… from the time it starts … that’s August, September, October, November, December, 

January, February, March, April, May … and in June we hardly ever buy it because it’s just 

two week. It ends up being almost 10 months that we buy the Clipper … so that’s $100 that 

we spend every time we need to buy the Clipper. 

Additionally, they also spent money on her husband’s car that they used for work. Combined, 

their housing, which was $850 a month, and transportation, which was at least $1200 a (not 

counting their car) was 93 percent of their income. With that much dedicated to just two 

expenditures, it was essential that she found free programs and picked up extra work babysitting. 

The majority of households in the study, 51 out of 70, owned a car. Even with a low income, 

parents who were traveling to distant schools or jobs found it necessary to own a car. Two of the 

19 that did not own a car were sharing or borrowing a family member’s car and the difference in 

time and money they would spend on transit versus sharing the car and only paying for gas, 

made the car the better option. 

When asked about her transportation costs, since she did not have to buy the car or pay for the 

insurance, it was cheaper and quicker for CG#6 to drive than to use transit to take her child to 

school and to work at her current client’s home in another city. Instead of paying $50 a week on 

4 adult transit trips and 2 child trips each day, she could make the same trips on less than $25 of 

gas. 

Carrie: How long have you been able to use your sister’s car? 

CG#6: About a month. 
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Carrie: So you were riding a lot of transit.  Do you know what you were spending in 

transit? 

CG#6: I didn’t get a bus pass, so $50 a week. 

Carrie: What do you spend on gas now, do you know? 

CG#6: Not as much.  It’s less, it seems like it’s cheaper driving a car than catching a 

bus.  Because I didn’t spend $50—I could put $25 in her tank and it could last me about four 

days.  If I just went picking him up and then coming home, and going to work.   

Carrie: But if you also had to pay the fees, and license, and insurance. 

CG#6: Then it would be more.  Then it would be cheaper catching a bus.  Yeah.  

 

Although it would be cheaper riding the bus if she were responsible for all the car costs, it would 

also be much more time consuming. Research on transport equity often skips the transportation 

costs and focuses on the travel time costs. For lower income households, it is important to focus 

on both and to judge each situation. In some cases, transit can be the quicker and more affordable 

option, especially if a parent commutes to a city center on rail and traffic is heavy and parking at 

the destination is expensive. However, for parents making intra-city travel trips in Oakland, if 

they could get a cheap car and share some of the fixed costs with relatives, a car might be 

cheaper and faster, and more reliable allowing them to more easily take their children to other 

places of learning and recreation, to discount grocery stores, and to schools in safer 

neighborhoods. 

This data is not meant to promote cars as the solution. The solution is more complex than that. 

Ironically, many of the higher income households were trying to lower their use of cars, 

recognizing their costs and preferring a lifestyle that was not auto dependent. Additionally, many 

low income families expressed the desire to walk more and to drive less. Overall, people did not 

want to drive more, they wanted to spend less time traveling.  Higher income parents were able 

to achieve this by supporting their neighborhood school so that they would have a key daily 

destination in their neighborhood. They also volunteer at their park, again, to have local places 

for kids where they can walk.  By thinking of cars as the sole solution for low-income parents, 

we are overlooking the causes and the consequences. The causes are disinvestment in their 

neighborhoods, including their school, as well as lack of safe and clean recreation areas, and 

affordable grocery stores. Cars as a solution also overlooks the issue that there are a lot of 

parents and caregivers who cannot drive because they are not eligible for a license, they are 

afraid to drive, or they cannot afford a car or gas. If more people switch away from transit those 

who have to rely upon it will experience even worse service as demand drops. 

EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION 

STATUS, FLEXIBILITY, AND STABILITY 

Career choices impact job schedules, job locations, and pay. These three things have direct 

consequences for parent engagement. Although people cannot solely choose a job on the basis of 

being able to balance it with parent engagement, in this research, those who were in careers with 

lower pay, less flexibility, and more distant from home, were the parents who did not have the 
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resources for parent engagement. They were also the parents who grew up in lower income 

families and were not able to choose careers, but took jobs or went into careers based on limited 

choices. The key ways in which job can affect parent engagement are: 

 Job search time 

 Ability to afford extracurricular activities and related transportation  

 Housing location choice and affordability  

 Long and expensive work commutes, reducing time, energy and money for engagement  

 Stress and burnout  

 Lack of satisfaction 

 Role modeling for kids 

 Benefits, flex hours, and time off for engagement 

 

Early on in this research, one of the major barriers I noticed to parent engagement was the lack 

of career choices and employment opportunities for lower income mothers. The list of career 

options they had considered was short and in careers with limited career ladders: cosmetologists, 

certified nurse assistants, retail, early childhood development and sometimes social work or 

criminal justice. While some of these jobs offered flexibility and moderate pay, they also posed 

mental and physical health risks. A few of the parents who were CNAs had injured themselves 

lifting patients. Some of the jobs were also more subject to government budgetary cuts.  

WORK SCHEDULE 

Several parents in this study were subjected to the new method of short shift, last minute, and 

lean scheduling discussed in the literature section (Doussard, 2008). Some in this situation were 

waiting for health care registries to assign them to hospital shifts or to in-home clients, others 

were working in back-office jobs for major chain retailers who called them in for one or two 

hours of work at a time, often at the last minute. Others worked for jobs that might let them take 

off early or shift their schedules to go on a field trip or attend a school meeting, but they would 

have to take vacation time. If they had limited vacation time, this was a disincentive to leave 

work a half hour or hour early to go to a parent meeting.  

WORK SUPPORTS AND INTERGENERATIONAL MOBILITY 

Research on intergenerational mobility and life paths finds that upward economic mobility for 

parents is important for long-term social mobility for their children (Hagerstrand, 1970; Newman 

& Chin, 2003). At the same time, as parents move up economically, they have to be earning 

enough, and have enough time to also be able to support their children’s learning if the economic 

increase is to have a positive social or developmental impact on their children. Thus, younger 

and single parents who are working long hours and making a modest income, but lack time for 

more parent engagement and to monitor their children, may not be economically better off, but 

not necessarily economically mobile.  These parents often have to make a trade-off between 

some economic mobility for themselves and being more fully involved in their children’s lives.  

This scenario seems to represent the life path for several of the mothers in this study who were 

economically worse off than their parents had been. Their mothers had worked for years as 

nurses, biologists, computer technicians, office managers, civil service staff, and other middle-
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income professions with steady wages, career ladders, and benefits. Several of them had also 

earned enough to buy a home, in which they or the family still lived. But to achieve that level of 

financial security, based on the interviews with their daughters, they did not seem to be fully 

involved in their daughter’s education and career paths. Even though the daughters reported that 

their parents had been strict disciplinarians and stressed the importance of going to school each 

day, they also reported that their mothers were not as communicative with them, worked a lot, 

did not volunteer at their schools, and did not talk to them about college. When the mothers I 

interviewed became mothers at a young age, their ability to start their own career, as their 

mothers had, became more difficult. Although some of their mothers had started their 

professions while they also had young children, there were more opportunities to go to college in 

the 1960s—when California provided lower cost higher education; or to secure better paying 

jobs that did not require a college degree. 

Although it is conjecture to generalize the reasons why lower income and unemployed parents 

today, whose mothers were more economically mobile, have not had the same career success as 

their mothers, their cases align with the theory on intergenerational mobility and Newman’s and 

Chin’s findings of the difficulty that working mothers have with holding a job and supporting 

their children’s education.   

The following exchange with a mother in her fifties highlights several issues of the importance 

of parental guidance for high school students, work supports for working parents, exposing high 

school students to career options, and housing stability.  

Carrie When did you do your cosmetology program? And why did you do that? 

CG#52: Oh god, ’85.  Right out of high school.  It was out of necessity.  My home life at 

that time was not supportive, it was not stable.  I didn’t have the information that my children 

had.  Had I been in a college prep program I probably would have went to a university.  But 

I didn’t have the money and my mother was not in my life at that time.  And so I didn’t have 

the money, I didn’t have the support system, I didn’t have the knowledge that I could even go 

to school.  I didn’t even apply to get into community college, not even knowing that I could 

have because of the fact that I was 17, I had taken the California State Proficiency 

Examination and left school a semester early, and I didn’t want to be in limbo.  So I went 

directly, two weeks after I got my certificate, I went to beauty school.  So basically I 

graduated twice in the same year.  Because my class was the class of ’84, and in December 

of 84 I finished the cosmetology.  So it was about necessity.  It was about that I could not at 

that time perceive myself being in a two-year or four-year program.  Where am I going to 

live?  At that time I was living with my grandfather.  He was an alcoholic and yada, yada, 

yada; it was a bad situation.  It was a young person who was looking for something, that I 

could quickly get a profession as opposed to going to work at McDonald’s and that was the 

reason I went there as opposed to…Where was I going to live for two years?  And actually 

the last month or two that I was in school I was homeless.  My aunt put me out in the middle 

of the night.  So enough said, it was a situation where I couldn’t afford to put the commitment 

forth, even though I wanted to, because of my living situation.  And in my mind’s eye I felt 

like OK, I’ll go to beauty school, I’ll get my cosmetology license and that will be the way I 

will fund being able to go back to school, and—yeah right.  That doesn’t always happen. 
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Later, when I was asking her about where she would like to live in the Bay Area, she brought up 

her mother’s career, growing up in Berkeley with her mother, and how her mother had always 

chosen very smart and convenient locations to live in Berkeley, among other things she admired 

about her mother and her mother’s career. 

CG#52: I might have been a college graduate had I been with mother at that time…  

Carrie: What did she study in college? 

CG#52: She was a bio-chem major. 

Carrie: Did she work in that field?  Where did she work? 

CG#52: Yes, one of the places I know she worked was [Company].  Well, [Name] 

Corporation was in Berkeley, and they were—this was the mantra, because everybody would 

always [ask]: A microbiological research corporation.  I remember my mother saying that so 

many times…basically, without really knowing exactly what she did; I know that she grew 

media for different things to see what it was going to do in the petri dish.  She worked with 

an autoclave, but exactly what my mother’s job description was there, I don’t know. 

 

Several things changed in their lives, that she did not want to share, between when her mother 

was working as a biochemist and they were happily living in Berkeley and when it was time for 

her to graduate from high school and find a job. Looking forward and wondering how this 

mother’s children will succeed is speculation. But, using the longitudinal studies on how children 

succeed based on their parent’s work, engagement with them, income, and education, this 

mother’s children’s chances of doing well are mixed. On the one hand, their mother is not fully 

employed, the family lives on a very low-income, and neither parent has an advanced level of 

education. There are many days when she needs to decide between paying for transportation and 

food, and she has completely denied herself the medical care she needs for her eczema. On the 

other hand, they have lived in the same house for 5 years and the parents have been together for 

20 years, although they are not married and were separated at one point for three years. This 

mother is also very knowledgeable about educational activities and programs, self-educated 

through reading and seeking out information, and she has a very good relationship with her 

children. She also learned a lot from her own mother who had been to college. Both children are 

doing well in school; she showed me the test scores she has been keeping for years, and 

explained the AP courses her daughter had taken and a glowing letter about her son for the work 

he was doing in a highly-competitive afterschool program with University of California, 

Berkeley students. 

It is not impossible, by any means, for children of low-income families to do well in school, but 

the family must have their physical needs met (housing, food, transportation), social supports, 

and knowledge to sustain a child’s long and difficulty journey through school. Other types of 

social supports can help to replace the extra financial resources a child does not receive or the 

child’s ability to watch a parent advance through a successful career. Encouraging children to 

apply for programs, to go to school each day, and to dream big, are some of these social parental 

supports that really matter. Programs like the one Caregiver #52’s son is in can be especially 

helpful for his future mobility. If parents do not have their own networks to expose their children 

to, a parent can help their child to apply to a program that will help to build those networks. 
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Another caregiver who had grown up in Berkeley where her mother was a nurse noted the 

importance of community to allow her mother to work while she and her siblings were at home. 

CG#26: It’s very nice over there and everybody knows everybody.  And see, it was good 

because if you cussed or you was doing something outside while your momma was at work, 

the neighbors told.  You understanding what I'm saying?  And everybody knew what you was 

supposed to have been doing when you came home from school because my mother made it a 

point to know the neighbors, and the neighbors knew her.  So when she go to work or she had 

to go to work—she was a registered nurse—so she worked three days, we just now getting 

out of school, you know what I'm saying?   

 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

“From the moment they are born, we realize we can't take care of them by ourselves, that 

we need friends, neighbors, teachers, community, and a nation…” 

- President Obama, Newtown, CT 12/14/12 

 

As a parent, policymaker, and former community organizer, President Obama was clearly 

speaking from experience in his remarks after the Newtown, Connecticut school shootings in 

December 2012. His comments attempted to summarize the importance of all levels of 

community, from friends, to neighborhoods, to a larger community, to the nation.  

One of the consistent and remarkable findings of this research was the power of community to 

counteract the many barriers to engagement. When parents had a supportive community in their 

lives, whether personal social connections, a community development group, or the community 

of parents at the school, the parents tended to be more optimistic about their children, and more 

informed about being involved at the school and at home. They also took their children to more 

learning activities in the community. For instance, several mothers in this study who had been 

members of a nonprofit that supports female workers in the cleaning and child care industries 

also received training through the organization on a number of self-empowerment and personal 

and family well-being matters. They subsequently sought out additional training from their 

children’s schools and other sources after they gained confidence and experience with workshops 

from the other organization. Given training in these other areas, they transferred it to their 

children’s education. They spoke about going to their children’s school, researching the schools, 

and confidently being able to assert their rights as parents. They also had knowledge about the 

various types of things they should be doing with their children to support their education, 

including good nutrition, exercise, cognitive development activities, and study habits. These 

cases illustrate the Hoover-Dempsey model of how parents are influenced or receive knowledge 

through direct and vicarious experiences and knowledge. 

People can be connected to communities spatially or through topical or issue based connections, 

e.g. a neighborhood community versus a community of practice or believers. Community is 

especially important to parents, as President Obama noted, as they manage the heavy role of 

raising children. Unfortunately, it seems that as schools have lost their spatial connection with 
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families from the dissolution of neighborhood schools, for some families, no other entity has 

replaced their community. They live too far from school, and with little money frequent trips to 

get to know the other parents and to feel a part of the school community are not as possible. In 

their neighborhoods, they might not know people either because there are few ways to meet 

them. If they’re not working, or working in a job with supportive colleagues, they don’t get 

community from work either. 

