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ABSTRACT
Partners in School: is a consultation model with the goal of 
enhancing communication between two of the most important 
stakeholders in children’s lives – parents and teachers. Using 
a single–group pre–post design, this preliminary study exam
ined the effect of Partners in School on parent–teacher commu
nication outcomes and the factors associated with these 
outcomes. Participants were 26 teachers and 49 parents of 
children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Parents and tea
chers completed surveys before and after participating in 
Partners in School. Teachers reported an increase in their com
munication to parents. However, parents did not report an 
increase in their communication to teachers. Teachers’ self– 
efficacy, expectations, and intervention fidelity were associated 
with increased communication to parents. Parental self–efficacy 
and teacher experience were associated with parents’ reports of 
communication to teachers. Our findings suggest that family– 
school consultation services may be used to enhance teachers’ 
communication with parents.
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Home–school collaboration refers to parents and teachers working together to 
promote the academic, socio–emotional, and behavioral outcomes of children 
(Collier, Keefe, & Hirrel, 2015; Cox, 2005; Stroetinga, Leeman, & Veugelers, 
2019). Although home–school collaboration is important for all children, it is 
legally mandated for students receiving special education services. 
Unfortunately, meaningful home–school collaborations are challenging to 
foster (Ishimaru, 2019), particularly for children with autism spectrum dis
order (ASD). Many parents of children with ASD report frustrations with the 
special education planning process (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013). An increase in 
ASD-related special education litigation provides additional evidence of this 
dissatisfaction (Bitterman, Daley, Misra, Carlson, & Markowitz, 2008; 
Bolourian, Tipton-Fisler, & Yassine, 2020; Katsiyannis, Counts, Popham, 
Ryan, & Butzer, 2016).
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Improving communication between parents and teachers of children with 
ASD has been proposed as one mechanism to enhance home–school colla
boration (Azad, Kim, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2016; Azad & Mandell, 
2016). However, few studies have examined factors associated with such 
improvement, and even fewer interventions have been tested to improve 
parent–teacher communication. The purpose of this study is to report on 
Partners in School, an innovative family–school consultation model with the 
goal of enhancing communication between parents and teachers. In this 
preliminary study, we examined the effect of Partners in School on parent– 
teacher communication outcomes and the factors associated with these 
outcomes.

Parent–teacher communication: definition and theoretical underpinnings

Effective communication between parents and teachers is important for opti
mizing special education service provision and the generalization of skills. 
However, parent–teacher communication is a complex, multi–faceted concept 
with several dimensions. Some scholars define the concept broadly, such as 
any verbal or written dialogue between the parent and teacher that conveys 
information about the child (Epstein, 2001; Goldman & Burke, 2019; Manz, 
Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004; Vickers & Minke, 1995). Examples of general 
communication include parents calling teachers to tell them about something 
that happened at home or the school sending home progress notes or report 
cards (Burke, 2012; Goldman & Burke, 2019; Stoner et al., 2005). Others define 
communication more narrowly. For example, Azad and colleagues differenti
ate between communication about content (e.g., communication about ASD) 
versus communication about process (e.g., communication about problem- 
solving, Azad et al., 2016; Azad, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2018).

Regardless of scope, the concept of parent–teacher communication is 
grounded in ecological systems theory, which identifies five distinct areas 
that contribute to children’s development and well-being. In this theoretical 
approach, families or schools are situated in the area characterized by direct 
contact, called the microsystem. The mesosystem focuses on the relationship 
between these different systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1992), and communication 
across home and school occurs in this mesosystem. According to this theory, 
a child’s success is highly contingent on the quality of the interface between 
home and school in relationship with one another (Sheridan, Ryoo, Garbacz, 
Kunz, & Chumney, 2013).

Given its theoretical underpinnings, benefits of effective communication 
have been repeatedly emphasized (Azad et al., 2016; Sheridan et al., 2013, 
2017). Research suggests that promoting parent–teacher communication may 
be most useful when there is discontinuity (i.e., parents and teachers are 
conducting different, or even conflicting, practices) across home and school 
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settings (Azad et al., 2018; Azad, Williams, Minton, Sheridan, & Mandell, 
2020). Effective communication within the context of home–school collabora
tion entails supporting parents and teachers to effectively communicate in 
order to align their practices across home and school. Improved communica
tion that promotes alignment across settings allows children with ASD to 
experience continuity in their care (Azad & Mandell, 2016; Azad et al., 2020). 
Alternatively, effective communication supports parents and teachers in devel
oping a shared understanding of their beliefs, expectations, and child needs in 
order to work together to support the child.

Parent-teacher communication: needs and opportunities

Unfortunately, teachers are seldom trained on parent-teacher communication 
during teacher preparation programs, and both parents and teachers often find 
such interactions stressful and ineffective (Lemmer, 2012). Preservice teachers 
have limited opportunities to practice interacting with parents; parent–teacher 
interactions are primarily addressed through occasional readings, lectures, or 
observations of conferences (Dotger, Harris, & Hansel, 2008; Epstein, 2001). 
Novice teachers report that establishing relationships with families is the most 
significant challenge when entering the teaching profession (Evans, 2013). 
Indeed, only 24% of teachers demonstrated high competence on parent– 
teacher communication (Gartmeier, Gebhardt, & Dotger, 2016). Not only is 
the quality of parent–teacher communication poor, but the quantity is also 
limited. Murray et al. (2011) reported that parent–teacher communication 
decreased as children moved from early childhood settings to elementary 
schools. Better training and professional development on parent–teacher 
communication is necessary, and aligned with the National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), which considers family and 
community contexts as a critical part of teachers’ professional knowledge 
(NCATE, 2018).

