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Building Parents as Researchers
by Mary Johnson, Valerie Muñoz
and
Emma Street

On April 21st, three members of ParentUTurn, a parent advocacy organization representing Lynwood and South Gate, traveled to
Chicago to present the following paper at the American Educators Research Conference (AERA).
Introduction

ParentUTurn (PUT) is a parent organization that has worked with UCLA researchers and is made up of parents from Lynwood and its
surrounding cities. Our organization has an estimated 200 members. ParentUTurn consists of parents, grandparents, politicians, activists,
advocates, and teachers. The majority of ParentUTurn members range in age between 30 and 65, and have no formal degrees but a lot of
civic pride. ParentUTurn is a multicultural organization with many nationalities and programs for schools that seek to address how parents can
best assist their schools in creating a successful learning environment. Our responsibility in the community is in procuring and gathering
information on quality schooling. Our organization can best be described as a professional development program for parents. ParentUTurn
members have a sophisticated understanding of what good teaching and learning should look like in the classroom and have struggled with
some of the broader issues of diversity and equity for all students. The key issues for ParentUTurn members are improving the educational
opportunities of disadvantaged urban students.

Lynwood and other cities that ParentUTurn serves are located in the southeast area of Los Angeles County. Lynwood is five miles from Watts
and twenty miles from Long Beach. The community of Lynwood covers a five miles radius and is 70% Hispanic and 30% AfroAmerican. 95% of
Lynwood students receive free lunch. A great number of residents work for the Lynwood Unified School District (LUSD) or city of Lynwood. The
majority of the population work in factories or in the service industry for minimum wage. The unique thing about Lynwood is the different
cultures and pride of the "peoples." Parents in Lynwood are hard workers and take much pride in doing things that improve their community,
such as, being Neighborhood Watch captains and volunteering for local cleanup of their neighborhood. These parents are now demanding
quality access to education for all students.
Parents Becoming Advocates

In Lynwood, the school system has a high number of uncredentialed teachers. LUSD has failed to allow parent involvement in any decision
making roles. Every time parents voice their opinion, the district slaps them down. LUSD doesn't respect parents as resources, only as
bathroom monitors and fundraisers.

Currently, the middle schools and high schools are unsafe because of drugs and gangs. Four years ago our children were failing and we had no
idea why. Our children were scoring very low on SAT 9 tests, and the overall school API rate was very low. The classrooms are dirty, with mice
and heavy pigeon droppings in the air conditioners and heating ducts. There is a lack of security guards to keep students and staff safe from
gang related problems, drugs and fistfights between students.

Parents in Lynwood became involved with UCLA in 1997 for staff development regarding quality/state standard curriculum. Parents were
invited to participate in the Center X Parent Project to learn how to improve parent involvement with their children’s schooling. For six years,
ParentUTurn has participated in parent educational training as part of UCLA’s Parent Project, an organization that has created and
implemented exemplary programs for parents in several communities.

Since 1997 ParentUTurn members and other parents have put their training to use by teaching other parents about school procedures and
students; rights. Parents help other parents by filling out uniform complaints and attending Individual Evaluation Process (IEP) meetings with
parents as advocates. We are no longer asking for accountability. We are now demanding accountability. We are teaching parents that it's okay
to take on LUSD for changes. For instance, we were able to mobilize parents regarding food that schools were serving our children. Parents
were able to demand the district to change food vendors. Another example occurred when ParentUTurn filed a uniform complaint with the
district for violating its own bylaws by electing a president that was an employee of the district. The first and second stage of our appeal was
denied, but we appealed to the superintendent and won.

Three years ago we met John Rogers, associate directors of the Institute for Democracy, Education & Access (IDEA) and a researcher at UCLA.
We, as parents, knew how bad the conditions of our schools were, but we didn't know how to gather this information together to forge some
kind of accountability for our students. We wanted to gather data from parents of students that attended schools in our district and believed
that the data would document or verify how an environment with these conditions affects the students academically and socially. Learning how
to research issues of access to quality education is the only way to change our community and promote a safe and effective educational
environment for all students. ParentUTurn members attended monthly IDEA meetings to study school conditions and the research process.
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After the class ended, parents were invited to attend a summer seminar to learn more about becoming a researcher and research techniques
and skills.
Parents Becoming Researchers.

Last summer, as students of Urban Sociology at UCLA, we learned about the history of education and how the social reproduction cycle works.
We, as parents, got a better understanding of how and why schooling came to existence. We gained a better understanding of why the school
system was failing in educating people of color. The education system was developed around teaching white males of elite status. We have all
heard about Brown vs. Board of Education, but last summer we were able to compare the case to the conditions in today's schools. Every
situation that exists, such as, segregation, lack of materials and lack of access to quality education, has been recycled from the past and, 50
years later, we are again at the crossroads in education. For example, our children are forced to take the Exit Exam to get a diploma, to satisfy
politicians who have failed to advocate and demand accountability from local schools. This summer we also learned how to mobilize people for
change.