But there are other venues for creating supportive communities. Some people in this study were 

able to replace school or neighborhood communities with friends and family, their church, a non-

profit group, and community centers in affordable and public housing complexes. Their 

involvement with these other communities helped to supplement the knowledge they had from 

their own experiences. A crucial aspect of a supportive community was that it was there when 

the parents needed it. An interesting was result was the long lasting effects good community 

support could have.  

Most of the examples that parents provided about meaningful community learning experiences 

for their kids were provided through nonprofit groups, not through schools. Fifty five of the 

seventy parents had some sort of community involvement in their life and they fell into three 

categories. The first were those involved with a community group in Fruitvale. The second group 

was those living in affordable or public housing developments, and the third were those in close-

knit neighborhoods with high local school attendance.  

A nonprofit organization in Fruitvale, Mujeres Unidas y Activas, which has been referenced 

several times throughout this study, had remarkable effects on the women who participated in the 

group. The nonprofit helps women with personal development, job training, parenting, and many 

other educational and assistance opportunities. Referring to the model presented at the beginning 

of this chapter it is useful in thinking about how the various ways this organization works with 

women ultimately helps their children and parent engagement. Caregivers who were involved 

with this group had several commonalities in how they talked about their community, their 

children’s education, and aspirations for themselves and their families.  

 Many had positive attitudes about their community, even though they may hear gunshots 

and have to avoid traveling at night or on certain streets. When asked if they would move, 

some were more willing to stay and revitalize the community, than those who were not 

involved with a community group in their neighborhood 

 They expressed a sense of empowerment, an ability to make changes in their lives, and to 

do the best for their children. Several had already made changes, particularly in relation 

to being engaged with their children. 

 Many were involved at their children’s school, they knew the OUSD school options 

system, they were not fearful of going to the school even though they did not speak fluent 

English, and they knew other parents.  

 They were very active in finding free resources for kids and themselves. For themselves, 

they took workshops, looked for programs at schools, and elsewhere in the city. 

University of California Berkeley has a connection with this nonprofit and at times has 

engaged the members in additional workshop and training. For their kids, they made 

heavy use of the libraries, of cultural centers with music and dance, and of parks and 

programs throughout the East Bay. 
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Parents who lived in public or affordable housing developments in west and east Oakland did not 

communicate the same sense of empowerment as the women involved with the Fruitvale 

nonprofit, but many had taken health and parenting classes, and had close relationships with 

other parents in the housing development. They also knew how to access community programs. 

 Because they lived in multi-family units, or townhomes, there were shared play spaces 

and other common spaces, each of the parents that lived in public or affordable housing 

developments knew their neighbors. Some also used the school nearby and knew other 

parents through the school and their kids.  

 The complexes offered parenting and personal management courses that several had 

attended and found useful.   

 The complexes put on special events in the park and community centers for holidays and 

at other times and several had attended and enjoyed them. The family social events 

included outdoor picnics that the Mayor of Oakland attended and an all-day symposium 

and meals for Martin Luther King Day.  

 Another benefit was programs for children, including head-start, afterschool programs, 

and summer camps 

The third way other parents relied upon community for parent engagement was through personal 

friendships, often developed through organizations or their neighborhood, and their children’s 

school, primarily if it were nearby. 

 A noticeable difference between lower income parents who had grown up in Oakland and 

moderate and higher income parents were their mentions of friendships. Many of the 

lower income parents, despite having gone to high school in Oakland, did not have many 

close friends. They mentioned distancing themselves from their high school friends, and 

often did not trust anyone but their closest family members. If their child attended a 

distant school, they often did not know parents at their children’s school, except in 

passing.  

 In contrast, parents whose children were at neighborhood schools had multiple ways to 

meet and see the same parents more frequently. Several noted that they had become very 

close friends with other parents through volunteering at the school. When I attended 

events related to some of the neighborhood schools with high local attendance, the 

connections and friendships among the parents were obvious. They were able to 

strengthen their relationships based on meeting at school through multiple forms of 

contact, including parent email lists, going to the same grocery store and coffee shops, 

using the same playground that had neighborhood clean-up days, going to the 

neighborhood farmer’s market, and through arranging car and walk pools with their 

neighbors.  

 Residents who had lived in their neighborhoods longer also reported knowing more of 

their neighbors and considered them friends. In the two-day period for the time-use diary, 

several parents recorded activities with neighbors on each of the days. Close neighbors 

could help to babysit, especially for a few minutes at short notice. In the interview, 

neighbors were also mentioned as role models for their children. Learning about 

programs and sharing parenting and child development information was another 

frequently mentioned benefit of having a good neighbor.  
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 The safety of the neighborhood also influenced whether parents were friendly with their 

neighbors, regardless of how long they had lived there. A few had owned their homes for 

several years but because of the high crime in their neighborhood, and “disruptive 

neighborhood kids”, they had friends or family away from their neighborhood to help 

them with parent engagement, but they did not know their neighbors. 

 

The roughly 15 remaining parents who did not fit into one of these three groups had few 

connections to social or geographic communities in their lives, save for some family members, or 

off and on support from a church, friend, or counselor. Only two had children at their 

neighborhood school, but the proximity of the school was a benefit, at least in terms of time and 

money. Neither was involved at the schools although they were nearby. One parent’s child had 

only just begun kindergarten before she had a second child and the other had six children and 

was expecting a seventh. This second mother was stretched thin among intermittent work as a 

CNA, taking courses toward a third associates degree, and trying to move out of the house she 

was renting with a voucher that had severe mold problems.  

The other thirteen were using a mix of neighborhood and non-neighborhood schools, and had 

various levels of parent engagement. Housing and neighborhood stability was one of the most 

apparent issues for eight of them. This group was on waiting lists or actively looking for new 

housing, and five were looking in other cities. Eleven noted they had few friends and rarely went 

out. Only two recorded time on school involvement—about 15 minutes to talk to the teacher 

when they picked up her their children from school, and only one was fairly active at the school. 

Most of her activity was talking with the counselor about her son’s frequent expulsions since a 

severe tragedy in their family.  

Based on how the other participants drew upon community support for parent engagement, these 

fifteen might have benefited in the following ways. The nine who had middle school and high 

school children needed more activities for their children and more guidance on helping their 

children get through the difficult adolescent years. Parents I interviewed who had older children 

successfully make it through high school made active use of parent resource centers and parent 

email lists; got to know their children’s friends and the parents of their children’s friends, and 

could call them when necessary for rides or information; and took their children regularly to 

community or organizational events that the children and parents both enjoyed. Some went to 

activities at their church, others found free or low-cost cultural events, and others regularly 

volunteered with their children. They learned about these things; the list serves, events, and 

volunteer opportunities, through neighbors, other parents, community groups, and community 

resources, and the more they got involved the more they learned and stayed connected to other 

events, as well as their kids. By getting information about the school from other parents, paying 

attention to their kids’ friends, and spending time with their kids away from home, they were 

also able to maintain better communications at home. Some of the 15 parents in the weak or no-

community ties group had children at the same school as other parents I interviewed, but they did 

not know about the list serves, school policies, or programs. They also were having a hard time 

talking to their children, finding activities for them, and keeping them motivated to do well in 

school. 
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Parents with younger kids in the weak or no-community ties were looking for more advice on 

raising children, navigating the education system, finding work, and taking care of personal 

socio-emotional needs. In contrast, other parents who had gone to workshops for parents and had 

enjoyed them, sought out additional workshops, and readily talked about the things they learned 

that helped them with their kids and in their daily lives. A frequent comment was, “there are tons 

of activities and resources; you just have to look for them.” But if nobody tells a parent that 

resources are available, she may not look for them. Parents who had not been to community 

groups, or parent workshops that told them about all the different resources, commented that they 

needed people to talk to and wished there were more activities for kids. One of the mothers who 

was actively involved in the Fruitvale nonprofit could not say enough for how much she gained 

from the meetings.  

CG#22: That’s where I often go to relax myself, so that stress doesn’t get to me. Sometimes I 

suffer from stress … like when I think about the past, when things weren’t so good, all that. I 

think all that stuff left me a bit traumatized. Or sometimes you think about not having enough 

work. I start to think about my family and when I think about that, it feels like it dominates 

me. It lowers my self-esteem and the need to sleep hits me, the laziness … I feel like 

something changes. I try to go out so that I don’t feel that way. I think about the types of 

programs that will be offered there and I go there to relax. I distract myself to see what new 

things I can do. I want to be able to do something that I learned … there’s lots of 

conversation there … different themes that are talked about. I go there to distract myself so I 

don’t feel sick. 

 

When these mothers were excited about learning new things for their own lives, they were more 

excited about helping their kids. On days when this mother’s “laziness” took over, like the 

Saturday she recorded on her diary, instead of taking her kids for walks, to the park, or to other 

events, she would lay on the couch for most of the day. She regretted days like that and felt like 

the community group helped her to have fewer of them.  

Other mothers had similar days where they did very little with their kids or themselves, such as 

CG#58. But unlike the other mother, she did not have a similar group to go to for support. When 

I asked her where she looked for information, or went for support, she did not have an answer. 

Carrie: When your mom takes them for the weekend then you get a break? 

CG#58: Yeah.  I mostly just stay in and sleep or something, or read.  Rest. 

Carrie: How’s your stress level? 

CG#58: I don’t know, it’s been kind of up lately, and I’ve never been really this—it’s kind 

of up.  I don’t know why. 

Carrie: But typically you’re pretty chill; you don’t have much stress.  Do you think it’s 

just looking for housing and having all three kids not in school? 

CG#58: Probably, yeah. 

Carrie: Or what else?  I’m just guessing. 

CG#58: Everything I guess.  I don’t know.  I don’t know where it’s coming from. 
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Carrie: What would help?  Is there something that could change that would make it 

better? 

CG#58: I don’t know.  I’m trying to figure it out myself.   

Carrie: Would more activities for your kids help?  Do you feel like there are enough 

things to help parents find things for their kids to do? 

CG#58: I don’t think so.  I think there needs to be more. 

 

For decades, researches have noted the importance of social capital and local institutions for 

neighborhood vitality and family support (Schorr, 1997). These principles have been put into 

practice in the higher income neighborhoods in Oakland and Berkeley. In the Rockridge 

neighborhood, about 98 percent of the school-aged children go to the neighborhood school, local 

business support the school, the neighborhood elects a non-profit planning council, the council 

publishes and hand distributes a monthly newsletter to thousands of households, and parents 

participate in active Yahoo! Email Groups and list serves. Through working with their city 

council member, the community planning council helped to renovate the BART plaza, to build a 

branch library, to have sound walls added to the highway, and to turn a vacant space under the 

highway into park space. These activities and institutions have strengthened the social capital 

that the school and the parents are using to strengthen their local school. 

In most of the low income communities in Oakland, policies that are intended to help low-

income families by providing school choice and housing choice are actually eroding the potential 

to build social capital in those communities. Low income communities are systematically being 

dismantled as the parents who live in them travel to other communities for parks, schools, and 

shopping. Enrollment in their neighborhood school is declining, the parks become less safe when 

parents and their children stay away from them, and neighbors don’t have time to get to know 

each other.  

Another casualty from a lack of community may be how it harms parents’ sense of self-efficacy 

for parent engagement by limiting or determining whether their social networks have positive or 

negative influences on their attitudes and stress levels. Similarly, recent studies by researchers at 

University of California Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center have found links between the 

recognition and respect people derive from their face-to-face groups and local circles and their 

happiness. They use the term Sociometric Status, as opposed to socioeconomic status, to measure 

the level of happiness. Cameron Anderson, the lead author of the study explained: “You don’t 

have to be rich to be happy, but instead be a valuable contributing member to your 

groups…What makes a person high in status in a group is being engaged, generous with others, 

and making self-sacrifices for the greater good”(Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, & Keltner, 2012; 

Kennelly, 2012). Haney’s findings on neighborhood disorder, poverty and self-esteem also relate 

to factors other than economics that affect happiness and attitudes. 

These and other findings about peoples’ attitudes and stress help to explain the positive attitudes 

and happiness that mothers of all incomes displayed when they talked to me about volunteering 

at their neighborhood school or being part of a non-profit group. A mother in the study who has a 

low socioeconomic status—she had left school after the third grade and lives on less than 
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$15,000 with her husband and three daughters in a one bedroom apartment—seemed to have a 

very high sociometric status. Despite having to navigate the “very dangerous” streets and 

harassment on the bus each day with her young daughters, the gratification she derived from 

involvement at her daughter’s school, the Fruitvale nonprofit, and the admiration from her family 

for how much she did with her kids, seems to be what makes her happy, given her other 

hardships. 

CG#20: We live here. I love Oakland. This is where my daughter’s grew up and it’s an 

important part of my life… thank God, I’ve had a lot of workshops here. I went to school 

when I could. I’m going to go back … I went to adult school when I first came to this country. 

I was there for about a year… I’m not the kind of person that likes to stay at home. I like to 

be helping people or in workshops that help me…For the time being, yes. For now, we are 

happy. 

 

PUBLIC SPENDING 

A number of parents noticed and commented on the inequities throughout Oakland. Some 

accepted it, others wondered why, and others labeled it an outright injustice. A parent who grew 

up in Oakland, traveled and worked in other states and countries, and now earns a moderate 

income as a case worker, made the following observation.  

CG:#61: when Oakland became gentrified it became one of the most diverse cities in the 

area, which was a good thing, and we learned a lot of stuff from people coming in, but at the 

same time I think maybe some of the money got diverted to fixing roads, fixing streets, fixing 

whatever—And not fixing schools.  Not fixing health care.  Not fixing band supplies and stuff 

in the schools.  I don’t even know at my level if money gets diverted like that or how money 

gets earmarked or whatever, but it just seems like I can go down San Pablo or Telegraph and 

just see how beautiful Oakland is, and then go to the east and see how not so beautiful it is. 

Another parent commented how the rec center in the hills was nicer than the ones in their 

neighborhood, and assumed that the quality of public recreation centers match the 

neighborhood’s income, despite that they’re all public and operated by the city: 

CG #71: [our rec center] is small. You can tell the difference in the neighborhood where 

[our closest center] is, as opposed to a neighborhood like Redwood;  There is a rec center 

there on the hill; Diamond is not nice as the one in Redwood Heights, but the neighborhood 

it is in is really reflected in the rec center.   

The community development examples noted above, particularly about the Rockridge 

neighborhood, are not just the result of human and social capital, but also the result of those 

groups’ ability to increase the public spending in their communities. While the community did 

the legwork and advocacy and raised some funds for the library, BART plaza renovation and 

other public spaces, it was not all public spending.  

Another feature that helps the Rockridge district is the presence of a Business Improvement 

District (BID). There are three of these in the City of Oakland but they are all concentrated on 

the north side, starting in downtown. Areas with much higher business vacancies and residents 
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who desire more economic development in their communities do not have a strong enough 

business base to help create these City-sanctioned BIDs. 