The challenges facing children with disabilities make parent–teacher com
munication even more critical. A study by Bourke-Taylor, Cotter, Johnson, 
and Lalor (2018) indicated that it is imperative for teachers to include parents’ 
advice and support to optimize the experiences of children in self-contained 
classrooms. The increasing number of students with ASD presents significant 
challenges to schools. By law, parents are mandated to participate in shared 
decision-making with schools (IDEA, 2004). For the large number of students 
with ASD on Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), schools are chal
lenged with determining the most effective ways to communicate with these 
families on educational services. Zablotsky, Boswell, and Smith (2012) 
reported that parents of children with ASD are dissatisfied with the level of 
communication provided by the school. Common barriers include very few 
opportunities to provide input to IEP teams (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013). Other 
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studies have shown that although parents and teachers agree on the concerns 
they have for children with ASD, they frequently have difficulty communicat
ing about them (Azad & Mandell, 2016). Many parent-teacher dyads struggled 
to generate solutions about their concerns (Azad et al., 2016). In addition to 
individual-level barriers facing teachers and parents, systems-level factors may 
further exacerbate communication attempts, such as a lack of trust in the 
school system and systemic inequities maintaining hierarchical relationships, 
particularly for families from under-served communities (Azad, Gormley, 
Marcus, & Mandell, 2019; Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2011).

A collaborative partnership orientation (Lemmer, 2012) defined as mutual 
understanding and one that incorporates parents’ feedback (Kamimura & 
Ishikuma, 2007) is necessary to improve parent-teacher communication. 
There are many formal (IEP meetings and parent-teacher conferences) and 
informal (e.g., pick-up/drop-off) opportunities for parents and teachers to 
interact when children with ASD receive special education services. In 
a recent systematic review, Goldman and Burke (2019) found that parents of 
children with ASD participate in all four types of parent involvement defined 
in the literatur – home-school communication, advocacy, collaborative part
nership, and school–based participation. With communication deficits being 
a defining characteristic of ASD, it is possible that parents of children with 
ASD are highly motivated to communicate and collaborate with their child’s 
teacher (Azad et al., 2016; Goldman & Burke, 2019).

Interventions targeting parent-teacher communication

One potential mechanism by which parent-teacher communication may be 
enhanced is through consultation. Randomized controlled trials of parent– 
teacher consultation models, such as Conjoint Behavioral Consultation (CBC), 
have shown improvements in home–school communication. Sheridan and 
colleagues suggest that consultation equips parents with skills (e.g., setting 
goals for their child, identifying and implementing strategies, gathering infor
mation to evaluate progress) that promotes active communication and colla
boration with teachers (Sheridan et al., 2013). In a more recent study, Sheridan 
et al. (2017) showed that CBC had a significant impact on parent–teacher 
relationships. Although communication was not examined specifically in this 
study, it is likely that parent-teacher communication is enhanced when the 
quality of the relationship is improved.

There are limited studies that target communication, especially in parents 
and teachers of children with ASD. Empirical investigations to date have 
shown inconsistent findings. For example, Wolraich, Bickman, Lambert, 
Simmons, and Doffing (2005) aimed to improve communication between 
caretakers of children with ADHD (i.e., parents, teachers, providers); however, 
their model did not lead to significant changes in communication. A more 
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recent study with Latino parents of young children found that their approach 
enhanced parent–teacher communication, but only among parents with 
higher initial goal intentions for their child (Arriaga & Longoria, 2011). For 
children with ASD, Garbacz and McIntyre (2016) found inconclusive evidence 
on whether their consultation framework improved communication between 
parents and teachers.

Factors associated with parent-teacher communication

There are limited studies that examine factors associated with parent–teacher 
communication, particularly within the context of consultation. It is likely that 
the characteristics and/or skills of parents and teachers play a role in the extent 
to which consultation may enhance communication between them. For exam
ple, self-efficacy has been linked – albeit inconsistently – to parental involve
ment (of which communication is a part). Some studies find that parental self– 
efficacy is related to educational involvement in preschool (Pelletier & Brent, 
2002), while other studies find no association between self–efficacy and invol
vement in the elementary grades (Anderson & Minke, 2007) for typically 
developing children. In Murray, Ackerman-Spain, Williams, and Ryley 
(2011) descriptive study with parents and professionals of children with 
ASD, socio–economic status and home language were not predictors of com
munication. Other studies have shown that parent education is associated with 
home–school communication in a sample of typically developing elementary– 
aged students (Manz et al., 2004). The racial background of parents may 
impact their communication with teachers. For example, Cherng (2016) 
showed that among typically developing high-school students, teachers are 
more likely to contact parents of Black and Latino adolescents about disruptive 
behavior than parents of White adolescents. Teachers are also less likely to 
contact minority parents about their children’s accomplishments.

Teacher characteristics also have been linked to parental involvement. For 
example, teacher expectations have been shown to mediate the relationship 
between parental involvement and academic adjustment in Latino middle and 
high school youth (Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jimenez, 2008). The 
mutual activities in which parents and teachers engage in may play a role in 
their communication. Cox’s (2005) review showed that the most effective 
interventions targeting home–school collaborations were those involving 
home-school notes. Finally, teachers’ race also has been shown to play an 
important role in parent–teacher communication. In 2018, Azad and collea
gues reported that when elementary teachers were White, parents of elemen
tary-aged children with ASD less engaged with them (regardless of their own 
race; Azad et al., 2019). Although the aforementioned studies examined 
aspects related to parent-teacher communication (i.e., parental involvement 
or home-school collaboration), limited studies to our knowledge have 
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examined factors that may be associated with improved communication 
between parents and teachers of children with ASD.

The purpose of this preliminary study is to examine the effects of Partners in 
School, a consultation model designed for use with parents and teachers of 
children with ASD. Partners in School is a problem–solving model to help 
parents and teachers identify a mutual concern, collaboratively develop 
a student intervention plan, and then implement the same student interven
tion plan across home and school. This model was developed by drawing from 
the literature on school consultation, business negotiation, health communi
cation, and implementation science. This multidisciplinary research was 
merged with qualitative and quantitative data gathered from parents and 
teachers of elementary-aged children with ASD. For example, our observa
tions of parent–teacher communication suggested that teachers talked signifi
cantly more than parents during their exchanges, and this was particularly true 
for White teachers (Azad, Williams, Minton, Sheridan, & Mandell (2020)). 
Therefore, in the Partners in School model, parents and teachers were provided 
with notes (see methods for more in-depth description) to encourage a more 
equitable exchange.