This past summer, parents at UCLA also became researchers and learned how to have some means of tracking teacher quality and access to
quality education for students. This summer we learned many methods of gathering data, such as, audiotaping, interviewing techniques, parent
checklists, observations, focus groups, videotaping and surveys.

The summer was an amazing experience for parents in becoming researchers. As researchers parents were able to conduct focus groups with
a group of high school students about school conditions and the lack of school materials. In the past, parents never had a chance to ask
students what they needed to be successful in school. The students this summer were very eager to share their school experience with us.
When we first entered the classroom at Jordan High School the teacher was uncomfortable. When the teacher saw that students were relaxed,
the teacher started to share his experience. As parents conducted focus group some of the students could relate to some of the teacher's
experiences. Common experiences were a lack of restrooms available and of materials for teachers and students to use. This was a concern for
teachers and students.

Many students were concerned about not being able to see their school counselors. Some students who were in the tenth and eleventh grade
had not ever seen their counselors. We asked the students if they knew the definition of curriculum, and no one could tell us. As parents, now
we knew why students from this school were not making the grade.

After leaving the classroom we went to the cafeteria to do a focus group on teachers and principals. We feared we wouldn't get the teachers to
see that traditional education wasn't reaching our children. We were just parents with no formal degrees and all teachers have some kind of
credential. We wanted to help the teachers to see the conditions that our children have to experience while attending nonperforming schools.
To our surprise, some teachers were able to relate because they were teaching at schools just like the schools in our community.

The parents decided to expand our research out to the malls and local shopping centers to interview a variety of parents regarding the
conditions in their children's schools. When we got to the mall we felt very uncomfortable stopping people and asking questions. In our
research we found that most people are in a rush. The mall was a good idea for a place to conduct surveys because we were able to collect a
variety of information that was helpful in gathering data across the school districts. After gathering data we came to the conclusion that all
schools had similar or the same problems. Some of the same problems were that their schools did not have enough restrooms, credentialed
teachers, materials and school counselors. Most parents believed that their children weren't getting a quality education. The surveys done at
the malls reflect our belief that all students don't have access to quality education.

The most amazing thing about this summer was that parents and students attended class together. This was a research project in itself for
bridging the gap. At first, we as parents were talking at the students. As time went on everyone began talking and listening to one another.
The students were sharing their experiences and the parents were listening. Parents and students learned how to respect each other and found
common ground to build a workable relationship to make changes together.
After Summer Seminar.

ParentUTurn and other parents from different surrounding cities have been coming together at the Parent Leadership Institute classes that
are held at UCLA to examine the school accountability report card (SARC). The SARC is supposed to report on the inner running of each school.
We found that schools left out information parents would like to know. For instance, how many teachers are certified, how many teachers have
doctorate degrees and how many teachers are teaching out of their subject matter.

We are most proud of our effort to establish a Students Bill of Rights at the local level. Students, parents, and advocates that seek access to
quality education for all students in California drafted the bill. The Bill made it through the first committee in Sacramento and got tagged for a
“milliondollar cost” in the second committee. At this time the bill is suspended. This past fall there was a congressman that wanted to bring a
national student's bill of rights. Someone recognized that it is a good idea that every student should have access to quality education
regardless of economic status, nationality, or religion.

Parents gained recognition for research work done after summer seminar. ParentUTurn parents' surveys were used in the lead editorial of the
Los Angeles Times newspaper. I think this was a proud day for all of us, including John Rogers, our teacher. To see the data that we gathered
in writing in a major paper was an awesome feeling. We feel lucky because we are the new kids on the block and some researchers never get
their work published.
Challenges and Tension Between PUT and Professional Research/Activist Community