Quality of neighborhood parks 

As those who have written about parks and have listed them as an important livability amenity in 

cities, already know, parks are very important to families who live in urban areas. A good park 

allows kids to get fresh air and physical activity, to play and be creative, and to meet and interact 

with other kids. They can also allow parents a stress relief and a place to meet other parents. 

Numerous parents in this study sought these and other benefits of parks by taking their kids to 

parks on a regular basis. However, finding a good park for kids is more challenging in some 

neighborhoods than others.  The dismal report of the state of Oakland’s parks presented from 

Oakland Parks Coalition (OPC) verified some of what many of the parents had told me and the 

other interviewers.  

As noted in the literature, parks are becoming another public asset that is increasingly reliant 

upon new partnerships, donations, and volunteerism to maintain them. In Oakland: “Oakland 

Parks Coalition recruits Park Stewards to monitor and report problems in their parks and to 

organize clean-ups. Friends of Oakland Parks and Recreation raise money for capital 

improvements in our parks. And independent neighborhood groups conduct workdays at parks 

nearly every weekend”. In the OPC report, the park survey takers were aware of 46 parks that 

were supported by an Established group. Nineteen of the 46 were in one of the 10 clusters in this 

study, and of the 19, fifteen were in the north, mid-north, and northwest and east central clusters, 

which are the areas with moderate to higher incomes. The other four are one each in downtown, 

Eastmont, Fruitvale, and West Oakland. The one in Fruitvale is of particular note since it has 

recently been redone by a major volunteer effort by a community youth nonprofit. It was 

particularly valued by one of the grandmother caregivers in this study. They could walk there; 

the features kept her grandson interested; it has a bathroom; they have met other families; and the 

park has special events. 

CG#43: they got a bathroom in the park now! They built a bathroom right at the front 

entrance. It’s a beautiful park! Sometimes we go down by the creek and put our feet in… not 

really … but let our feet dangle over the … embankment … and little [name] he likes to talk 

and stuff…he tells me stuff… 

Carrie: That’s nice … just to sit there with your feet dangling over … 

CG#43: Uh huh … it’s a creek … there’s a … a bridge that we like to go over … it’s a nice 

little park …we go there frequently …yeah…during the summertime … we really went.  

Carrie A lot of families use it?  

CG#43: Uh huh.  

Carrie You feel safe there?  

CG#43: Yeah…they had the swings…the slide … the basketball court … [and they] hold 

special events there … like during Easter … they had the Easter bunny there … 
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But many others were not as happy with their parks and having an established group is not 

enough to keep a park well-maintained. According to the OPC report, two of the eight parks that 

received the worst overall score had established groups. The other misnomer of park ratings and 

perceptions is that they can be subjective and for parents, they may be based on prior experiences 

and memories of the reputations of the park they hold from their childhood. For instance, West 

Oakland houses one of the city’s larger recreation and youth centers with a pool, programs for 

children, a large historic home, and massive campus. The park received a 2 overall, and in most 

categories, a 3 for drainage and greenery and a 4-worst, for the recreation center. I observed the 

park several times during my research and would probably agree with most of these rankings. 

The facilities could be in better shape, but they’re not terrible, but some of their facilities are 

closed, and the house and grounds are not well-maintained. The following comments are the 

range of perceptions I heard from parents who lived in the West Oakland Cluster. 

CG#46: One time when I first moved out here me and my children were walking from De 

Fremery Park and there were people on the stairs saying do you want some food.  This is the 

most giving place I have ever been in.  You don’t have to go hungry and you don’t have to go 

coatless out here unless you choose to…if you choose to change your life the resources are 

here, and resources are here for you.   

Carrie: So you go to De Fremery Park?  Do you like it?  Do you feel like it is safe and nice? 

CG#46: when they have events going on, yeah. 

 

CG#56:  Yeah. I am going to throw a barbeque at a park and invite all my friends…I am 

thinking about De Fremery…My son likes the skate park…He can’t go on his own, but he 

goes with a lady now that I just talked to.  She takes him to the skate park. I don’t know.  I am 

kind of leery about… 

Carrie: Him being there by himself several blocks away.   

CG#56: I don’t know, this area is… I don’t know.  I just be hearing them gun shots.  

 

CG#65:  You know they have at the De Fremery usually around the holidays; Halloween and 

Christmas…Valentine’s Day; De Fremery will have a family game night…they will have the 

whole meal, spaghetti, the salads, the pastas, the bread, the turkey for the holiday, the 

dressing; like a buffet. Then they will have the puzzles at the tables.  If you do the crossword 

puzzle.  You do the games where everyone interacts.  You do the bingo thing.  You have a 

scavenger hunt.  There are prizes for everyone.  There are photos with Santa Claus.  It is 

really nice on family game night, it is a fun night.  We will all go there.  We will walk there.   

Carrie: What do you think of the park?   

CG#65: De Fremery?  I grew up at De Fremery.  I love De Fremery.  It looks exactly the 

same.  It looks exactly the same.  They have better play structures.  I guess they had to 

retrofit into the city ordinance.  It is pretty much the same.  [But] No place is safe for kids.  I 

don’t care where you go.  To the hood, to the neighborhood, no place is safe for kids.  That is 

just me.  Your child is as safe as you make them.  Would I let her go to De Fremery by herself 

right now?  No.  [not until she is] probably 16. 
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Another parent felt the same way and remembered it from her childhood. 

CG#66: De Fremery. It is the safest park to go to. I love it.  I don’t hear anything that goes 

on there. There are always special events for everybody to go to. It is real nice.   We go to the 

clown shows. They have family night there.  As a matter of fact I think I am going this month 

to family night.  They have all kinds of games for kids… I used [go to the pool] when I was a 

kid. I think I might next summer take him for swimming lessons or something.   

But another parent who grew up in the neighborhood and still lives there would not use De 

Fremery Park; instead she goes to Emeryville and Berkeley. She also avoids another park in the 

area because it is too open any may be at risk for gun shots.  

Carrie: Do you ever go to De Fremery Park? Did you go there when you were growing up? 

CG# 45: Yup. I used to play tennis over there on the lawn … I used to play badminton … 

Now it’s like … you don’t go there… [and] Willow Street Park. I would never take her 

there… Because it’s too out in the open and it’s too much that be going on … and I don’t 

like… Yeah. I don’t want her to be all paranoid. I want her to be a kid … and not be scared. 

 

In other clusters, parents also had different perceptions regarding the same parks. Clearly, 

parents’ perceptions of safety and attractiveness vary by individual, sometimes based on their 

personal experiences, and often, I found, based on their exposure to other places. Many of the 

parents who did not like their neighborhood parks had cars and could travel to parks in other 

parts of Oakland, but most often they went to other cities, like Berkeley, Hayward and San 

Leandro. Once they saw parks that had better facilities, nicer views, and more equipment for 

their kids, and fewer people that made them suspicious, they were less satisfied with their own 

park. This is not to say that they were wrongly judging or perceiving their own park, but when 

people are presented with few choices, they may be more accepting of what they have. Some 

people were also more tolerant or comfortable with their ability to shield their children from 

things they should not see, such as drug dealings. Rather than avoiding parks, they would walk 

around people, or draw their kid’s attention away from groups of gang members. Yet, even the 

tolerant parents wished they did not have to deal with these issues and it was these types of 

things that made many of the parents in the study wish they could move to other neighborhoods 

or cities. 

DISCUSSION OF NEIGHBORHOOD ANALYSIS 

This analysis confirms the research that parent engagement is affected by personal 

characteristics, family processes, and contexts. In addition to parent’s decisions to engage, 

multiple supports are needed for parent engagement, including housing, transportation, ease of 

access to the school, employment, and community development. With each of these supports, 

parents know what types of things to do and they have the tools and time to do them. 

For school-based engagement, access is especially important. One of the ironies of school choice 

and parent involvement is that parents who chose some schools did so because they were 

impressed by the level of parent involvement. However, in this sample, parents could be most 

involved when they were closer to the school. Consequently, parents who choose schools that are 
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farther away risk not being able to be as involved as the parents they admired for being involved. 

They also may miss the opportunity to have their neighborhood school contribute to their 

neighborhood, as well as the opportunity to meet other parents in the neighborhood, and the 

benefits that might arise from knowing nearby parents. Some parent who used non-neighborhood 

school also did not feel as welcomed at the school since they were not in the community and 

research shows parents are more likely to be involved if they feel welcomed. 

In addition to convenience, safety is also an issue. Both safety and convenience in neighborhoods 

affects all three types of engagement: community, school and home. Unaffordable housing 

problems that force families to move or live in neighborhoods they would not otherwise choose 

might affect parent engagement if the parent perceives it is not safe to travel in their 

neighborhood, especially at night. As one mother told me, she felt safe in her neighborhood 

because it was “the evil she knew”. Even in a neighborhood with crime, parents who know the 

neighborhood may feel safer. 

Housing, convenience and safety are also related to transportation. Several of the parent’s daily 

routines would never work on public transit. The following time-space graph shows the travel 

times and distances for a parent (CG#8) with a part-time job close to home whose children attend 

3 different schools. In the morning she takes one to school and the other to her grandma’s house 

and the grandma takes the other two to school so the mom can go to work. Later, the mom picks 

her each child from their separate schools and takes all of them to a free tutoring program where 

she stays for 30 minutes to talk to the tutors. While her kids stay there for another two hours do 

their homework, she returns home to make dinner, then returns to the tutoring program to pick 

them up. They all return home to eat dinner quickly before they all leave again to go to dance 

practice, which the mother leads. While the distances are not far, the time schedule is tight and 

the routes are not directly serviced by transit so driving is the only way to support the extra 

engagement activities and to send her daughters to three schools. The diagram also shows the 

importance of other supports as well, including part-time work and family support. As noted by 

Figure 1-2 of the HDS model in the Introduction section, it is the combination of multiple 

supports that makes engagement possible. 
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Figure 6-4 Time space prism 

 

 

Another interesting aspect of this mother’s daily routine is how she found the free afterschool 

program and the schools where she sends her daughters. During the interview, she was a parent 

that talked about finding the resources that are out there and the importance of having one of 

those “friends in the know”. She happened to meet that friend at a social services agency and the 

friend keeps her informed of free opportunities for kids and families. This mom also belongs to a 

church that she and her daughters volunteer for every week. Her community and social network 

make her life more livable and provide her daughters with more opportunities than they would 

otherwise have given their mom’s low income.  These types of community and social supports 

were another key finding in the neighborhood analysis. The ability to share knowledge with 

other parents and to tap into social supports is essential.  
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SUMMARY 

Forty three years ago, Hagerstrand (Hagerstrand, 1970) critiqued his fellow regional scientists 

for thinking about the movement and location of people in the same terms and with the same 

tools as for handling and storing materials. Unlike widgets, people have to do things at different 

locations at different times, and they have to sleep and eat each day. Parents also have to care for 

and help to education their children. Thus, when social policies increase peoples’ daily travel, we 

must take into account how that travel must affect the other things they need to do each day. This 

is not being considered by the choice school policy promoters, who are mostly economists and 

business people. Likewise, groups who study time-space constraints and capabilities are absent 

from education policy decisions. As a result, parent who pursue school choice for their children 

now have to devote more of their private time to transporting their children to school. While this 

may be more time with their children and in some cases the school may be better, it is not 

necessarily more quality time with children, and it also depletes a family’s time and money. As 

Hagerstrand observed, when general social and legal controls fail to consider spatial constraints 

and capabilities, they reduce the remaining time in peoples’ days after the required needs are 

met. More recently, Jarvis notes that the “transfer of responsibility” to the individual has created 

an “added burden of time (and energy-consuming movement)…as they process information and 

gain access to open markets for education, health, transport, family care services and so on” (H. 

Jarvis, 2005). 

The tug among parents’ multiple roles and places was evident through the statistical time use 

analysis in Chapter 5 and the neighborhood analysis in this chapter. Comparing time use to 

proxies for self-efficacy, life contexts, and school invitations showed how parents managed or 

not to be engaged. Working parents with moderate to high incomes made time by reducing their 

necessary and discretionary activities, such as sleep, personal care, and leisure, in order to 

balance contracted work time with committed child care time. Lower income parents who were 

not working had a greater challenge of finding resources to meet the required activities for their 

children and themselves. When possible, they took their children to additional enrichment 

activities, and some volunteered at school, but finding the extra time or money to take their 

children to distant schools likely made volunteering and other activities less possible. 

Analyzing engagement through a closer look at the urban and spatial aspects of a family’s life 

contexts provides additional explanations for differences in levels and types of parent 

engagement. Using detailed neighborhood conditions and location data is one method of 

studying that aspect of life context since neighborhoods vary in several ways, lending further 

insight to differences in family processes. Neighborhoods vary by locations within the city, with 

some closer to downtown Oakland and others closer to borders with the surrounding suburbs. 

The roads, highways, and transit lines that run through each neighborhood affect the residents 

through traffic levels, pedestrian safety, and quality of access to other destinations. The 

percentage of families that use the neighborhood school also influences the neighborhood 

through daytime population, home-to-school travel patterns, and whether the school acts as a 

neighborhood institution helping to create a sense of community among the residents. Amenities 

are also important since they create activity, draw non-neighborhood residents to the 

neighborhood, and provide convenience and a sense of place for residents. Amenities such as 

safe active parks or play spaces, neighborhood serving retail and services, such as small grocers, 

laundry services, bakeries, bookstores, and hardware stores, are just some of the types of 
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amenities that draw people to neighborhoods, and allow neighbors to meet or recognize familiar 

faces. Crime risk during the day and at night also greatly differentiate neighborhoods from one 

another, and it can be a determinant for many of the other neighborhood conditions, including 

whether parents choose to use the neighborhood school, businesses invest in the community, and 

residents decide to stay in their homes. 

The Rockridge neighborhood stands out in Oakland because it has all of the above desirable 

features; easy access to both downtown and Berkeley, as well as BART access to San Francisco; 

a highly supported neighborhood school; a community planning council that promotes 

walkability and amenity development, including parks, plazas, and strong local businesses; and it 

has low crime rates. The picture below was taken at the newly renovated Rockridge BART plaza 

that the community helped to design. Seeing kids and families play in spaces like this in the 

neighborhood is not an uncommon site. This group appeared to be a school field trip, but similar 

gatherings happen each Sunday at the neighborhood farmer’s market and throughout the day at 

the neighborhood created park, Frog Park. 

 
Photo Source: Author, May 2013. 