Partners in School is similar to other consultation models (e.g., behavioral 
consultation, conjoint behavioral consultation) because it is based on the pro
blem-solving process; however, it is different in content (e.g., asks parents and 
teachers to identify a strength in the other person, a strategy identified from the 
business negotiation literature, Daniels, Walker, & Emborg, 2012) and process 
(i.e., includes both phone and in-person components, preferences reported by 
parents and teachers during qualitative interviews). Preliminary findings on 
Partners in School has focused on child outcomes, noting that this approach 
can lead to meaningful changes in student behavioral outcomes (Azad, Marcus, 
Sheridan, & Mandell, 2018). There is still a need to examine the extent to which 
this model leads to changes in parent and teacher communication outcomes.

Our aim in the present study is to examine the communication impact of 
Partners in School with the following research questions: (a) To what extent 
does Partners in School improve different dimensions of parent-teacher com
munication, including general communication, communication about ASD, 
and communication about problem-solving?; and (b) What characteristics of 
parents and teachers (e.g., self–efficacy, expectations, education, years teach
ing, etc.) are associated with changes in communication?

Method

Participants

Participants were 26 teachers and 49 parents of children with ASD. Each 
teacher worked with 1–3 parents in his/her classroom. Only one parent (i.e., 
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the parent who interacted with the teacher more) participated per child to 
provide standardization across parent-teacher dyads. A dyad was defined as 
one parent and one teacher participating in a consultation about one child 
with ASD. Parents and teachers were from 26 autism support classrooms 
across 18 schools in a large urban public school district in the northeast of 
the United States. In the district, 53% of the elementary schools (i.e., 79 
schools) had autism support classrooms. Autism support classrooms were self- 
contained special education classrooms designated for students with an edu
cational classification of autism. The 18 schools in the present study included 
students that were 10.4% White, 52.4% African American/Black, 21.2% Latino, 
6% Asian, 0.1% Pacific Islander, 0.1% American Indian, and 9.6% other races. 
Additionally, 13.4% of students were receiving special education services. In 
the 18 participating schools, traditional approaches for home–school commu
nication were utilized, such as monthly newsletters, back to school nights, 
parent-teacher conferences, etc.

The first author recruited teachers at a school district in–service. 
Recruitment entailed doing a short presentation about the project to potential 
teachers, and then setting up a recruitment table to consent interested tea
chers. E-mails also were sent to teachers that participated in a previous study 
on home–school collaborations for children with ASD. Thirty-one teachers 
from 27 schools provided written consent to participate. Study information 
was sent home with all students of the consented teachers. Criteria for 
involvement were: (a) participant must be a parent/legal guardian; (b) child 
with ASD must be in K–5 grades; and (c) parent/legal guardian must be 
English-speaking. We distributed 235 study packets. Of the 90 parents who 
returned recruitment packets, 20 were not interested in participating, 10 could 
not be contacted, three had moved to a different district, and four did not 
speak English. Two parents dropped out of the study because they were in 
litigation with the district and two more parents were dropped because they 
did not keep their first phone interview. Four teachers were excluded because 
the parents in their classroom either did not return the consent form or were 
ineligible. One teacher was excluded from the study because she did not keep 
her first phone interview.

As presented in Table 1, most teachers were female (92.3%) with an average 
age of 36.6 years (SD = 9.7); 80.9% identified as White, 11.5% as African 
American/Black, 3.8% as Hispanic/Latino, and 3.8% as Asian. All teachers 
taught in self–contained special education classrooms, referred to as autism 
support classrooms. There were seven different types of classroom arrange
ments, with two to four grades grouped together (e.g., K–1 or K–3). More than 
half of the teachers (57.9%) taught in some arrangement of a kindergarten 
through third-grade class. On average, teachers reported teaching special 
education for 9.3 years (SD = 5.9) and autism support for 5.6 years (SD = 
3.1). The teachers in the present study were similar in demographic 
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characteristics (e.g., age, gender, years of teaching experience, etc.) to the 
teachers participating in a larger trial in the district.

Parents were primarily mothers (89.8%) who averaged 38.1 years of age 
(SD = 7.8). Approximately 30.6% identified as White, 36.7% as African 
American/Black, 24.5% as Hispanic/Latino, 4.1% as Asian, and 4% as other. 
About two thirds (67.4%) had a high school/vocational degree or less; and 
73.5% reported an annual income of less than 45,000 USD. Almost half 
(44.9%) were unemployed, 60.4% were not married, and 67.3% were enrolled 
in Medicaid.

The students with ASD (n = 49) averaged 7.3 years of age (SD = 1.6), ranged 
in grade from kindergarten to fifth, with 71.4% in the early grades (i.e., either 
K, 1st, or 2nd grade); and 69.4% were boys. Students were on average, 
32 months old (SD = 12.6) when they were diagnosed with an ASD. Most 
(79.6%) were enrolled in free or reduced lunch programs and received school– 
based services (93.9%), including speech (85.4%) and occupational therapy 
(66.7%). The consultant for Partners in School was a female, Asian-American, 
doctoral-level school psychologist.

Measures

Parent–teacher relationship scale – second edition
The Parent–Teacher Relationship Scale (PTRS-II) is a 24–item measure on the 
degree of connection felt between parent and teacher pairs using two aspects – 
joining and communication–to–other. For the present study, we only used the 
latter scale, which is composed of two subscales (i.e., sharing of emotion and 
sharing of information). Respondents were asked to indicate the degree to 
which a series of statements were applicable to their relationship, using a five– 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of teachers and parents.

