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Abstract 
Collaboration between teachers and parents of children with and without disabilities is one of the key essential 
elements to ensure effective inclusive education. The purpose of this literature review paper is to examine 
international empirical studies published in peer-reviewed journals and Greek dissertations from 2015-2020. It 
focuses on collaboration practices between in-service educators and parents in the context of inclusive education 
in primary and secondary schools. Particularly, the article pinpoints the way teachers and parents collaborate, the 
factors that enhance successful collaboration, and finally the obstacles that hinder effective cooperation. The 
analyses showed various levels of parental involvement depending on the type of school studied. More 
specifically, in exemplary schools, teachers and parents seem to build effective collaborative relationships as 
they apply holistic collaborative and communicative practices. In the other schools studied, communication is 
usually limited to mandatory meetings, the main subject of which is the behavior of students. Moreover, the 
review illustrates a variety of barriers that hinder teacher-parent partnerships with the predominant obstacle 
being lack of time. Subsequently, it highlights the need for specific factors that strengthen successful 
collaboration between parents and teachers. Finally, this review indicates the need for additional research to 
explore specific strategies that educators and families could promote to achieve effective collaboration. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, the education of students with special educational needs has gradually led to the respect and 
acceptance of diversity and the promotion of the inclusion of these students in typical educational environments 
(Bryant, Smith & Bryant, 2008). Thus, inclusion processes aim to treat all students as equal members of the 
educational community by limiting their exclusion from the curriculum and other social activities of the school 
(Farrell & Ainscow, 2002). Therefore, the family of children with special educational needs is called to take an 
active role in the educational process. Hence, teachers-family collaboration is regarded as a starting point in 
educational practices and as a keystone for successfully meeting the needs of children with learning disabilities 
(Lalvani, 2015). Successful collaboration has a beneficial effect on the performance, attendance, and behavior of 
students but also on the quality of the services they receive (Chen & Gregory, 2011; Simpkins et al., 2006). 
Parental cooperation with the school is necessary not only for parents to better understand how the school works 
in terms of structure and organization (Cotton, 2000) but also to consult, exchange information, and participate 
actively for a more effective education for their child (Epstein,2001; Hendersen & Mapp, 2002). Therefore, this 
article examines, -through an international literature review the way teachers and parents collaborate- the factors 
that enhance successful collaboration and the obstacles that hinder effective cooperation. 

Research regarding family-educator collaboration has revealed various common themes related to best 
practices that educators should implement for a successful collaboration. Initially, educators should be reliable, 
show care for their students and honor each family's language, ethnicity, and culture (Fish, 2008; Ford et al., 
2016; Friend & Cook, 2016; Solone et al., 2020). Additionally, mutual respect and trust between teachers and 
parents act as a catalyst for students' best results (Solone et al., 2020). Subsequently, they should acknowledge 
families as experts on their children, work together to develop goals and solutions, assign responsibilities, and 
engage them in shared decision making (Friend & Cook, 2013). Besides, teachers should collect all necessary 
information about the background and learning needs of the student with the aim of a more effective adaptation 
of teaching (Kokaridas et al., 2008; Schwab, Sharma, and Hoffmann, 2019). Essential collaboration, however, is 
critical for planning individualized education programs, certain educational activities for children with 
disabilities and the development of individualized learning objectives (Fish, 2008; Leyser & Kirk, 2011; Tucker 
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and Schwartz, 2013).  
Furthermore, systematic communication is another important parameter for successful collaboration. 

Educators should communicate with parents promptly using communication methods that work for each family 
(Solone et al., 2020). Particularly, communication in the school context consists of two types, one-way or two-
way communication (Berger, 2008). With one-way communication, schools inform parents about events, 
activities, or their children's progress using letters, newsletters, report cards, and websites. Whether, two-way 
communication occurs when teachers and parents talk to each other, exchange views through telephone calls, 
home visits, parent-teacher conferences, and other school-based community programs (Graham-Clay, 2005). 

However, the collaboration process between schools and parents or caregivers in the context of special 
education oftentimes proves to be difficult (Mereoiu et al., 2016). Many parents feel unwelcome and 
uncomfortable participating in their children's education (Fish, 2006) or perceive themselves as passive 
recipients of professional decisions since their voices are not heard (Solone et al., 2020). Moreover, many studies 
have revealed that parents feel unprepared to respond to special education jargon as they do not fully understand 
the terms or issues discussed in the meetings with professionals (Fish, 2006; Francis et al., 2016; Friend & Cook, 
2016) and feel ill-equipped to attend to the educational needs of their children (Hammond et al., 2008). Another 
important factor that seems to hinder successful collaboration is the lack of appropriate knowledge and skills 
from professionals and educators on how to set the stage for a productive family engagement (Ford et al., 2016; 
Olusegun et al., 2013). Therewithal, another deterrent to parent-teacher communication is the lack of time, as 
busy parents find it difficult to arrange the right time to be involved in children's education (Patrikakou, 2008). 