If neighborhoods do not allow for convenient daily routines, the more complex routines may 

block the critical gates in life and prevent a person from getting on a more successful life path 

(Hagerstrand, 1970). A mother in her twenties who is spending the first eight to twelve years of 
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her child’s life shuttling him to school while being marginally or unemployed could end up in 

her mid-thirties having had few good work experiences. By then, she may have missed those 

critical gates because of the series of small events and routine activities that consumed her time. 

Without additional education or career advancement, a parent’s income remains low and they do 

not gain additional skills, knowledge, and work experience to pass on to their children. With a 

lower income, parents cannot afford the extra lessons and experiences that greatly shape 

children’s early learning and development, and remain crucial during the middle and high school 

years.  

While some parents noted there were a lot of free programs—“you just have to look for them”, 

looking for them can be the problem. Free programs are terrific, but they take time to find, they 

can be competitive, and they may be one-off experiences. Additionally, for some opportunities it 

is rare to find free programs, such as weekly year-round piano lessons for eight years. Also, 

school-based free afterschool programs, such as music and science programs, are increasingly 

only at the schools with the lowest income students. A low-income child who attends a school 

with a higher income student body will not have access to some of these free programs and may 

not be able to afford the fee-based programs at the school they attend.  

If the purpose for parent engagement is to increase the human capital of children because schools 

do not have enough resources to do it alone, then it follows that parents also need resources to 

develop their children’s human capital. Human capital development requires money and time 

investments; it is not a cost free endeavor. Policymakers have recognized this to an extent by 

recommending higher investments in early childhood education; tax breaks to companies that 

invest in workers; and redistributive tax policies that reduce taxes on the poor, so they have more 

remaining income. Looking at this from a human capital perspective then, this research shows 

that one reason for the differences in parent engagement is the result of differences in parents’ 

resources for human capital expenditures on their children and themselves. The implications then 

are for policies that increase family resources for parent engagement. Put simply, policies should 

include a mix of income-raising, and cost-reducing strategies, e.g. through raising minimum 

wages, creating programs that provide resources to children that parents cannot afford, reducing 

household costs on housing, food, and transportation, so more income can be devoted to their 

children as well as their own education; and funding community organizations that support 

parents. 

When thinking about how broad policies of choice may affect the masses, we also need to think 

about the social organization, tools and technology that each person need to pursue the choice. 

For instance, what tools and social organization are required for a parent to participate in school 

choice or housing choice? Further, how does the school choice interact or conflict with housing 

choice?   

Too often separate policies and market systems look at people as separate “segments in the 

population mass, such as the labor force, commuters, migrants, shoppers, tourists, viewers of 

television, members of organizations, etc., each segment being analyzed very much in isolation 

from the others.” Relevant to this study are policymakers who view parents separately as parents 

of OUSD students, or even smaller, a Garfield elementary school student parent, and other 

agencies who see them as food stamp users, Medi-Cal users, and Section 8 voucher holders. The 

section 8 counselors did not seem to consider that the voucher holder is also a daughter who is 
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close to and reliant upon her mom for day care and friendship, or a parent who volunteers at 

Horace Mann elementary school, when recommending a move to Sacramento. The school choice 

policymakers forget that many parents are also transit users and school choice, housing choice, 

transit use, work, and free programs for kids do not always align. 

Policymakers must consider how their actions collide in peoples’ lives because few families have 

the resources to actively manage and control the infrastructure of their everyday lives. Further 

there are only a few neighborhoods where the everyday infrastructure is complete. In many 

neighborhoods in Oakland, the parks are dirty and unsafe, the schools are surrounded by crime, 

and the grocery stores are limited or too expensive. Parents who live in these neighborhoods 

must spend time and money getting these everyday infrastructures in other places. While they’re 

accessing the infrastructure, they’re missing out on the ability to receive the invitations, or to 

have the formal and informal, and direct or vicarious interactions. These types of interactions are 

more likely to occur when parents have multiple supports in their lives, strong social seams, and 

dense spatial networks that allow high levels of different types of access to people, places and 

information. With good access, parents can better balance their time and resources in a way that 

allow children to develop in-school, at-home, and away-from-home.  
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CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION 
 

The goal of this dissertation was to study how the urban environment affects parents’ time, 

energy, and resources for engagement in their children’s learning. With the answers to this 

question, urban planners could potentially become important actors in the U.S. education system. 

In the current school reform debates, teachers are held accountable for children’s education and 

performance and there is little dialog about the need to improve the other influences on 

children’s learning, including their parents and their environments. As explained throughout this 

dissertation, parents play a critical role in their children’s education and learning, particularly if 

they engage with their children’s education at home, get involved in their children’s schools, and 

involve their children in community-based activities and programs that provide additional types 

of leaning and socialization.  

Research in several fields has identified causes and processes that allow or prevent parents from 

engaging in their children’s education. Personal characteristics, beliefs, and capabilities are 

important for a parent’s decision and motivation to be engaged. Time and resource constraints 

imposed by their family demands, employment, or their external environment dictate the actual 

opportunities for engagement. The school environment, culture or programs that reach out to 

parents may determine whether a parent feels comfortable being involved at the school, and has 

information on how to be involved at home. Community and social supports may also support 

engagement by helping parents to meet their needs, thereby increasing time and resources for 

engagement. Community supports might also give parents the knowledge and skills to be 

engaged, or provide emotional and social ties that affect their motivation to be engaged. Most 

studies focus on the associations among these different influences and parents’ personal 

characteristics, namely income, education levels, family size, and employment status.  

There is less detailed information about how specific barriers in parent’s external contexts, such 

as “housing and transportation problems”, or “neighborhood issues” prevent their engagement. 

Ethnographic, and some quantitative studies, have identified these types of barriers, but these 

studies have not provided enough detail on the nature of the housing, transportation, or 

neighborhood problems. This is largely because parent engagement has scarcely been researched 

by urban planners who study transportation and housing systems in more detail and within a 

spatial context. As a planner, when I read these other studies, I wondered if, for instance, the 

transportation problems were with public transit, a problem particular to an individual or a 

specific population in a specific location, a matter of costs, travel time and distance, or 

something else. Similar questions can be asked for housing, neighborhood and other 

environmental problems.  

Knowing that the external environment was a problem, it was important to explore families in 

their daily routines given their specific external environments in order to develop the appropriate 

planning solutions. Therefore, as described in Chapter 3, this study collected details from parents 

through a socio-demographic survey, a two-day time use diary, an initial meeting, and an in-

depth interview. It also collected data on the urban environment through background research 

and participant observation of families’ neighborhoods, nonprofit groups, and public meetings of 

various government agencies. This two-part strategy of data collection was necessary to capture 
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as many familial and external influences on parent engagement, as well as the interactions 

among them. Combined, they provide the information on when, where, how, and why 

engagement was or was not able to occur with a level of place-based specificity that can inform 

policy at multiple levels. As described in Chapter 2, Oakland has many challenges and the data 

presented here provided more insight on the particular impacts of these challenges, from high 

crime, to unreliable transit, to a lack of jobs, to high-priced housing.  

With these data, the research question was explored in two ways. First, in Chapter 5, quantitative 

methods compared time allocations on all daily activities, including parent engagement 

activities, to the parent’s personal characteristics, and a few external characteristics, such as 

distance to the school. Breaking out time use on necessary, committed, contracted, and 

discretionary time by income, education, race or ethnicity, family structure, work, household 

resources (a car), and school proximity showed the multiple ways personal and environmental 

characteristics affect time or resources for different types of parent engagement. In terms of 

direct time on parent engagement activities, only income, employment, car ownership, 

neighborhood school, miles to school, and ages of kids were significant, implying engagement is 

primarily a matter of resources, determined by income, work, and transportation accessibility 

rather than knowledge from formal education or beliefs and attitudes that some researchers have 

related to race or ethnicity. There were also differences in how much time parents spent on 

Household Activities, Personal Care, Sleep, Sports Exercise and Recreation, Socializing, 

Relaxation and Leisure, and Eating & Drinking, but these differences appeared to be an act of 

juggling time to fit in care for children around work. Given the relatively small sample size, 

qualitative data from the interviews and time use diaries provided additional evidence and 

clarifications for the interpretation of the significant associations.  

After confirming that multiple factors influence parent engagement, and in the ways theorized by 

Hoover-Dempsey’s and Sandler’s model of self-efficacy, life contexts, and school invitations, 

Chapter 6 used qualitative and descriptive information to go into more depth on how the 

particular aspects of a family’s life context influences engagement. Specifically, by looking at 

each family, by neighborhood, the supports available to them, and the activity space they had to 

manage each day, the analysis identified how housing stability, transportation access, 

employment type and flexibility, social networks, and community development provide supports 

or barriers to different types of engagement. Across the income scale, all of these things are 

necessary for parents to fully engage. Parents who have a stable home base, easy access to their 

children’s school and to other places, a job that allows flexibility with children’s school and 

activities, and support from their family or community are best able to fit in the range of parent 

engagement activities recommended by educators.  

The research presented here confirmed several of the points that educators who look beyond the 

four walls of the classroom already have identified. First, parents’ daily interactions with their 

children vary by personal and external influences. Second, housing and transportation issues, 

neighborhoods, a parent’s comfort level at school, and work conflicts are major external 

influences that greatly affect the type, frequency, and quality of parent interactions with their 

children. But the specific contribution of this work is describing these external environment 

effects through a more specific urban planning lens. For instance, the detailed caregiver cases 

helped to describe whether it was a certain distance, cost, safety, or another issue that prevented 

a parent from going to a school meeting, finding a tutor for their child, or taking them to a park 
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to play with other children. It also identified how specific jobs, given their location and work 

requirements, conflicted with engagement at home, at school, and in the community. Perhaps 

most importantly, it showed how the composite of these things create the structures and 

circumstances that affect daily routines, and possibly longer term outcomes.  

What we learned from the more than 70 parents who so generously gave of their time and 

personal information is that the “external environment” that affects parent engagement is multi-

faceted and ever-changing. It is composed of:  

 

 life events and a parent’s response to them;  

 institutions, policies and funding mechanisms that affect their housing stability, 

children’s play, day care, neighborhood safety, parenting knowledge, and employability;  

 the design, maintenance, and operations of physical places and systems that affect how 

quickly, frequently, safely, affordably, and far children and parents can travel;  

 the structural economy that affects investment in their communities, their ability to find 

work, and the nature of that work;  

 geographies and social structures that create communities of different sizes and purposes; 

and  

 personal relationships with family and friends that provide tangible and emotional 

resources for parents.  

This list of findings also suggests that planners do have a role in improving school quality and it 

is by improving the social, economic, and physical infrastructures that are needed to support 

daily life and other opportunities that allow parents to engage more fully. In terms of what 

planners can do, there is no one size fits all program, as Warren and many others have noted 

(Warren, 2005). Improving parent engagement requires more than addressing poverty, as Diane 

Ravitch stresses, although poverty must be addressed. It’s also not just about neighborhood 

location, although good neighborhood accessibility can be a tremendous support. Instead, there 

has to be multiple solutions in ample amounts so that parents can obtain the suite of things they 

need but cannot provide on their own, including supplemental income supports, parenting 

knowledge, empowerment and social supports from community organizations, activities for 

children through free and quality public goods, e.g. libraries and parks, adult education tied to 

employment opportunities, affordable and healthy housing surrounded by pleasant streets and 

commercial districts, reliable public transit, and safe walking and bike paths (Warner & Rukus, 

2013). The more of these that parents can access, the more resources they will have for their 

children. 

As I read and reread the transcripts from the interviews and compared the comments to their time 

use diaries, the actual distances among their destinations, the data on the physical and social 

characteristics of their neighborhood, I was convinced that the data collected from more than 70 

very real people was authentic and reliable. Their stories, experiences, decisions, and routine 

patterns confirmed much of the psychological and educational research on parenting and parent 

engagement. There were enough common barriers and supports within and across neighborhood 

clusters from which I could identify issues or gaps with existing policies, programs, and planning 

processes. There is no question that taking a bus from one end of Oakland to another takes on 
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average twice as long as a car. Enough housing voucher holders, who did not know one another 

and who were located in different parts of the city, told me of similar issues they had with 

absentee landlords and problems finding an acceptable unit. There were stark and similar 

differences between parents who had participated in community groups and those who had not, 

in terms of their attitudes about their neighborhoods, and their knowledge about getting involved 

with school, finding activities for their kids, and finding supports for themselves. The desires for 

basic safety, amenities, a “calm” atmosphere, and the ability to walk to a park or library with 

their kids were also consistent across clusters and socioeconomic groups. The lack of these 

things had similar impacts on parents’ time and energy to do activities with their children outside 

their home.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR PLANNING PRACTICE AND THEORY 

There are ideological and political reasons why these types of supports are not already present in 

all neighborhoods and why planners and educators do not collaborate more: professionalization 

and protection of the respective fields of education and planning; moralistic perspectives on 

parenting, family, marriage, discipline and raising kids; crime causes, consequences and 

strategies; how much planners should intervene into the market; and whether building 

community and social capital is social engineering or a valuable expenditure of public funds. 

From a practical standpoint, regardless of these other debates, when social policies have an 

unintended effect of working against physical designs that would otherwise be accessible, there 

is a reason for planners to intervene or to collaborate with others to restore or improve the 

accessibility. As urbanists have noted for centuries, accessibility is an essential ingredient for 

healthy daily living. However, whether streets are safe is a matter of both crime and public 

investment; the presence of sidewalks and the design of crossings are necessary but not sufficient 

supports. Accessibility to school is a combination of what transport services are available and 

which schools parents choose. In Oakland, school accessibility is compromised because of the 

lack of school transportation and the high time and dollar costs of transportation for low and 

moderate income families. When financial managers cut parks and recreation budgets, an 

accessible, but deteriorating, park is no longer an amenity and neighborhood livability declines 

along with access to amenities. Therefore, the reason the designs of places are not physically 

deterministic for how people spend their time or how they travel is due in part to social policies 

and decisions that do not account for accessibility. These social policies also interact with 

individual choices for how to travel, and which schools and parks to use. However, focusing on 

improving physical access for families is still a worthwhile goal for planners, because every 

inaccessible trip a parent make reduces their time to spend on more important tasks. But it is 

clear that planners alone cannot improve access. There needs to be coordination between 

planners and the policymakers who determine the quality, quantity, and location of destinations, 

including schools, parks, youth centers, community centers, and adult education. The level of 

accessibility within a place, and to and from other places, is one aspect of why places themselves 

help to create wealth and poverty. 