Variable Mean (SD) or Percentage Variable
Mean (SD) or 
Percentage

Teachers (n = 26) Parent (n = 49)
Male 7.7 Fathers 6.1
Female 92.3 Mothers 89.8
Age (in years) 36.6 (9.7) Age (in years) 38.1 (7.8)
White 80.9 White 30.6
African American/Black 11.5 African American/Black 36.7
Asian 3.8 Asian 4.1
Hispanic/Latino 3.8 Hispanic/Latino 24.5
K – 3rd Grade 57.9 Middle Eastern 2.0
1st – 3rd Grade 11.5 American Indian 2.0
2nd – 5th Grade 30.6 High School or Less 67.4
Years Teaching SPED 9.3 (5.9) Income Less than 45 K 73.5
Years Teaching AS 5.6 (3.1) Receiving Medicaid 67.3

Unemployed 44.9
Not married 60.4

SPED refers to Special Education and AS refers to Autism Support.
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point Likert scale (Minke, Sheridan, Kim, Ryoo, & Koziol, 2014; Vickers & 
Minke, 1995). For the present study, Cronbach’s alpha on the communica
tion–to–other scale for parents was .93 (pre) and .83 (post). For teachers, 
Cronbach’s alpha on the communication-to-other scale was .90 (pre) and .91 
(post). We used the communication–to–other scale as a measure of general 
communication to the other person.

Participation in problem–solving scale
The Participation in Problem–Solving Scale (PPSS; Sheridan et al., 2013) has 
two sections. In the first section, respondents were asked to answer five yes/no 
questions regarding their communication about ASD specific problems and 
solutions (e.g., During the last three months, did you communicate about your 
child’s social skills?). In the second section, respondents were asked to think 
about the most recent concern they brought up with the other person and 
answer eight problem–solving questions about that experience (e.g., I gathered 
specific information to measure my child’s progress). The items are rated on 
a six–point Likert scale. For the present study, Cronbach’s alpha for parent 
PPSS was .83 (pre) and .81 (post). For teachers, Cronbach’s alpha on the PPSS 
was .90 (pre) and .88 (post). The first section of the PPSS was used as 
a measure of communication about ASD and the second section was used as 
a measure of communication about problem-solving.

Parent–teacher communication questionnaire
The Parent–Teacher Communication Questionnaire (PTCQ; parent and tea
cher versions) was developed for the present study. The first four questions 
were related to self-efficacy in communication (e.g., How confident are you in 
communicating with your child’s teacher?). These questions were from Benson, 
Karlof, and Siperstein (2008) interview protocol on parent involvement, of 
which self–efficacy was a component. Questions were adapted using expert 
feedback and piloted with parents and teachers prior to administration. The 
fifth question on the PTCQ pertains to expectations regarding communication 
(e.g., Are your expectations for communicating with your child’s teacher being 
met?). This item score was used as a measure of expectations. Respondents 
were asked to rank their responses on a five–point Likert scale. Cronbach’s 
alpha for parent PTCQ was .82 (pre) and .76 (post). Cronbach’s alpha for 
teacher PTCQ was .78 (pre) and .82 (post).

Home–school notes
The steps of the intervention plan were written on a daily home–school note. 
Teachers reported whether they completed each of the intervention steps. 
Child progress was monitored by asking teachers to rate how much progress 
the child made using goal attainment scaling (i.e., −1 = situation somewhat 
worse; 0 = no progress, +1 = situation somewhat better, etc.) Teachers signed 
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the home–school note and sent it home. Parents were asked to provide the 
same information and return the signed home–school note to the teacher. The 
consultant provided the teacher with 15 forms for the three-week intervention. 
The number of home–school notes returned by parents and teachers was used 
as a measure of intervention fidelity. Other than the home–school notes 
(collected daily), the remaining measures on communication were collected 
pre – and post – consultation.

Procedure

The university’s institutional review board and school district’s research 
review committee approved all research activities. Parent pre–consultations 
were conducted prior to teacher pre–consultations, which were then fol
lowed by the in–person parent–teacher consultation meetings. Demographic 
information was collected over the phone during the pre–consultations. Pre– 
consultation surveys were distributed to classrooms after participants com
pleted their pre–consultation interviews. Parents and teachers brought their 
completed surveys to the consultation meeting. All consultation meetings 
were conducted at schools and audiotaped. Post–consultation interviews 
were conducted over the phone (separately for parents and teachers) 
approximately four weeks after the parent–teacher consultation meeting. 
Post-consultation surveys were delivered to classrooms after the parents 
and teachers completed their post–consultation phone interviews. 
Consultation procedures were conducted over a 6–8 month window during 
one school year.

Partners in school pre–consultation
The objectives of the pre-consultation stage were to build rapport, encourage 
parents and teachers to reflect on the other person’s role, and gain information 
on the child (e.g., reinforcers). There were five parts to the pre–consultation 
phone interview (conducted separately with parents and teachers). First, 
parents and teachers were asked to report on strengths in the other person. 
Second, they were asked to determine what is challenging about the other 
person’s role. Third, child’s preferences (i.e., what is reinforcing for the child) 
were discussed. Fourth, parents and teachers were asked if they endorsed eight 
possible concerns regarding the child. These eight concerns were selected by 
directly partnering with parents and teachers during model development 
(Azad, Williams, Minton, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2020). The following concerns 
were addressed: (a) expressing needs (29.3%), (b) staying on task (29.3%), (c) 
aggression (14.6%), (d) rigidity/difficulty with change (14.6%), (e) completing 
assignments (7.3%), and (f) following directions (4.9%). Fifth, parents and 
teachers were asked to rank order their top three concerns, and then rate the 
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frequency (i.e., “How often does this occur?”) and severity (i.e., “How much does 
this impact home or school functioning?”) of each concern.