While we have gained much from our work with UCLA/IDEA, we have run into some tensions and obstacles as well, particularly in our
interaction with IDEA'S partners and other UCLA researchers. PUT members come from a community that is predominately Hispanic and Afro
American, and low income. UCLA is located in a high income and predominately white neighborhood. PUT invited members of the UCLA faculty
to spend a day in our neighborhood and there were no takers. Parents felt that UCLA faculty or staff was afraid to leave the comfortable zone of
the rich and famous to see how other half lived, the people they like to do research on. In our opinion, researchers exhibited little social skills
although they are highly educated by book learning; they seem to have very little knowledge of what real "peoples" are about. For instance,
one UCLA colleague asked PUT to train her parents, but didn't believe that parents needed to be paid. This colleague was detached from reality
in thinking that parents aren't human and that we were asking for "something for nothing." The only thing we wanted from her was to be paid
for our work in empowering her parents with leadership skills to improve parent involvement at her school site. It seems like she has a double
standard, one for her colleagues and another for parents. This same colleague also had an after school tutorial program and she closed it down
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without discussing this with parents. The parents of students that attended her program weren't allowed in the process to participate in the
decision to close down the program. Where were the social skills or respect in this situation? Sometime parents feel like we are just a number
on a chart or graph. At times female or women researchers seem to relate more to the struggles of disadvantaged urban communities. This
might be because females at UCLA had to struggle and work harder because they work in a male dominated field. In our experience women
researchers at UCLA are more open to change or embrace the differences in our culture and use it as a resource. Sometimes it seems like the
male researchers want to change our way of speaking and writing to proper English. We feel that women are more flexible. In our community
sometimes mothers allow their children to make mistakes, and the fathers are the disciplinarians. At UCLA, the men stick to the rules and the
women take many pathways to get where they want to go. We do understand where the males researchers are coming from and we want to be
equal in their world of research and we understand that proper English is one tool that is needed in this field. However, PUT members speak
slang and broken English. We, as parents, struggle to keep our identity because it's important to us and we like who we are. Our community
relates to us because we speak like them and this is what we need to build trust and be good researchers. People must be able to relate to the
person asking the questions. The wording of the survey we used to gather data was written by UCLA researchers and doesn't reflect the
wording or phrases that a lot of community members use. Researchers must reach out to the community not just in the communities' native
language, but also in street language or the slang of that neighborhood.

We, as a parent organization, also have some major differences with UCLA in our beliefs and values. At times people at UCLA seem to only
want to take on challenges that they know they can win. On the other hand, PUT takes on issues that seem to be a lost cause because for us
it's not about always winning, but about standing up for what we think is right. PUT has different goals and objectives than researchers. While
they seem to want to write books, we want to make changes in our community, We have worked with some of UCLA’s partners, a famous civil
rights law firm and we felt that it was all about helping them. The firm asked PUT to help gather parents for a statement on the conditions of
the schools for upcoming cases in November, and we went out to the community and recruited parents for them. When it came time for
parents to ask them for help, the doors were always closed. LUSD has been out of compliance with NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND Laws for parent
involvement section 1118 (D). Parents asked the firm for help in bringing LUSD to accountability on this issue and were told that this wasn't an
issue that they are working on this year. These are some reasons why people are pissed off at UCLA. UCLA does a lot of work with partners
that don't reflect the theory of the University.

We learned that some UCLA researchers have no clue what teamwork is all about. They are all about what is in it for them. PUT has to work
together in unity for the survival of what parents need.

Parents need researchers to volunteer their time in disadvantaged neighborhoods and empower parents’ and students’ research skills so they
can effect changes for the betterment of their schools. All we need is to be taught how to change our community and we'll do the rest.
Researchers need to come out of the classroom and share their knowledge to help people learn ways to raise the conditions that are sub
standard and bring about accountability. For example, Dr. Rogers has helped PUT to start bringing accountability to a school district that has a
continuing pattern of failing our children. Parents were able to document that uncredential teachers are placed in neighborhoods based on
income level. The research we collected shows that lowincome neighborhoods have the highest rates of noncredentialed teachers and this is
reflected in their very lowtest scores on state standardized tests.

Parents need to feel respected for their culture. For example, one of UCLA’s collaborates, LA Metro’s founder, came into our communities and
didn't teach us, but dictated to us what he thought we should believe. LA Metro wanted to come into our community and only validate people
that thought like them. We need to be taught and not dictated to. We are looking for someone to coach and empower us to help ourselves. We
need organizers and researchers to gain more human connection to parents. For example, Dr. Rogers is always there for parents. What we like
about John is that he is open for growth and we will always meet him half way. We can count on John for any school problems or personal
issues, he is always there giving a helping hand. Parents have a need to be spoken to in languages or wording that fits in their culture. We
need researchers to build relationships with the community and not be detached from us.

Parents need more individuals like Angela Hasan and Solange Belcher. Angela has built a relationship with parents throughout the "hood."
Angela is a coach and a motivator who empowers parents with respect and compassion. Angela also is a researcher and because of her social
skills she is able to move freely among the people in the community. What makes Angela and Solange unique is how they respect everyone's
opinion and differences. Angela and Solange both embrace parents' culture and support the empowerment of parents as equal.
Conclusion

Parents need to empower themselves with research skills, while maintaining their own identity. Parents must reach outside their neighborhood
for assistance and build relationships with different collaborations for change. Last summer was the greatest opportunity for PUT to experience
college as researchers. Thanks to John Rogers and his colleagues at UCLA, parents are now researchers across Los Angeles County. Our
organization will continue to voice a powerful commitment to college as a pathway to economic security, political power, and greater wisdom.
To read more work by Parent UTurn, click here.
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