Recently, planners have had success in promoting the need for more walkable and mixed-use 

places, although the number of those places still lags behind the demand. Perhaps with the 

additional reason of parent engagement, arguments for improving accessibility and neighborhood 

livability will have more weight. Planners also could incorporate the education reform movement 

that involves parents and the communities. This movement gets outweighed in the press by the 
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movement that favors more teacher accountability through merit pay and rigorous testing. In 

part, this is because some do not see it as the role of educators to promote community as a 

solution to school improvement. The community-based schools movement could use more 

experts from the community development arena to help support their claims and to identify 

specific solutions.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CURRENT PLANNING PROCESSES 

LONG RANGE PLANNING 

The City of Oakland is engaged in several long range planning processes for sub-areas within the 

city. Three of them have implications for a large percentage of families with school-aged 

children; the Lake Merritt Station Area Plan, the  

In the last few years, the Oakland Planning department has made an attempt to improve its 

community outreach and participation in the planning process. The improvements begin with the 

Lake Merritt Station Area Planning process in 2010 after the department had received negative 

comments on prior planning outreach for the citywide zoning update and the General Plan 

update. The department has changed the way it holds public meetings by having them in the 

community, and includes steering committees, technical groups, and citizen advisory groups to 

guide the processes. The feedback and transparency to the public has improved, and language in 

some of the plans reflects needs that community members have expressed through the process, 

such as “Encourage development of family housing”, “housing…for all income levels”, “Prevent 

involuntary displacement of residents and strengthen tenant rights.”  

The department has also looked for grants to fund ancillary studies to inform the larger plans, 

such as the Affordable Housing Technical Memo for the Lake Merritt Plan, a Transit Oriented 

Development study to accompany the technical plan for the International Boulevard Bus Rapid 

Transit project, and an Equitable Economic Development study for the West Oakland Specific 

Plan. These were initiated in response to community feedback that their concerns about 

affordable family housing, the need for economic development along with bus rapid transit, and 

the specific jobs and services for existing residents. 

The department has justification for commissioning some of these additional studies based on the 

City of Oakland’s General Plan, which has several goals regarding affordability, vital 

commercial districts in all neighborhoods, and economic development in distressed areas. The 

list below includes some of these goals, including goals for more commercial development, 

civic, and educational facilities in neighborhoods; attractive and safe streets for pedestrians; and 

more programming and increased safety in parks. The Equitable Economic Development plan 

for West Oakland, was an exception. The planners specifically stated that they were not required 

to produce an equity plan for a sub-area plan according to state planning law. However, they 

identified grant monies to do one because of resident’s concerns.   

If the following goals from the Oakland General Plan were more actively pursued many of the 

barriers and lack of opportunities that were identified in this study would not be as severe. 

 Neighborhood: N1: Provide for healthy, vital, and accessible commercial areas that help 

meet local consumer needs in the neighborhoods. 
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 Neighborhood: N2: Encourage adequate civic, institutional, and educational facilities 

located within Oakland, appropriately designed and sited to serve the community. 

 Neighborhood: N3: Encourage the construction, conservation, and enhancement of 

housing resources to meet the current and future needs of the Oakland community. 

 Neighborhood: N8: Direct urban density and mixed use housing development to locate 

near transit or commercial corridors, transit stations, the Downtown, waterfront, 

underutilized properties where residential uses do not presently exist but may be 

appropriate, areas where this type of development already exists and is compatible with 

desired neighborhood character, and other suitable locations.  

 Neighborhood: N10: Support and create social, informational, cultural, and active 

economic centers in the neighborhoods. 

 Transportation: T6: Make streets safe, pedestrian accessible, and attractive 

 REC 5.1: Increased Range of Activities. Provide an increased range of activities within 

Oakland’s parks as a means of introducing new users to the parks and improving safety 

through numbers 

 REC 6.1: Joint Use Agreements. Promote joint use agreements between the City, the 

Oakland Unified School District, and other public agencies to maximize the use of school 

and other non-park recreational facilities during non-school hours. 

 Policy I/C1.4 Investing in Economically Distressed Areas of Oakland. Economic 

investment consistent with the City’s overall economic strategy, should be encouraged, 

and, where feasible, should promote viable investment in economically distressed areas 

of the city. 

Few of these goals are being actively pursued because of the lack of staffing, the City’s budget 

crisis, and the State’s dissolution of city redevelopment agencies which formerly were a partial 

funding source for projects that would help to achieve some of these goals. Ideally, planners 

would be working on all of them, along with the school district, local nonprofits, and residents in 

each neighborhood. While longer term goals will these take time and extensive financial, 

community, and human resources, short term planning projects and creative partnerships can 

help to improve some neighborhood conditions.  

SHORT TERM PLANNING PROJECTS  

Through my observations, I tracked promising programs that if scaled up to serve more people, 

or duplicated, they could provide the services and community connections that many 

neighborhoods in Oakland are lacking. The following lists some of these 

Improve amenities and supportive services near existing affordable housing 

There is a shortage of affordable housing in Oakland, but there is still a substantial share of 

residents who are living in affordable housing. But many are living in neighborhoods without 

basic goods and services. A long time debate in cities across the country has been whether cities 

should subsidize grocery stores in order to provide fresh, healthy and more affordable food in 

places that are so-called “food deserts”. I argue that there should be incentives just as there are 

incentives for affordable housing and that to subsidize housing in areas without grocers, or other 

necessary retailers is not providing sufficient support to the residents in the housing. When 

affordable housing developers are planning housing in an area, they could include the 
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redevelopment of nearby sites in part of their financing, including sites for small grocers, coffee 

shops, laundry services, banks, and convenience stores.  

Affordable housing developers who include supportive services on-site might also look to the 

nearby vacant storefronts, if they are near a commercial area, as sites for the on-site supportive 

services, instead of building new space for these services within the housing development. This 

would have two benefits. First, it would allow for more housing units in the development, and 

second it would help to improve the commercial area near the housing development. The 

residents I interviewed who lived in affordable housing developments liked their housing but 

they all wished the areas around the development were safer, had convenience stores, more 

pedestrians, and more attractive commercial areas.  

Convert government agencies in accessible areas to affordable housing 

State, county, and local government agencies should look at their properties that are situated in 

high demand areas and consider converting them to affordable housing, or to building housing 

above their single story offices.  For instance, there is a State Department of Motor Vehicles 

(DMV) Office in the middle of the Rockridge neighborhood, an area with excellent schools, a 

vibrant commercial district, a BART station, and a growing presence of families. It is a single 

story building with a huge parking lot. While this may have been a good location decades ago, 

since it is near a high way entrance/exit, the area has changed and is in high demand. There is 

precedence with conversion of government buildings, including old post offices, schools, health 

asylums, transit station parking lots, etc. to lofts and condos, but these usually are not converted 

to affordable housing. This may not be the right property to convert, but with one of the biggest 

challenges and costs to affordable housing being the price of land, converting government-

owned property to mixed use or affordable housing may be one solution. At the same time, the 

displaced government agency could move to an area that needs more commercial activity.  

Create dynamic neighborhood installations to celebrate cultural and historic values in 

neighborhoods 

At one of the plan commission meetings I attended, two local architects presented their idea for a 

guided walking trail from downtown Oakland through and around West Oakland. They had the 

route completely mapped and described in detail how many points of interest and park spaces, 

were along the route. They described: “it will have banners, lights, unifying themes, crops, ways 

for seniors and kids to meet, flowers…” They felt this would be of interest to West Oakland 

residents, visitors, and all Oakland residents. Based on the research by Haney on disorder and 

self-esteem (Haney, 2007), Cameron on recognition and happiness (Anderson et al., 2012), and 

countless other studies on celebration of community assets, like this, if implemented with an 

engaged community, could have very positive short and longer term benefits. Several parents in 

the study wished their neighborhoods were more walkable, that their neighborhood school was 

better, and that the city would make more investments in their local environment to show that 

“they cared”. A walking tour, as these two men proposed, that is historical, active, and constantly 

updatable, could be beneficial to parent engagement. Akin to a WPA project, it could provide 

paid or unpaid work and volunteer opportunities for parents. Students could contribute and learn 

through writing the text, mapping the trail, planting the crops, and identifying the history of local 

spaces. It would build community through interactions, help to define the community spatially, 

and create more public spaces for people to interact and build trust among each other.  
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Continue and scale-up community-based programs that assist parents with work, 

family, home, and health 

Several community based programs highlighted in the earlier chapters should also be expanded 

and tailored at the neighborhood level, smaller than the City of Oakland and even below the 

large areas of East and West Oakland. For instance, the nonprofit group in Fruitvale that 

provided the diverse training programs to the mothers I interviewed should be replicated to other 

parts of the city so they can serve more people and focus on the specific needs of the people who 

live in different neighborhoods. This group’s neighborhood location was a key asset. It was 

accessible to people who lived there, it was small enough so the women who participated became 

friends and supports for each other, and they could gear the program to the population in the 

area, in this case immigrant women with issues related to legal status, language, workers’ rights, 

job skills, etc. Another promising program for neighborhoods is community gardens. Oakland 

has an ideal climate for gardening and a number of parents mentioned the desire for community a 

community garden in their neighborhood. They saw it as a way to develop local enterprise, foster 

parent and student community engagement, to improve their nutrition (since food pantries rarely 

offered fresh food), and to clean up blighted properties. Some of their older kids had worked on 

community gardens for summer jobs and school year internships and had gained a lot of 

applicable skills and knowledge.  

However, these tiny “points of light” are not enough. They also need to be surrounded by more 

directed economic development in disinvested areas. One method to help attract business and 

development to areas is local business groups with neighborhood resident participation. In 

Oakland there aren’t many of these and only a handful has been successful. The Rockridge 

Community Planning Council is a successful one and they address more than just business 

development, but the Laurel District Association has not been as successful due to market 

interest in the area. This is where the city’s, region’s and state’s efforts are needed. It is 

important to have the local group to get community buy-in, volunteer hours, and input on needs, 

but alone, they do not have the resources, scope, incentives, or research that higher levels of 

government have for stimulating local economic development.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL REFORM 

NON-SCHOOL POLICIES THAT AFFECT EDUCATION THROUGH THEIR EFFECTS ON PARENTS: 

Based on the findings from this research, and work in prior studies on the contexts that affect 

education outcomes, I also tracked numerous policy decisions at the city and state level that may 

have counter-productive effects on increased investments in public schools by cutting funding 

for parents.  

Cuts to affordable housing and adult education 

In the sane week that Governor Jerry Brown announced State lawmakers would have “the fight 

of their lives” if they tried to go against his new school funding reform proposal
8
, the City of 

                                                 
8
 The new school funding announced by Governor Brown and supported by the 2012 voter-approved Proposition 

30, would give more money to needy school districts rather than distributing school funding equally across the state. 

It would also give the money as one large block grant to the school district instead of as categorical funding. This 
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Oakland proposed cutting its Housing and Community Development program and staff because 

it no longer has Redevelopment funds, which the Governor cut in 2011. East Bay Housing 

Organization held a rally on the steps of Oakland City Hall on April 30
th

 to time it with the 

Mayor’s budget announcement. In their email announcement to get people to the rally, they 

noted the link between housing and education:  

“Come to our rally to urge the city council to fund the affordable housing programs and staff 

as well as to highlight the importance of affordable housing as a public safety, health, 

education, and jobs issue.” (EBHO email, April 30, 2013). 

That same week, May 2013, there were also protests against OUSD for closing its adult 

education centers. 

Administration of welfare programs 

Across cases, there were a lot of differences among parents who weren’t working but were 

receiving some sort of aid for themselves or their children. Gustafson’s discussion of the current 

welfare policy illustrates why that is the case. She labels the policy as “a vague and fuzzy set of 

commands and symbols” (Gustafson, 2011). Further, she notes that the reasons they are vague 

and fuzzy is that only some of them are based on policy rules, but others are actually “products 

of individual interpretation”. It also has been documented that it is a factor of the recipients’ 

knowledge and access to information about the programs. If parents don’t receive supports from 

themselves, their children do not have full support either. Thus, supports for parents shouldn’t 

depend on getting paired with the right case worker, or knowing which programs are available.  

First five, but what about the next 15? 

When I compared what most of the middle school and high school children were doing in the 

study based on the diaries and interviews to what educators recommend, it was clear that a lot of 

parents are not engaging enough with their middle-school and high school students. The strategy 

to support parents and children during these years needs to be multi-pronged and include a strong 

public outreach and message component. As an analogy, the public service announcements and 

health programs for pre-natal care and the “First 5” years of a child’s life are reaching parents. 

Because community programs in low-income neighborhoods that deliver well-researched 

messages and workshops, such as the Brighter Beginnings programs through the United Way, 

lower income parents in the study talked about the importance of reading and talking to their 

younger children, having “developmental” day care, and providing good nutrition. Another 

model is the public outreach on childhood obesity. The Center for Disease Control recently 

reported that national averages as well as an eight year study comparing children in Los Angeles 

and New York show there is a leveling off and potential decline in child obesity among pre-

school kids (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013). When asked what the causes 

might be, the CDC director said it was a combination of many things, including community 

programs, supplemental nutrition programs, medical outreach and other factors, not just one 

strategy. Building on the success of the First Five and childhood obesity programs, schools and 

cities might collaborate on a “Next 15” campaign to address the needs of children from ages 6 to 

                                                                                                                                                             
would allow districts to spend the money as they see fit rather than according to prescribed categories from the 

State.  
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20. While there is sound research on how critical the first five years of life are to brain 

development and adult success (Reynolds et al., 2007; U.S. Department of Education, 2013), if 

not the most crucial for brain development, research also shows that sustained parent 

involvement is just as crucial for high school completion.  

COORDINATING POLICIES FOR EDUCATION AND PLANNING 

This study also has implications for the school reform debates and processes so that they may 

include more information about the surrounding community effects on students and schools. 

Education benchmarks that include child and parent well-being 

In education, there are an increasing number of measures and indicators to evaluate student 

performance, but at the same time, a lot of researchers note that they are not the correct measures 

and that they are not comprehensive.  

In an effort to address this locally, four nonprofit groups; GO!, Urban Strategies Council, 

Oakland Schools Foundation, and the Oakland Chamber of Commerce developed a Student 

Outcomes report intended to provide a more detailed set of student performance and outcome 

measures for the Oakland public schools (Greater Oakland Public Schools, 2013). The report 

was novel because it was the first time these different measures were compiled and presented 

together. They included education statistics, and some social statistics that are more in-depth 

than those reported in other education evaluations, such as by the State Department of Education. 

However, the measures were mostly on in-school performance, such as third grade reading 

proficiency and algebra test scores, and the recommended strategies to improve the outcomes 

were within-school strategies.  