Partners in school consultation
The objectives of the consultation stage were to preview information shared 
during the individual pre–consultations, as well as develop a student inter
vention plan and parent–teacher communication plan. At this in–person 
meeting, parents and teachers were given notes about what they reported 
during the pre-consultation interviews. They were asked to share their con
cerns about the child, as well as the strengths and challenges that they 
identified in the other person. The overlapping concern endorsed by both 
parents and teachers from the pre–consultation interview (e.g., following 
directions) became the target concern. If there were no overlapping concerns, 
the consultant used qualitative information gathered during the phone inter
views to help identify a mutual area of concern. For example, both the parent 
and teacher may have described difficulties the child has in transitioning from 
preferred to non–preferred activities during their pre-consultation interviews. 
Although “difficulty with transitions” may not have been endorsed by the 
parent or teacher as one of their top three concerns, it became the target 
concern because it was an overlapping difficulty across home and school. The 
target concern was defined and goals were set. Parents and teachers were asked 
to provide more information on the target concern (e.g., “Tell me what 
happens right before and right after this problem”), and strategies that were 
effective at home and at school, respectively.

Using information provided from parents and teachers, as well as the 
expertise of the consultant on evidence–based practices for ASD, an indivi
dualized student intervention plan was collaboratively developed. Student 
intervention plans had shared (e.g., visual supports) and non–shared aspects. 
They were drawn from the 27 EBIs from the National Professional 
Development Center on Autism Spectrum Disorder (2014). Example student 
intervention plans included antecedent strategies (e.g., reminders and timers), 
cognitive reframing, structured choices, task analyses, communication sup
ports, replacement behaviors, prompting, redirection, academic modifica
tions, self–monitoring tools, etc. (For more in-depth discussion of the 
student intervention plans and/or child outcomes of Partners in School, please 
refer to Azad, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2018). All materials needed for 
the intervention were provided by the consultant at the end of the school day. 
The consultant traveled with a laptop, printer, laminator, Velcro, and reinfor
cers for the child to generate materials after the consultation meeting. These 
materials were used to create the student interventions (e.g., visual supports) 
and to develop the parent-teacher communication plan (i.e., daily home- 
school notes). In a minority of cases where the consultant did not have the 
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materials, implementation was delayed by a day or two in order to acquire the 
specialized materials.

There were two parent–teacher communication plans in place – home- 
school notes and weekly check–ins. Parents and teachers completed the home- 
school notes for three weeks. We chose three weeks as the intervention period 
because in our prior work, parents and teachers of children with ASD indi
cated that this was the ideal amount of time to implement interventions across 
home and school settings (Azad, Williams, Minton, Sheridan, & Mandell, 
2020). There also was a weekly check–in. Participants were told that they 
could use any method to check–in, including phone calls, text messages, etc. 
At the end of the first and second week, the consultant emailed the teacher 
a reminder about the parent check–in. Teachers initiated the weekly check–ins 
with parents using three standardized questions. The consultant picked up the 
home–school notes at the end of the third week. Parents and teachers rated 
how much progress the child made toward their goal on the daily home– 
school notes. Using these data, students’ progress toward their pre–deter
mined goals were graphed prior to the post-consultation meeting.

Partners in school post–consultation
The objectives of the post–consultation stage were to discuss outcomes of the 
intervention plan and communication plans, develop maintenance strategies 
or revise the student intervention plan, and obtain feedback on the entire 
Partners in School process. There were three components to the post–con
sultation phone interviews. First, parents and teachers reported on the fre
quency and severity of the same three concerns that they reported on during 
the pre-consultation interview. Second, they were asked about what parts of 
the student intervention plan worked or did not work and the next steps (i.e., 
maintenance strategies). Third, parents and teachers were asked about the 
home–school notes and the check–ins. Future communication plans were 
discussed. Fourth, the consultant elicited feedback from parents and teachers 
about their general experiences with the consultation services.

Consultant fidelity was examined with a checklist coded by two indepen
dent raters. Both raters listened to 20% of the consultation sessions to establish 
reliability standards. The remaining sessions were coded individually. Percent 
agreement was 98.5%. The consultant adhered to 98% of the protocol. 
(Protocol is available from the first author upon request).

Data analyses

We used paired samples t–tests to address our first research question, “To 
what extent does Partners in School improve different dimensions of parent– 
teacher communication.” The parent–teacher communication outcomes of 
interest were: (a) general communication to the other person, (b) 
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communication about ASD, and (b) communication about problem–solving. 
We computed grouped pre – and post – consultation means for descriptive 
purposes. For each child, we then calculated the change between their pre – 
and post – consultation periods for each outcome and examined, via paired 
sample t–tests, whether the average for each difference score was significantly 
different from 0.

Our second research question was, “What characteristics of parents and 
teachers are associated with changes in communication?” Linear regression 
models were used to understand the characteristics associated with parent– 
teacher communication. For the parent model, independent variables were 
education, income, and race. For the teacher model, independent variables 
were teachers’ race and number of years teaching in autism support class
rooms. We coded race as 0 = not White and 1 = White and used the former as 
the reference variable. Additional independent variables were parents’ and 
teachers’ change in self–efficacy and expectations from the pre – to post – 
consultation period, as well as the number of home–school notes completed. 
The dependent variables were the parent–teacher communication variables.

We examined the unadjusted and adjusted associations between the inde
pendent and dependent variables separately for parents and teachers. In the 
unadjusted analyses, models included each independent variable as the sole 
predictor of each dependent variable. In the adjusted models, we entered all of 
the variables with a p–value less than .20 (in the unadjusted model) as 

Table 2. Correlation matrix between independent and dependent variables.

Parent Variables
Parent 

Education
Family 
Income

Teachers’ 
Race

Parents’ 
Race

Years 
Teaching 

AS

Difference 
in Self- 
Efficacy

Difference in 
Expectations

Home- 
School 
Notes 

Completed

Difference in 
General  
Communication

−.163 −.222 −.086 −.253 −.230 .219 .059 .074

Difference in 
Communication 
about ASD

−.208 .076 .137 −.127 .233 .382* .262 .153

Difference in 
Communication 
about Problem- 
Solving

.094 −.190 .071 −.233 .248 −.036 −.088 .114

Teacher Variables
Difference in 

General 
Communication

−.159 .001 .071 −.071 −.144 −.076 .343* .190

Difference in 
Communication 
about ASD

−.189 .010 −.099 .153 −.059 .318* .175 .365*

Difference in 
Communication 
about Problem- 
Solving

−.132 −.063 .039 .018 −.231 −.082 .305 .142

*p <.05
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independent variables. Difference scores were used for the self–efficacy and 
expectation independent variables and all the dependent variables. See Table 2 
for associations between independent and dependent variables.

It is important to note that there was clustering in our data. More specifi
cally, teachers may have worked with between 1–3 parents in their classrooms. 
Given the clustering, we computed the interclass correlation coefficient, and 
found it to be ICC = .44. This moderate ICC indicates that the experience of 
parent-teacher dyads within classrooms was somewhat different from the 
experience of parent–teacher dyads across classrooms. To account for this 
teacher effect, our analyses were conducted using Complex Samples in SPSS. 
Complex Samples uses generalized estimating equations (GEE) to adjust 
standard errors to account for the non-independence created by clustering 
(Huang, 2016).

Results

To what extent does partners in school improve different dimensions of 
parent–teacher communication?

Table 3 shows that for all three communication variables examined on the 
Parent–Teacher Relationship Scale (i.e., general communication) and 
Participation in Problem–Solving (i.e., communication about ASD and com
munication about problem–solving), we found significant increases reported 
by teachers. Teachers reported a significant increase in their general commu
nication to parents from pre – to post – consultation (difference score = 1.3, 
p = .017). Subscales scores suggested that teachers reported a significant 
increase in their sharing of information to parents from pre – (M = 7.5, 
SD = 2.2) to post – (M = 8.5; SD = 1.4) consultation (difference score = .9, 
p= .014). Teachers also reported a significant increase in their communication 
about ASD from pre – to post – consultation (difference score = .5, p = .004). 

Table 3. Parent-teacher communication outcomes.

Variable

Parent Teacher

M SD p M SD p

General Communication to the other person
Pre-Consultation 21.7 4.6 20.4 4.0
Post-Consultation 24.0 9.0 21.9 3.0
Difference 2.1 9.7 .191 1.3* 2.9 .017

Communication about ASD
Pre-Consultation 4.2 1.5 4.3 .9
Post-Consultation 4.6 .8 4.7 .5
Difference .4 1.4 .064 .5** 1.0 .004

Communication about Problem-Solving
Pre-Consultation 40.1 5.8 39.1 8.0
Post-Consultation 42.2 5.0 42.8 4.1
Difference 1.4 5.8 .233 2.6** 6.0 .009

*p <.05 **p <.01
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Finally, teachers reported a significant increase in their communication about 
problem–solving from pre – to post – consultation (difference score = 2.6, p = 
.009). Parents did not report increases in their communication to teachers. 
These findings suggest that Partners in School facilitated teachers’ commu
nication with parents, but not vice versa.

What characteristics of parents and teachers are associated with changes in 
communication?

We used the variables in the demographic form (e.g., race, parents’ education, 
teachers’ years teaching) and the Parent–Teacher Communication 
Questionnaire (i.e., self–efficacy and expectations) as characteristics for par
ents and teachers. As seen in Table 4, the unadjusted model suggested that 
teachers’ race (B = .7, p= .006) was significantly associated with changes in 
communication about ASD for parents. This suggests that parents’ commu
nication about ASD with teachers may be impacted by teachers’ race. 
However, this effect was diminished in the adjusted model when all of the 
variables are considered together. In the adjusted models, three variables were 
significantly important for parents. Parental reports of their self–efficacy 
(B = 1.0, p = .024) was significantly associated with changes in general 
communication to teachers. A one-point increase in the difference score on 
parental self–efficacy was associated with a one-point increase in the difference 
score on general communication to the other person. Self–efficacy also was 
significantly associated with changes in communication about ASD, (B = .4, p< 

Table 4. Predictors of parent communication.

Variables

Difference in general 
communication to the 

other person
Difference in communica

tion about ASD

Difference in commu
nication about pro

blem-solving

Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted

B p B p B p B p B p B p
Parent Education
HS or less - - - - - - - - - - - -
More than HS −3.3 .201 - - −.5 .249 - - 1.1 .551 - -
Family Income
45 K or less - - - - - - - - - - - -
Over 45 K −4.5 .285 - - 2.0 .686 - - −2.3 .305 - -
Teachers’ race
Not White - - - - - - - - - - - -
White −3.0 .093 −2.5 .179 .7* .006 .5 .289 1.4 .369 - -
Parents’ race
Not White - - - - - - - - - - - -
White −5.0 .186 −5.6 .111 −.3 .452 - - −2.8 .212 - -
Years teaching AS .7 .345 - - .1 .130 .1* .025 .5 .253 - -
Difference in self-efficacy .9 .095 1.0* .024 .2 .079 .4*** <.0001 −.10 .917 - -
Difference in expectations .8 .565 - - .4 .182 −.2 .199 −.6 .779 - -
Home-school notes completed .2 .353 - - .1 .320 - - .2 .627 - -

*p <.05 **p <.01 **p <.001 
Ranges for the continuous variables are as follows: Self-Efficacy (4–20); Expectations (1–5); Communication to the 

other person (5– 25); Communication about ASD (0–6); Communication about problem-solving (8–48)
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.001). A one-unit increase in the difference score on self–efficacy was asso
ciated with a .4 point increase in the difference score on communication about 
ASD. The number of years that teachers taught in autism support classrooms 
were associated with changes in communication about ASD for parents, 
(B = .1, p = .025). A one-unit increase in the number of years that teachers 
taught in autism support were associated with a .1 point increase in the 
difference score on communication about ASD.