As I participated in the webinar that launched the report, I was surprised by the narrow focus of 

strategies since the introduction to the slide show was about getting “all hands on deck” and “all 

community members to participate in helping children”. By the end of the presentation, it 

became clear that the “all hands on deck” and community support was to have community 

members advocate for more school funding. Although this webinar on February 28, 2013 was 

post the November, 2012 statewide elections in which California voters approved an increased 

sales tax and higher income tax on the wealthiest households to fund schools, Proposition 30, 

this group reminded the audience that the “extra” funding will not be enough to raise California 

from 49
th

 state in the country for per pupil funding.  

It is true that many schools need more funding. The only way some schools in Oakland are able 

to afford an adequate number of science and art teachers, and educational afterschool 

programming is through PTAs that raise more than $300,000 a year for the school. But in 

addition to raising more funding for schools, given the finding in this and numerous other studies 

about the importance of external contexts for student achievement, I think the following types of 

additional indicators would help to measure whether a) children are getting their basic needs met 

in order to be able to learn while at school and stay motivated when away from school to keep 

learning; and b) whether parents are supported so they have enough time, energy and resources 

to devote to their children: 
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Benchmarks about children’s readiness to learn and stay motivated in away-from-school hours 

 Housing mobility rate of families with dependent children 

 Housing conditions for families with dependent children 

 Food stamp take-up rate for families with dependent children 

 Afterschool participation rate per school, per neighborhood, and district-wide 

 Number of youth program spaces available in each neighborhood and in the city, e.g. 

mentoring programs, intramural sports, arts and music, internships, etc. 

 Costs of youth programs and estimated income required to afford the activities 

 Transportation and housing costs for households and the absolute residual amount for food, 

savings, and extracurricular activities 

 Park quality, safety, and suitability for kids in each neighborhood, and average distance from 

homes 

Benchmarks about supporting parents’ time, energy and resources for parent engagement 

 Travel times by public transit from each neighborhood to grocery stores in comparison to car 

 Housing voucher wait lists 

 Unanswered maintenance complaints at public and subsidized housing and repeat calls on 

complaints 

 Number of unsolved health risks in market housing 

 Unemployment rate by neighborhood 

 Distance and travel costs to jobs for parents with dependent children 

 Distance and travel costs to schools  

 Number of parents with jobs that have flexible schedules for at-school and at-home 

involvement 

 Access to and costs of developmentally appropriate day care centers in each neighborhood 

 Number of job training places available and access to them from each neighborhood 

 Availability of parent resource centers at each school or in each neighborhood 

 Number of public or private spaces where parents can meet and mingle in each 

neighborhood: coffee shops, community centers, used clothing and toy stores, book stores, 

etc. 

 Travel times by transit to WIC and other social service offices and hubs from each 

neighborhood 

 Costs, location, and availability of tutors and homework clubs near each neighborhood, 

especially for middle and high school students 

 Costs to play sports  

The latter category would be challenging data to collect, however a program at the youth center, 

Youth Uprising in East Oakland, was engaging the high school students who use the center to 

collect this type of data in their neighborhoods. The center had a grant to work with a consultant 

on a Health Impact Analysis. High school students could help to collect this data through 

programs at their school, or in classes. The survey conduct and analysis could incorporate math 

skills, and the field work and issues around each indicator could cover those topical areas from 

an historical, civics, or geography perspective, e.g. the travel distances, and housing stock issues. 

When I presented some research on the costs and time of housing and transportation for families, 

to students at a high school in East Oakland, the information resonated with a number of them. 
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They raised their hand and noted how they didn’t get to see their parents because they worked 

and commuted from distant jobs, or they couldn’t go some places because of the costs of transit 

or gas, etc. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

In terms of future research, the Oakland case suggests the necessity for identifying the 

foundational and extra supports necessary for parent engagement and specifying how certain 

conditions within a city, such as school choice, public transit performance, housing affordability, 

and neighborhood conditions affect parents’ daily lives. In Oakland, many parents were 

burdened by fear of crime and distance to both public amenities and commercial goods and 

services. 

With the information collected in this study on external conditions, a similar study in a city with 

school choice but variations and controls on some of Oakland’s barriers would provide insights 

on the strength of the identified barriers and supports. The mix of factors might include cost of 

housing, density of community organizations, prevalence of school choice, quality of public 

transit, and vibrancy of commercial districts in low-income areas.  

I also will continue to study the ongoing plan adoption process for the West Oakland Specific 

Plan, the Lake Merritt Station Area Plan, and the International Boulevard Bus Rapid Transit 

through the lens of parent engagement. As I have followed these plans through this study, 

planners have begun to respond to residents’ comments on gaps within the plans for affordable 

family housing, jobs for local residents, and transportation to jobs and other important needs. In 

some cases, city planning staff identified grants to do additional analyses, and the plans have 

slowly adopted some of the changes residents requested. At the same time, many of the issues 

are incorporated with non-committal terms. Therefore the implementation of the plan will be the 

true measure of whether these requests will be met by the public and private sector. As one of the 

advocates at the meetings for the West Oakland Specific Plan frequently commented: 

“You still have “minimize the potential for displacement of existing residents as new 

residents are accommodated”. It should just say, prevent the displacement.” (West Oakland 

resident, Steering Committee Meeting, October 17, 2012). 

Similar comments were made in regard to using “encourage” rather than “create”, in relation to 

jobs and services. Using the terms minimize and encourage versus prevent and create implies a 

different set of actions and potentially different outcomes. If cities are going to help to improve 

the ecological environments for parents and students, they must do more than minimize harmful 

events. More proactive steps need to be taken to develop accessible and livable learning 

communities for families.  
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APPENDIX A. INTERVIEW SCRIPT 
 

The following is the interview guide that I and the Spanish interviewers used for each of the 

parent interviews.  

INTERVIEW INTRODUCTION 

 

This study is interested in the things that affect your time and the things you are able to buy or 

use for yourself and your children, such as housing, transportation, and recreation, and how your 

time and the things you have access to might affect the amount and type of time you have to 

spend with their children on educational activities.   

In this interview, I'll ask you about the things that might affect your time and resources, such as 

where you live, how you get around, where your job is and when you work, whether you have 

child care, and how much contact you have with friends and family. I'll also ask you about your 

children's school, their homework, their extracurricular activities, communication with the 

teacher, the types of activities and conversations you have with your children and other things 

related to their education. 

Your answers will be combined with answers from 84 other parents or caregivers in order to 

study the types of things that support or challenge parent time and resources in Oakland. 

The results will be published, but your answers will remain completely confidential and 

anonymous. Your real name and address will not be used in any document. 

Also remember that you also have the right to refuse to answer any or all questions.  

Do you have any questions about the study or confidentiality before we begin? 
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14 MAJOR CATEGORIES OF QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW: 

Time-use diary, destinations, and transportation 

Let’s start with your time-use diary.   

 How do the days you recorded compare to your typical day?  What about in comparison 

to your busiest day? 

 What do you think are the daily or weekly activities that take up most of your time? 

 On your questionnaire, you said you primarily get around by _____________. How much 

do you use other modes (such as transit if they get around by car, or vise versa)?  

 Are there other places that you go in a typical week that you didn’t list on your diary?  

 What do you think about the amount of time you spend traveling each day?   

 Where do you go for the things, such as groceries, clothes shopping, school supplies, or 

parks, etc. that aren’t in your neighborhood? How often do you go to these places? 

 On your survey, you said you _(did/didn’t)___________ walk. IF YES, to which places 

do you walk? IF NO, why don’t you walk? 

 How is the public transportation in your neighborhood? 

 Are there places you need or would like to go using transit, but you can’t or won’t? 

 On your questionnaire you said you spend $__________ on transportation. That’s per 

year, right? Can you explain how you got that total? [enter answer on diary- go 

through each type of expense and record their estimate if they remember them, e.g. 

insurance, payment, etc.] 

 Your child(ren) get to and from school by __________________. Have you tried other 

routes or modes? Why or why not?  

 Overall, how would you rate your transportation and you and your family’s ability to get 

to the places you need to go each day or week? [If they need prompting: convenient, 

easy, quick, reliable?] 

Health care 

What about getting to health care appointments?  

 Where do you go for healthcare (location)?  Is that where your children go? 

 What about dental and eye care? 

 How often would you say that you or others in your family go to health appointments?  

 How easy is it to get to your appointments?  If you miss appointments, what usually is the 

cause? 

 Do you have health care insurance?  IF NOT: Where do you go for health care? Is it 

affordable? 

Child care 

On your time-use diary, it looks like your child care is [after school program, head start, 

relative, etc.] 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Do you mind sharing about how much you spend each week or month on child care? 

$______ 
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 Do you have nearby family or friends that help with your kids?   When you need a last 

minute babysitter, can you contact them or can you contact friends or neighbors? 

 Will your child care change when your kids get older (e.g. when they’re too old for 

headstart or maybe older kids can watch younger kids)?  

Housing  

Your questionnaire said you have lived here for _________ years.  How do you like your 

current housing? 

 About how many places have you lived since you’ve had your children? 

 What are some of the reasons you’ve moved OR stayed?  

 Would you like to stay here?  

 What are the things you look for in a house/apartment?  What about things for your 

children, such as the number of bedrooms, indoor or outdoor play space?  

 About how much do you spend on your housing? Does that include utilities? 

Neighborhood 

How did you decide to move to this neighborhood? [Was it the housing?] 

 What area do you consider to be your neighborhood? Can you list the streets that are the 

major boundaries? 

 Were schools a factor in deciding where to live?  

 How did you decide to send your kids to their current schools? 

 How do you like your neighborhood? 

 Are there things you would change about it? 

 Do you feel safe?  

 Do you see the police very often in your neighborhood? Are they in the places where 

they’re needed? What about parks? 

 Do you know any of your neighbors? How would you describe your relationship with 

them? 

 Is this a convenient place to live?  [e.g. is it easy to get to work, shopping, school, or to 

see your friends and family from here?] 

 Have you thought about moving to another neighborhood? 

 If you could live anywhere in Oakland, where would that be?  

 What about anywhere in the Bay Area? 

Employment 

On your questionnaire, you list that you are working/not working______________________.  

[if working]: How do you like it?   

 [if working]: Is your work stressful or tiring? 

 [if working]: Is this what you would like to continue to do? 

 [if working]: How is the location?  
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 [if working]: How does the timing of your workday fit with your other activities and 

kids? 

 What would you like to do in the long term? Do you have a dream job or goal?  

Leisure, play, informal learning  

When you have free time, what do you like to do? 

 What do your kids like to do for fun?  

 Do they play any sports or musical instruments? Do their schools offer art and music? 

What about sport teams or recreation activities? 

 What are some of the favorite things you like to do with your kids?   

 Do they like to help around the house with things? Do they like to cook?  

 What are some of the places you like to take your kids?  

 Have you been to the libraries or museums in Oakland or other cities, such as Chabot 

Space and Science, the Oakland Museum, the Academy of Sciences? 

 Is there a good recreation center or park nearby? 

 Are there educational activities you try to do you do with your children at home? [such as 

reading, games, using the internet, watching certain types of tv or movies] 

 The mayor of Oakland is trying to promote more cultural and volunteer activities in the 

city. Have you been to any of these events? 

 Are there things you would like to do more often but you don’t or can’t because of 

time, cost, or other things? 

Energy and Stress  

Parents can have a lot of stress from juggling household activities, helping their kids with 

school, work, etc. Does that sound familiar?  

How is your energy? Do you feel you get enough sleep? 

 Are there things in your life that create stress in your life [such as a sick relative, 

undependable car, slow transit, work hours housing costs/foreclosure/rent, etc.] 

 ***Do you feel you have enough time with your with your kids each day? 

 ***If you had more money or time, what types of things would you like to do with your 

kids? 

Social network 

What about time to see friends and family? 

Do you have much time to see relatives and friends that live in the area?  Do they live 

nearby? 

 What about your children’s friends? 

 Where do your children meet with their friends? Can they get there on their own? 

 Where do the older kids in the neighborhood hangout or play? 

 Do you see any of the other parents from your kids’ school in the neighborhood? Do you 

know the other parents at your kids schools? 
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Student activities 

What types of extracurricular activities do your children do? 

 How do they get to and from the programs? 

 Is it easy to find activities for your kids?  What about schedule and costs of programs?  

 Do you think there are there enough activities in your neighborhood or the city for your 

kids?  What else is needed?  

 All the extra activities can be expensive? What do you think about the costs of the things 

they need for school or extracurricular activities?  Are there activities they would like to 

do but they’re too expensive? 

 What types of things do your kid(s) do in the summer when school is out? 

Student performance and attitudes toward school 

How do your children like school?   

 How is their attendance? 

 When and where do they usually do their homework? What is their homework like?  

 How do you learn about the types of things your children are learning each semester? 

 How do you know how they’re doing in school? (talk to teacher, report cards, progress 

reports, homework grades?) 

 How often do you talk to their teachers?  

 How are they doing in school? 

 What do you think affects (helps/hurts) their grades? 

 What did you think of school when you were growing up?   

 Did your parents talk to you about your school work? Were they involved at your 

school?  

 What did they think about education? Did they go to college?  Are your parents still 

living? What did or do they do?  

 How does what you do with your kids and their education compare to what your parents 

did?  

School quality/parent engagement 

What do you think about the school where your children go? 

 Besides information on their grades, how do you get other information from your 

children’s school?  Such as information about school events, services from the District? 

 Do you use email or the website from the school? 

 How often do you go to their school [for things besides dropping off or picking them 

up?]? 

 What are some of the activities or services the school has for parents?  

 Does the timing of these activities fit with your schedule (Why/why not)? 

 Have you participated in any of these things?  IF YES: why? IF NOT: Why haven’t you 

participated?   What things help or prevent you from being involved?  

 Do you know any of the other parents at your children’s school? What is your 

relationship with them [do they talk out of school, car pool, volunteer together, share 

parenting advice, etc.?] 
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Aspirations  

Have your kid(s) talked about what they would like to be when they grow up?  

 What do you think they’ll do after high school? 

 Do you have dreams or goals for what you would like to see them do? 

 Are there things you try to do or say so they can do those things after high school?  

 What do you think your role is in helping your kids with school? 

 Is it easy to play that role? [Do they have enough information, time, energy, 

communication with their kids?]  

 Do you worry about the opportunities they’ll have after they graduate?  

 Based on your questionnaire, you have _______________ [education level]; IF THEY 

DIDN’T FINISH: do you think about going for additional degrees? Why didn’t you 

finish that program? 

 Who would you say are the primary role models in your kids’ lives? 

Ideal living situation  

If you could design the perfect living situation for your current life as a parent with school-

aged children, e.g. your ideal housing, neighborhood, job, where your kids go to school, etc: 

what would that look like? 

 Why that neighborhood, location, school etc., in comparison to where you live now? 

 Where do you see your family in 5 years? 

 If you were a policy maker and were thinking of ways to make Oakland a better place to 

live for parents, what would you do? 