For teachers, the unadjusted models indicated that three variables (i.e., 
self–efficacy, expectations, number of home–school notes) were important 
for their communication to parents (see Table 5). In the adjusted models, 
the impact of all of the variables remained. Teacher reports of their 
expectations (B = .6, p= .019) was significantly associated with changes 
in communication about ASD. A one-point increase in the difference 
score on expectations was associated with a .6 point increase in the 
difference score on communication about ASD. The number of home– 
school notes that teachers completed (B = .1, p= .038) also was signifi
cantly associated with changes in communication about ASD. A one-point 
increase in the number of home–school notes was associated with a .1 
point increase in the difference score on communication about ASD. For 
communication about problem–solving, teachers’ report on their self– 
efficacy was the only variable with a p–value of less than .20. Therefore, 
the adjusted results were the same as the unadjusted results, such that 
a one-point increase in the difference score on self–efficacy was associated 

Table 5. Predictors of teacher communication.

Variables

Difference in general com
munication to the other 

person
Difference in communi

cation about ASD

Difference in communi
cation about problem- 

solving

Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted

B p B p B p B p B p B p
Parent Education
HS or less - - - - - - - - - - - -
More than HS −.9 .384 - - −.4 .202 - - −1.6 .414 - -
Family Income
45 K or less - - - - - - - - - - - -
Over 45 K 1.1 .154 .5 .641 .02 .953 - - −.8 .769 - -
Teachers’ race
Not White - - - - - - - - - - - -
White −.9 .196 −1.8 .153 .6 .273 - - .4 .863 - -
Parents’ race
Not White - - - - - - - - - - - -
White .4 .627 - - −.2 .599 - - .5 .849 - -
Years teaching AS −.1 .404 - - −.02 .730 - - −.5 .316 - -
Difference in self-efficacy .4* .026 .5 .091 .1 .251 - - .8* .043 .7* .043
Difference in expectations .7 181 .1 .973 .5* .049 .6* .019 1.2 .326 - -
Home-school notes completed −.2 .201 - - .1* .049 .1* .038 −.2 .508 - -

*p <.05 **p <.01 ***p <.001 
Note. Ranges for the continuous variables are as follows: Self-Efficacy (4–20); Expectations (1–5); Communication to 

the other person (5– 25); Communication about ASD (0–6); Communication about problem-solving (8–48)
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with a .8 point increase in the difference score on communication about 
problem–solving.

Discussion

In this preliminary study, we examined whether a pre–post implementation of 
Partners in School led to improvements in parent–teacher communication and 
what factors were associated with such improvements. We found that teachers 
reported a significant increase in their communication to parents, although 
parents did not report the same increase with teachers. Teachers’ reports of 
their self–efficacy, expectations, and intervention fidelity were associated with 
increased communication to parents. Parental self–efficacy and teacher experi
ence was associated with parents’ reports of communication with teachers.

We investigated three different types of communication: (a) general com
munication to the other person, (b) communication about ASD, and (c) 
communication about problem–solving. Our findings indicated that teachers 
reported a significant increase in all three communication types. However, 
parents did not report a significant increase in any of these communication 
outcomes. One reason that teachers may have reported a significant increase in 
communication is because teachers perceive it as their responsibility to com
municate with parents (Mahmood, 2013). The support provided through 
Partners in School may have been sufficient for teachers to effectively commu
nicate with parents. Prior studies have indicated that when teachers receive 
additional support through consultations, they report improved relationships 
with parents (Sheridan et al., 2017).

The lack of significant findings related to parents’ report of communication 
to teachers also warrants attention. It is likely that in a low–SES, racially 
diverse sample of parents like those enrolled in the present study, teachers 
or other school-mental health staff need to adopt more culturally responsive 
strategies to ensure that parents know that their voices are welcome, valued, 
and essential for problem-solving. Another reason may be that parents had 
difficulty interpreting the survey questions. Approximately two–third of our 
parent sample reported an educational attainment of high school/vocational 
school or less. The demographic composition of parents in the present study is 
a strength, but it is precisely the population that is often disengaged from 
research. Perhaps to enhance parents’ communication with teachers, it is 
important to go deeper and address race and other systemic factors that may 
impact the change process. Prior research indicates that teachers often do not 
welcome, expect, or advance power-sharing relationships with African 
American and/or Latino parents (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002; Azad et al., 2019; 
Cooper, 2009). A history of one-sided relationships may have altered parents’ 
attitudes about home–school communication. This may stem from being part 
of a larger educational system that caters to the majority, and not the minority 
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(Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2011). Collectively, these factors may have facilitated 
teachers’ communication, but impeded parents’ communication. Finally, it is 
possible that the limited nature of Partners in School was not robust enough to 
detect changes. More work is needed to understand how consultation services 
may be designed to improve parents’ communication, especially low-SES and/ 
or racially minoritized parents’ communication with teachers.

Although parents did not report any communication differences, prior 
work with Partners in School (Azad, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2018) 
suggested that parents reported more child-related outcomes after participat
ing in consultation compared to teachers. Given the minimal support that 
parents receive at home for their children, and the limited support that 
teachers receive about communicating with parents, it may be that parents 
and teachers were capitalizing on different aspects of the Partners in School 
model.

We also examined what factors were related to changes in parent–teacher 
communication. For both parents and teachers, we found that self-efficacy was 
related to changes in communication. For teachers, an increase in commu
nication self-efficacy was related to an increase in communication about 
problem–solving. For parents, an increase in communication self–efficacy 
was related to an increase in general communication and communication 
about ASD. Our results are consistent with Ozkan, Dalli, Bingol, Metin, and 
Yarali (2014) who showed a positive association between teacher self–efficacy 
and their communication skills. According to Hoy and Spero (2005), teachers’ 
self–efficacy declines during the first years of teaching and this decline is 
related to a lack of support. The literature on parental self–efficacy indicates 
that support in parenting is important for fostering mothers’ capacity to care 
for children with ASD (Chong & Kua, 2016). Our findings suggest that self– 
efficacy may be an important target for professional development or parent 
training programs, as this characteristic may play a vital role for parent- 
teacher communication.