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS CHECKLIST BEFORE ENDING THE INTERVIEW 

How would you rate your overall transportation? 

How does their work schedule fit with their kids activities? 

What are your children’s ages, what grades are they in, and what schools? 

Locations of places they shop? 

Participation in school activities? 

Does the teacher or school contact you about things? How? 

Do you like your children’s school? 

How is their kids’ attendance at school? How are they doing in school? 

Who are the role models in your children’s lives? 

How does their parenting compare to their parents? 

Where do you see yourself in five years? 

Where else in Oakland and the bay area would they live? 

How do they like their neighborhood? What is their neighborhood? 

How many places have they lived since they’ve had their kids? 

Are there enough activities for their kids? Expensive, convenient? 

Do they know the other parents at their kids school? 

Do they have time to see friends and family? Do they have many friends? 

CAN WE CONTACT YOU IN THE FUTURE IF I HAVE MORE QUESTIONS?? 
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APPENDIX B. DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY AND TIME-USE DIARY 
 

The following is an image of the multiple page survey and time-use diary parents received in the 

initial in-person meeting or by email. They completed the form at home and mailed it back to me 

or the other interviewers.  
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APPENDIX C. INTERVIEW CODE 
CODE / Sub-code CODE / Sub-code 

Career opportunities Parent aspirations for their children 

College costs Stardom: sports, dancing, acting 

College prep vs. standard high schools Informal 

Cosmetology Oakland Parents Together – Cafés 

Criminology Parent groups 

Dancers PLAN 

ECD Support groups – desired, but not available 

Education Generational divide- slipping American dream 

High school counselors Grandparent’s education 

High school culture Grandparent’s employment 

High school curriculum Other parent’s educational attainment 

Home care nursing/CAN Parent’s Background 

Parent’s discipline in high school Parent’s education experience 

Singers Parent’s educational attainment 

Social services Parent’s post-high school opportunities 

Sports stars Parent’s views on importance of education 

Tracking women into limited careers Sheltered 

Unstable homelife when parent was in high school Choosing schools 

Work schedules Evaluating teachers 

Caregivers Getting into college 

Dependent’s parents Helping with homework 

Elderly Navigating the systems 

Relationship history OUSD knowledge 

School involvement Parent’s Knowledge 

Success of older children Parenting and cognitive development 

Child’s aspirations Paying for college 

Child’s Future Resources for students 

Child’s opportunities Social services and assistance for families 

Child’s plans 
Using leisure for parent research, children’s 
opportunities, school choice, 

Church children’s motivation 

Community 
parent resources for leisure, transport, 
extracurricular, food 

Family parent’s career plans 

Group membership: MUA parent’s knowledge 

Meetings Parent’s present success 

Neighborhood resources parent’s stress level 

School Costs 
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CODE / Sub-code CODE / Sub-code 

Self-empowerment Decrepit, dirty 

Workshops Desire for better parks 

Costs Drug dealers 

Day Care Limited 

Necessary Neighborhood park 

Providers Old reputations 

Employment Parks and recreation 

Injuries Parks in other neighborhoods 

Mujares United Activitas Safety 

OUSD Criticisms of 

Retail Desire or need for more 

Satisfaction Police 

Time off for children Praise 

Unions Problems with 

Work schedule Crowding 

Energy and stress levels Entertainment costs 

low energy Extracurricular costs 

not stressed Food budget 

stressed Healthy food 

stressed about children's health Poverty 

stressed about children's performance Recreation costs 

stressed about health Stable housing 

stressed about housing Transportation costs 

stressed about money Desire for diversity 

stressed about work Isolation in E. Oakland 

worried about kids schools Racism 

asking questions about the school day Schools 

Attending a school parent event Suburbs 

Attending school educational event Young African American males 

Attending school sporting event Already doing a good job 

Calling the teacher Housing 

Communicate expectations to student for 
achievement 

More parks 

Engagement Activities Police 

Helping with homework Recommendations for Oakland and mayor 
Reinforce significance of school 
performance/importance of education 

Resources for families 

Reviewing homework Schools 

Set specific standards of behavioral or task 
performance 

Transportation 
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CODE / Sub-code CODE / Sub-code 

Talk about college Religion 

talking with a teacher before or after school 7th Day Adventist 

Texting the teacher Baptist 

Volunteering for afterschool Jehova’s Witness 

Volunteering in the classroom Protection 

Volunteering to raise money Services 

Volunteering, other school needs Social Network 

Co-habitation Volunteering 

Division of labor Work opportunities 

Divorce Afterschool teachers 

Dual incomes Role models 

Family structure Aunts, uncles 

Lack of spousal support – limited legal recourse Coaches 

Never married Elders in church 

Partners Grandparents 

Shared responsibilities Neighbors 
Spousal support Older siblings 
Unpaid work Parent’s friends 

Children’s achievements Parents 

Different state Piano teacher 

Fantastical Teachers 

Five years from now Afterschool programs 

No idea Books 

Retired Charters 

Same place IEP plans 

Somewhere else in Bay Area Mentors 

Somewhere else in Oakland Music and art 

Access to college Non-charters 

Baby boomers Parent resources 

Civil Rights PTAs 

Generational differences School Resources 

Grandparents’ education Special Ed 

Reverse of new and fair deal programs Sports 

Costs Teacher availability 

Frequency Tutors 

Groceries Household goods 

Local stores Kids needs 

Mega stores: Wal-mart, Food Max, FoodCo, Grocery 
Outlet, Pak N Save, Smart N Final 

Parents needs 
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CODE / Sub-code CODE / Sub-code 

Bedrooms Shopping 

Costs Budgets 

Desired characteristics Limited active and planned leisure for parents 

Dublin Limited resources 

Housing Limited time 

Housing authorities Middle school challenge 

Housing counselors Multiple partners 

Landlords Parent enrichment 

Location Single parenting 

Quality Social services 

Reason for selecting Support from other biological parent 

Reno Tenuous finances 
Sacramento Time alone, “me time” 

Satisfaction Authority 

Size Capability 

Berkeley Children’s school and Parent’s school 

Ideal place in Bay Area Coupling 

Northern counties Day care from relatives 

Oakland Human services 

Peninsula Planned events 
Fruitvale Structured day, week, weekend 

Ideal place in Oakland Structured leisure 

Nowhere Time on transit 

Oakland hills Time Use 

Rockridge Wasted time 

Where I am Work and school travel 

other place in Oakland Work schedules- salary vs. hourly 

somewhere safe in Oakland Access to School 

Antioch Auto costs- 

Berkeley Bike 

Ideal place to live Car availability 

Louisiana Car reliability 

The south fixed each time 

After dark Mix of modes 

Amenity-rich Parent’s schooling 
Be aware Reasons for travel mode choice 

Comfortable share costs 

Exposure to crime Transit costs 

Fear of crime Transit perceptions 
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CODE / Sub-code CODE / Sub-code 

feel safe Transit safety 

Ghetto Transportation 

Isolation unclear policies and subsidies for passes 

Neighborhood variable, pay as needed, 

No attachment Walk 

Signs of success Current employment 

Unsafe Past employment 

Victim of crime Resources 

Walk-pools Routine 

Better than I have done Social network 

College is a given Social status 

Finish high school Work status 

Job / money to buy things  
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APPENDIX D. ATUS MAJOR AND SECONDARY ACTIVITY CODES  
 

The following table lists the codes I used from the American Time Use Survey 2003-2011 

Lexicon.  

Table D-1 List of ATUS major and secondary activity codes 

1 01 Personal Care Activities  

2 0101 Sleeping  

6 0102 Grooming  

9 0103 Health-related self care  

12 0104 Personal Activities  

15 0105 Personal Care Emergencies  

18 0199 Personal care, n.e.c.*  

20 02 Household Activities  

21 0201 Housework  

22 020101 Interior cleaning 

23 020102 Laundry 

24 020103 Sewing, repairing, & maintaining textiles 

25 020104 Storing interior hh items, inc. food 

26 020199 Housework, n.e.c.* 

27 0202 Food & Drink Preparation, Presentation, & Clean-up  

28 020201 Food and drink preparation 

29 020202 Food presentation 

30 020203 Kitchen and food clean-up 

31 020299 Food & drink prep, presentation, & clean-up, n.e.c.* 

32 0203 Interior Maintenance, Repair & Decoration  

36 0204 Exterior Maintenance, Repair & Decoration 

40 0205 Lawn, Garden, and Houseplants 

41 020501 Lawn, garden, and houseplant care 

44 0206 Animals and Pets 

45 020681 Care for animals and pets (not veterinary care) 

47 0207 Vehicles 

50 0208 Appliances, Tools, and Toys 

53 0209 Household Management 

54 020901 Financial management 

55 020902 Household & personal organization and planning 

56 020903 HH & personal mail & messages (except e-mail) 

57 020904 HH & personal e-mail and messages 

58 020905 Home security 

59 020999 Household management, n.e.c.* 

60 0299 Household activities, n.e.c.*  

62 03 Caring For & Helping Household Members  

63 0301 Caring For & Helping HH Children  

64 030101 Physical care for hh children 
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65 030102 Reading to/with hh children 

66 030103 Playing with hh children, not sports 

67 030104 Arts and crafts with hh children 

68 030105 Playing sports with hh children 

70 030108 Organization & planning for hh children 

71 030109 Looking after hh children (as a primary activity) 

72 030110 Attending hh children's events 

73 030111 Waiting for/with hh children 

74 030112 Picking up/dropping off hh children 

69 030186 Talking with/listening to hh children 

75 030199 Caring for & helping hh children, n.e.c.* 

76 0302 Activities Related to HH Children's Education  

77 030201 Homework (hh children) 

78 030202 Meetings and school conferences (hh children) 

79 030203 Home schooling of hh children 

80 030204 Waiting associated with hh children's education 

81 030299 Activities related to hh child's education, n.e.c.* 

82 0303 Activities Related to HH Children's Health  

83 030301 Providing medical care to hh children 

84 030302 Obtaining medical care for hh children 

85 030303 Waiting associated with hh children's health 

86 030399 Activities related to hh child's health, n.e.c.* 

87 0304 Caring for Household Adults  

94 0305 Helping Household Adults 

100 0399 Caring For & Helping NonHH Members 

102 04 Caring for & Helping Nonhousehold Members 

103 0401 Caring for & Helping Nonhousehold Children 

104 040101 Physical care for nonhh children 

105 040102 Reading to/with nonhh children 

106 040103 Playing with nonhh children, not sports 

107 040104 Arts and crafts with nonhh children 

108 040105 Playing sports with nonhh children 

110 040108 Organization & planning for nonhh children 

111 040109 Looking after nonhh children (as primary activity) 

112 040110 Attending nonhh children's events 

113 040111 Waiting for/with nonhh children 

114 040112 Dropping off/picking up nonhh children 

109 040186 Talking with/listening to nonhh children 

115 040199 Caring for and helping nonhh children, n.e.c.* 

116 0402 Activities Related to Nonhh Children's Education 

117 040201 Homework (nonhh children) 

122 0403 Activities Related to Nonhh Children's Health  

127 0404 Caring For Nonhousehold Adults  

128 040401 Physical care for nonhh adults 

129 040402 Looking after nonhh adult (as a primary activity) 

134 0405 Helping Nonhousehold Adults  

135 040501 Housework, cooking, & shopping assistance for nonhh adults 

136 040505 Financial management assistance for nonhh adults 

137 040506 Household management & paperwork assistance for nonhh adults 

144 0499 Caring For & Helping Nonhousehold Adults, n.e.c.*  
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146 05 Work & Work-Related Activities  
147 0501 Working  

148 050101 Work, main job 

149 050102 Work, other job(s) 

152 0502 Work-Related Activities 

153 050202 Eating and drinking as part of job 

154 050289 Work-related activities, n.e.c.* 

158 0503 Other Income-Generating Activities 

159 050303 Income-generating services 

160 050389 Other income-generating activities, n.e.c.* 

164 0504 Job Search and Interviewing 

165 050481 Job search activities 

170 0599 Work and Work-Related Activities, n.e.c.* 

172 06 Education 
173 0601 Taking Class 

174 060101 Taking class for degree, certification, or licensure 

175 060102 Taking class for personal interest 

176 060103 Waiting associated with taking classes 

177 060199 Taking class, n.e.c.* 

179 0602 Extracurricular School Activities (Except Sports)  

180 060201 Extracurricular club activities 

181 060202 Extracurricular music & performance activities 

182 060203 Extracurricular student government activities 

183 
060289 Education-related extracurricular activities, n.e.c.* 

184 0603 Research/Homework  

185 060301 Research/homework for class for degree, certification, or licensure 

186 060302 Research/homework for class for pers. interest 

189 0604 Registration/Administrative activities  

194 0699 Education, n.e.c.*  

196 07 Consumer Purchases  

197 0701 Shopping (Store, Telephone, Internet)  

198 070101 Grocery shopping 

199 070102 Purchasing gas 

200 070103 Purchasing food (not groceries) 

201 070104 Shopping, except groceries, food and gas 

202 070105 Waiting associated with shopping 

203 070199 Shopping, n.e.c.* 

204 0702 Researching Purchases  

205 070201 Comparison shopping 

206 070299 Researching purchases, n.e.c.* 

207 0703 Security Procedures Related to Consumer Purchases  

210 0799 Consumer Purchases, n.e.c.*  

212 08 Professional & Personal Care Services 

213 0801 Professional & Personal Care Services 

214 080101 Using paid childcare services 

215 080102 Waiting associated w/purchasing childcare svcs 

216 080199 Using paid childcare services, n.e.c.* 

217 0802 Financial Services and Banking 

222 0803 Legal Services 
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226 0804 Medical and Care Services 

231 0805 Personal Care Services 

237 0806 Real Estate  

241 0807 Veterinary Services (excluding grooming)  

245 0808 Security Procedures Related to Professional/Personal Services  

248 0899 Professional and Personal Services, n.e.c.*  

250 09 Household Services  
251 0901 Household Services (not done by self)  

257 0902 Home Maintenance/Repair/Décor/Construction (not done by self)  

261 0903 Pet Services (not done by self, not vet)  

265 0904 Lawn & Garden Services (not done by self)  

269 0905 Vehicle Maintenance & Repair Services (not done by self)  