There also were additional variables unique to teachers’ or parents’ reports 
of their communication with each other. For teachers, an increase in commu
nication expectations and intervention fidelity were associated with increases 
in communication about ASD. Although limited research examines teacher 
expectations for communication, the literature suggests that expectations are 
likely low. Teachers report that they lack the time, support, and structure to 
effectively partner with parents (Jivanjee, Kruzich, Friesen, & Robinson, 2007). 
It is possible that Partners in School helped teachers heighten their expecta
tions regarding parent–teacher communication, which was associated with 
increased communication about ASD. Finally, teachers who completed more 
home–school notes may have had more ASD–specific information to com
municate about with parents. Anecdotal observations from parents and tea
chers indicated that they preferred using a pre–populated, structured home– 
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school note rather than open-ended, unstructured communication logs that 
were previously used. Future research may examine whether structured versus 
unstructured communication modalities impacts the quality and quality of 
parent–teacher communication. Furthermore, Partners in School may be 
enhanced by addressing systemic issues in education (e.g., targeting culture 
and prior experiences with education more explicitly during pre- 
consultations) that have perpetuated inequities and outcome disparities.

For parents, the only additional variable that was associated with commu
nication was teachers’ experience. More specifically, parents reported an 
increase in communication about ASD with teachers who had taught in 
autism support classrooms for more years. One explanation for this finding 
is that teachers with more experience may create more awareness and oppor
tunities for parent engagement (Williams & Sánchez, 2013), and thus allow 
parents to communicate more frequently with them. Fishman and Nickerson 
(2015) showed that teacher invitations for involvement were a significant 
predictor of whether parents were engaged in the special education of their 
children with disabilities. Interestingly, parents’ communication about ASD 
with teachers was impacted by teacher’s race in the unadjusted model; how
ever, this effect diminished when teachers’ race was considered in the adjusted 
model with all of the variables. It is important to note that the variation in 
parents’ pre – and post – consultation reports of general communication, as 
evidenced by the standard deviation, suggests that there were other unmea
sured variables affecting how parents responded to Partners in School. The 
present study examined individual characteristics (e.g., education, income, 
self-efficacy); however, in future studies it may be important to examine how 
dyadic characteristics (e.g., concordance of race, expectations, etc.) and/or 
how child-related characteristics (e.g., behavioral problems) influences the 
extent to which parents’ communication with teachers may be enhanced 
through consultation.

It is interesting to note that for both parents and teachers, communication 
about ASD emerged as important. For parents, general communication also 
was important, while for teachers communication about problem-solving was 
critical. With Partners in School, parents may have seen their role as partici
pating in more general communication with teachers and providing ASD 
specific content about their child. However, they may have expected teachers 
to do more of the “heavy” problem–solving. Given teachers’ skills, they may 
have seen their role as providing ASD specific content and engaging in the 
process of problem–solving. Parent–teacher interactions are often character
ized as hierarchical, in which parents assume the role of advice–recipient and 
teachers assume the role of advice–giver (Azad et al., 2016; Cheatham & 
Ostrosky, 2011). Partners in School may help parents move beyond their 
passive role into a more descriptive role (i.e., describing the child’s ASD- 
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related challenges), but the consultation approach may not be sufficient for 
parents to become collaborative problem-solvers with teachers.

Limitations

There are important limitations to note about the present study. First, we did 
not have direct observations to corroborate our findings. According to Azad 
et al. (2016) parent and teacher reports of their communication can be inflated 
relative to their actual communicative behaviors. Second, the consultation 
meetings took place at school. The consultant had more informal contact 
with teachers and as a result, teachers may have felt more supported. Third, 
some of our measures were developed for the purposes of the present study, 
and therefore, there are limited data about reliability and validity (e.g., Parent- 
Teacher Communication Questionnaire). Without this information, it may be 
difficult to compare our findings with those from other studies. Fourth, our 
results are preliminary given the single group pre–post, non–experimental 
design with a small sample size. Fifth, there are potential threats to internal 
validity (e.g., maturation, history) that may have influenced participants’ 
ratings, especially teachers. Future studies with a more rigorous design and 
methodology are needed to replicate the findings.

Implications

The results from the present study have important implications for educa
tional consultation. A short, family–school consultation approach can lead to 
changes in parent–teacher communication as reported by special education 
teachers. However, more research is needed to understand how family– 
school consultations may support parents in their communication with 
teachers. It is imperative that consultation research and practice take 
a more culturally–competent approach (i.e., in agreement with the cultural 
values, beliefs, worldview, and practices of stakeholders, Purnell, 2016) to 
meet the complex communicative needs of low-SES and/or racially minor
itized parents. Perhaps including parents’ perspectives using a community- 
partnered approach in the design of consultation models may close the gap 
between what we know works in research and what actually happens in 
practice.

Our findings also highlight other factors related to parent–teacher commu
nication. For example, the literature on self–efficacy suggests that it is related to 
emotional exhaustion in teachers (Boujut, Popa-Roch, Palomares, Dean, & Cappe, 
2017) and fatigue in parents (Giallo, Wood, Jellett, & Porter, 2013). Our results 
add to this literature by showing that self–efficacy is related to parent–teacher 
communication. Our findings also indicate the need to address teachers’ expecta
tions about communication, which may be addressed during teacher preparation 
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programs or professional development workshops. School–based staff who con
duct consultation services (e.g., school psychologists) may encourage teachers to 
actively engage parents using home–school notes, which may further enhance 
teachers’ communicative behaviors. Parents may feel more comfortable interact
ing with teachers who have more experience with ASD. Therefore, it is important 
for consultation services to provide additional support for parents who have 
teachers that are newer to the profession. Engaging in collaborative communica
tion through family–school consultation is the first step to establishing a strong 
and meaningful home–school connection (Leenders, de Jong, Monfrance, & 
Haelermans, 2019), and ultimately, enhanced outcomes for children with ASD.
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