273 0999 Household Services, n.e.c.* 

275 10 Government Services & Civic Obligations 

276 1001 Using Government Services 

278 100102 Using social services 

279 100103 Obtaining licenses & paying fines, fees, taxes 

281 1002 Civic Obligations & Participation 

282 100201 Civic obligations & participation 

284 1003 Waiting Associated w/ Government Services or Civic Obligations 

285 100381 Waiting associated with using government services 

288 1004 Security Procedures Related to Government Services or Civic Obligations 

291 1099 Government services, n.e.c.*  

293 11 Eating and Drinking  

294 1101 Eating and Drinking  

297 1102 Waiting associated with Eating & Drinking  

300 1199 Eating and Drinking, n.e.c.*  

302 12 Socializing, Relaxing, and Leisure  

303 1201 Socializing and Communicating  

306 1202 Attending or Hosting Social Events  

307 120201 Attending or hosting parties/receptions/ceremonies 

308 120202 Attending meetings for personal interest (not volunteering) 

309 120299 Attending/hosting social events, n.e.c.* 

310 1203 Relaxing and Leisure  

311 120301 Relaxing, thinking 

312 120302 Tobacco and drug use 

313 120303 Television and movies (not religious) 

314 120304 Television (religious) 

315 120305 Listening to the radio 

316 120306 Listening to/playing music (not radio) 

317 120307 Playing games 

318 120308 Computer use for leisure (exc. Games) 

319 120309 Arts and crafts as a hobby 

320 120310 Collecting as a hobby 

321 120311 Hobbies, except arts & crafts and collecting 

322 120312 Reading for personal interest 

323 120313 Writing for personal interest 

324 120399 Relaxing and leisure, n.e.c.* 

325 1204 Arts and Entertainment (other than sports) 
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326 120401 Attending performing arts 

327 120402 Attending museums 

328 120403 Attending movies/film 

329 120404 Attending gambling establishments 

331 120499 Arts and entertainment, n.e.c.* 

332 1205 Waiting associated with Socializing, Relaxing, and Leisure 

333 120501 Waiting assoc. w/socializing & communicating 

334 120502 Waiting assoc. w/attending/hosting social events 

335 120503 Waiting associated with relaxing/leisure 

336 120504 Waiting associated with arts & entertainment 

337 120599 Waiting associated with socializing, n.e.c.* 

338 1299 Socializing, Relaxing, and Leisure, n.e.c.* 

340 13 Sports, Exercise, & Recreation 

341 1301 Participating in Sports, Exercise, and Recreation 

342 130101 Doing aerobics 

343 130104 Biking 

344 130109 Dancing 

345 130116 Hiking 

346 130124 Running 

347 130131 Walking 

348 130134 Working out, unspecified 

349 130136 Doing yoga 

350 130199 Playing sports n.e.c.* 

379 1302 Attending Sports/Recreational Events  

382 130202 Watching baseball 

380 130215 Watching gymnastics 

381 130217 Watching martial arts 

383 130224 Watching soccer 

384 130225 Watching softbal 

387 1303 Waiting Associated with Sports, Exercise, & Recreation  

388 130302 Waiting related to attending sporting events 

391 1304 Security Procedures Related to Sports, Exercise, & Recreation  

395 1399 Sports, Exercise, and Recreation, n.e.c.*  

397 14 Religious and Spiritual Activities  

398 1401 Religious/Spiritual Practices  

399 140101 Attending religious services 

400 140102 Participation in religious practices 

401 140103 Waiting associated w/religious & spiritual activities 

404 1499 Religious and Spiritual Practices, n.e.c.*  

406 15 Volunteer Activities  

407 1501 Administrative & Support Activities  

408 150101 Computer use 

409 150102 Organizing and preparing 

410 150103 Reading 

411 150104 Telephone calls (except hotline counseling) 

412 150105 Writing 

413 150106 Fundraising 

414 150199 Administrative & support activities, n.e.c.* 

415 1502 Social Service & Care Activities (Except Medical) 
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417 150202 Collecting & delivering clothing & other goods 

418 150203 Providing care 

419 150204 Teaching, leading, counseling, mentoring 

420 150299 Social service & care activities, n.e.c.* 

421 1503 Indoor & Outdoor Maintenance, Building, & Clean-up Activities 

425 1504 Participating in Performance & Cultural Activities 

426 150401 Performing 

427 150402 Serving at volunteer events & cultural activities 

429 1505 Attending Meetings, Conferences, & Training 

430 150501 Attending meetings, conferences, & training 

432 1506 Public Health & Safety Activities 

436 

1599 Volunteer Activities, n.e.c.*  

438 16 Telephone Calls  

439 1601 Telephone Calls (to or from)  

440 160101 Telephone calls to/from family members 

441 160102 Telephone calls to/from friends, neighbors, or acquaintances 

442 160103 Telephone calls to/from education services providers 

448 

1699 Telephone Calls, n.e.c.*  

450 18 Traveling  

451 1801 Travel Related to Personal Care  

454 1802 Travel Related to Household Activities  

456 1803 Travel Related to Caring For & Helping Household Members  

457 
180381 Travel related to caring for and helping hh children 

458 
180382 Travel related to caring for and helping hh adults 

459 
180399 Travel rel. to caring for & helping hh members, n.e.c.* 

460 1804 Travel Related to Caring For & Helping Nonhousehold Members  

461 
180481 Travel related to caring for and helping nonhh children 

462 
180482 Travel related to caring for and helping nonhh adults 

463 
180499 Travel rel. to caring for & helping nonhh members, n.e.c.* 

464 1805 Travel Related to Work  

465 
180501 Travel related to working  

466 
180502 Travel related to work-related activities 

468 1806 Travel Related to Education 

469 180601 Travel related to taking class 

470 180682 Travel related to education (except taking class) 

471 180699 Travel related to education, n.e.c.* 
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472 1807 Travel Related to Consumer Purchases 

473 180701 Travel related to grocery shopping 

474 180782 Travel related to shopping (except grocery shopping) 

475 1808 Travel Related to Using Professional and Personal Care Services 

476 180801 Travel related to using childcare services 

477 180802 Travel related to using financial services and banking 

478 180803 Travel related to using legal services 

479 180804 Travel related to using medical services 

480 180805 Travel related to using personal care services 

481 180806 Travel related to using real estate services 

482 180807 Travel related to using veterinary services 

483 180899 Travel rel. to using prof. & personal care services, n.e.c.* 

484 1809 Travel Related to Using Household Services  

491 1810 Travel Related to Using Government Services & Civic Obligations  

493 181002 Travel related to civic obligations & participation 

492 181081 Travel related to using government services 

495 1811 Travel Related to Eating and Drinking  

498 1812 Travel Related to Socializing, Relaxing, and Leisure  

499 181201 Travel related to socializing and communicating 

500 181202 Travel related to attending or hosting social events 

502 
181204 Travel related to arts and entertainment 

501 
181283 Travel related to relaxing and leisure 

504 1813 Travel Related to Sports, Exercise, and Recreation  

505 
181301 Travel related to participating in sports/exercise/recreation 

506 
181302 Travel related to attending sporting/recreational events 

508 1814 Travel Related to Religious/Spiritual Activities  

511 1815 Travel Related to Volunteer Activities  

514 1816 Travel Related to Telephone Calls  

517 1818 Security Procedures Related to Traveling  

520 1899 Traveling, n.e.c.* 

416 50201 Food preparation, presentation, clean-up 
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APPENDIX E. SUPPORTING MATERIALS FOR CHAPTER 5 
 

This appendix includes additional supporting materials for Chapter 5. 

OTHER TESTED VARIABLES 

I tested these other variables based on research, as well as my discussions with parents during the 

interview that indicated they were factors in parents’ time use and ability to be engaged. For 

instance, high housing mobility was affecting several parents’ current time-use, including 

volunteering at the school and doing activities in their home and neighborhood, but the numeric 

representation of “time in current home” did not yield a significant result, potentially because of 

the number of households in this situation. In other cases, variables were significant but the 

standard deviation and the number of cases within each category were too small to be 

meaningful.  

 

Table E-1 Variables explored that were not significant 

The following list of variables was identified as influential through the interviews but they were not 
statistically significant, or highly correlated with other influences. However, they will be covered in other 
sections 

 Housing mobility (represented by time in current home) 

 Charter schools (this was significant with personal care and household activities on weekends, but there 
were other associations that indicating collinearity) 

 Housing Voucher holder 

 Neighborhood transit connectivity index (a measure of the quality of the public transit in the 
neighborhood based on frequency and density of the routes) 

 Housing tenure (rent or own) 

 Living in West or East Oakland (households who live in these lower income and higher crime areas 
compared to households in all other areas) 

 Number of schools children attended 

 Current neighborhood (this was significant with Eating and D on weekdays and caring for household 
children on weekends, but due to standard deviation and the sample in each neighborhood I do not 
include it) 

 Neighborhood type (3 types by level of resources in the neighborhood and average income of residents) 
 
Many other variations of the above were also tested but the above represent the major categories 
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Table E-2 Sub-categories within the caring for household children major activity 

Collapsed sub-categories of Caring for Household Children 

Care and Organizing At home/away-from-school learning 

Physical care of children Reading to/with children 

organization and planning for children Playing with children, not sports 

looking after children (as a primary activity) Arts and crafts with children 

Attending children’s events (other than school 
events) 

Playing sports with children 

Waiting for or with children Talking with/listening to children 

Picking up/dropping off Homework with children 

Caring for and helping, n.e.c. School Involvement 

Activities for children’s health Meetings and school conferences 

Providing medical care to children Waiting associated with their education 

Obtaining medical care for children Activities related to their education, n.e.c. 

 

 

METHODS FOR TESTING ASSOCIATIONS AMONG TIME USE AND REASONS FOR 

ENGAGEMENT VARIABLES 

To do the statistical analysis, I tested for significant differences of means between independent 

groups within the larger sample. I used both ANOVA and a variation of ANOVA, the Kruskal-

Wallis test, which is suited for more than two groups. It also does not assume a normal 

distribution. When this sample of 70 parents or caregivers was divided into groups, depending on 

the variable, I targeted two or three sub-groups in order to keep each subgroup around 20 

participants, e.g. three income levels, three education levels, one or two caregivers, three race or 

ethnic groups, etc. However, some groups were not as equally divided, such as by car ownership 

which splits into 51 participants owning one or more cars and 19 not owning a car. In addition, 

once each subgroup is compared across each individual time use category, the number of 

participants per subgroup can decline further, since not all participants recorded time for each 

time use activities. Although every participant in all subgroup slept each day, not all participants 

worked each day. The Kruskal-Wallis test handles cases with small sample sizes by assuming an 

identically shaped and scaled distribution for each group. 
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Table E-3 Comparison of household characteristics by neighborhood school attendance 

  
Neighborhood 

School 

Non-
Neighborhood 

School 

Both school 
types 

Total 

Household Characteristics N % N % N % N % 

Race or 
Ethnicity 

African American 14 64% 15 34% 3 75% 32 46% 

Hispanic or Latino 1 5% 20 45% 1 25% 22 31% 

White, Other Non-
Hispanic 

7 32% 9 20% 0 0% 16 
23% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

Income 

Very Low 10 45% 8 18% 3 75% 21 30% 

Low-Med 4 18% 24 55% 1 25% 29 41% 

Med-High 8 36% 12 27% 0 0% 20 29% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

Educational 
Attainment 

H.S. or less 5 23% 10 23% 4 100%  19 27% 

Some Post-Secondary 9 41% 15 34% 0 0% 24 34% 

College or Above 8 36% 19 43% 0 0% 27 39% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

Caregivers in 
home 

1 Caregiver in home 14 64% 27 61% 3 75% 44 63% 

2 Caregivers in home 8 36% 17 39% 1 25% 26 37% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

Participant’s 
employment 

Unemployed 14 64% 14 32% 4 100% 32 46% 

Part time 7 32% 15 34% 0 0% 22 31% 

Full time 1 5% 15 34% 0 0% 16 23% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

Household 
Employment 

0 employed in home 10 45% 6 14% 2 50% 18 26% 

1 employed in home 4 18% 17 39% 1 25% 22 31% 

2 employed in home 8 36% 21 48% 1 25% 30 43% 

Total 22 100% 44 100% 4 100% 70 100% 

TOTAL All Participants 22 
 

44 
 

4 
 

70 
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APPENDIX F. SUPPORTING MATERIALS FOR CHAPTER 6 
 

NEIGHBORHOOD CLUSTER TABLES 
Table F-1 Housing and transportation information by cluster 

Cluster 
Household

s 
Block 
Size 

Intersec-
tion 

density 

Employ-
ment 
access 
(2007) 

Gross 
House-

hold 
Density 

Residen-
tial 

density 

Transit 
Connect-

ivity Index 

Percent 
transit 

commuters 

Annual 
Housing 

Cost 

Downtow
n 1,000 3 1 113,484 11 23 88,841 35 $8,127 

East 
Fruitvale 328 9 1 36,710 5 7 26,824 11 $10,395 

Eastmont 424 7 1 30,080 8 8 31,299 13 $15,631 

East 
Central 434 7 1 33,907 8 8 29,297 13 $16,919 

Fruitvale 406 4 1 50,647 10 11 49,203 21 $12,598 

Mid-North 526 6 1 74,971 10 10 43,820 20 $18,457 

North 531 4 1 59,254 8 9 29,764 15 $28,261 

Northwest 507 4 1 76,370 10 10 45,722 21 $13,039 

Southeast 389 8 1 33,669 8 8 23,517 12 $13,375 

West 261 5 1 80,517 6 10 33,790 17 $13,223 

 

Table F-2 Average statistics for schools attended by children in cluster 

Cluster % Free meals % Minority API Base Score 

API 
State 
Rank 

Downtown 71 88 678 3 

East Fruitvale 84 93 682 2 

Eastmont 75 93 769 5 

East Central 54 80 805 6 

Fruitvale 83 96 706 3 

Mid-North 39 67 813 6 

North 8 40 941 10 

Northwest 78 90 708 2 

Southeast 88 96 708 2 

West 82 95 686 2 
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Table F-3 Average of business and residential units and vacancies by census tracts in cluster 

Cluster 

Avg. # of 
Residential 

Units 

Avg. # of 
Business 

Units 

Avg. # of 
Other 
units 

Avg. # of 
Residential 
Vacancies 

Avg. # of 
Business 

Vacancies 

Avg. % of 
Residential 
Vacancies 

Avg. % of 
Business 

Vacancies 

Downtown 1954 832 136 29 99 2% 12% 

East Fruitvale 2007 160 129 112 23 6% 14% 

Eastmont 1778 113 105 89 13 5% 11% 

East Central 1750 63 166 31 4 2% 07% 

Fruitvale 1442 180 104 32 9 25 07% 

Mid-North 2374 247 237 33 16 15 09% 

North 1888 210 119 25 4 1% 03% 

Northwest 2357 168 220 105 25 45 14% 

Southeast 1853 233 63 44 19 2% 07% 

West 1103 250 56 59 14 5% 05% 

 