Thus, a key objective of this review is to examine the way that educators and school communicate with 
parents or care-givers, in the context of inclusive education and whether they cooperate on a reciprocal basis of 
respect and trust. Additionally, attempts to summarize the obstacles that make cooperation difficult to provide 
insight into these problems and highlight teachers' and policymakers' actions that can overcome these potential 
barriers. This review might provide a more comprehensive investigation into the efficiency of the collaborative 
practices that educational team members and families of children with special education needs implement in the 
context of inclusive education. 

 
2. Search Procedure 
Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC), Google Scholar, Scopus, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, 
and Greek database of Doctoral Dissertations were the databases that were employed in the research for this 
literature review. The key selection criterion was information from empirical studies about teacher collaboration 
with families in inclusive education. The search includes only empirical studies published in international, peer-
reviewed journals and dissertations between 2015 and December 2020. The choice for empirical studies is based 
on the idea that we wanted to be informed about the views and experiences of those involved: parents and 
teachers. An additional selection criterion was regular primary and secondary education, meaning the exclusion 
of studies in early education settings or pre-service teachers.  

The following combinations of search terms were used: "teacher-parent cooperation"; "teacher-parent 
collaboration"; "teacher-parent communication"; "teacher-parent partnership"; "teacher-family partnership". The 
term "inclusive education" or "inclusion" or "inc*" was then added, resulting in search term combinations such 
as "teacher-parent inclusive education" or "teacher-parent partnerships inclusive education" etc. The search 
process eventually led to a total of 10 articles that met the selection criteria.  

 
3. Overview of Studies  
First, we outline details related to study participants, location, method, and education settings. The results of this 
examination are presented in Table 1. As depicted in the table, variability existed in the research methods 
followed and the geographic region where the studies were conducted. Moreover, most of the schools (Ν=4 out 
of 10) are characterized as exemplary based on data provided by the researchers (these studies are pointed with 
"X" in the last column of the table). The participants in three studies are parents and teachers, in four studies 
only parents, in three studies the participants are parents, teachers, students, and administrators while in one 
study the number of participants is not mentioned. The findings that emerged from the comprehensive study of 
the literature grouped into three categories a) content and way of collaboration b) obstacles that hinder family-
teacher collaboration and c) factors suggesting for a successful collaboration. 
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Table 1.  
 Location Sample(N) Method/ 

instrument 
Education 
setting 

Exemplary 
inclusion 
schools 

(Adams et al., 
2016) 

Malaysia teachers(N=95), 
parents(N=104). 

Mixed/ 
Questionnaire and 
interviews 

Primary 
Secondary 

 

(Rice, 2018) Hungary parents(N=9) Qualitative/ 
semi-structured interviews 

Primary 
Secondary 

 

(Francis et al., 
2016) 

USA parents(N=58) Quantitative/ 
Focus group 

Primary  
Secondary 

X 

(Syriopoulou-
Delli et al., 2016) 

Greece teachers(N=171), 
parents(N=50) 

Quantitative 
/Questionnaire 

Primary  

(Jigyel et al., 
2018) 

Bhutan parents(N=26) Qualitative/open-ended 
interviews 

Not 
mentioned 

 

(Mereoiu et al., 
2016) 

USA parents(N=20), 
teachers(N=27) 

Qualitative / 
 Focus group (pre- and 
post-intervention semi-
structured focus groups) 

Not 
mentioned 

 

(Lyons et al., 
2016) 

Canada parents(N=18), 
teachers(N=26), 
students(N=16), 
principals(N=8) 

Qualitative/ semi-
structured interviews 

Primary X 

(Minsih et al., 
2020) 

Indonesia parents, 
teachers, 
students, 
principal 

Qualitative/ case study 
(observations, interviews) 

Primary X 

(Papanikolaou, 
2018) 

Greece parents(N=18), 
teachers(N=26), 
students(N=16), 
principals(N=8) 

Quantitative/ 
Questionnaire 

Primary  

(Wong et al., 
2015) 

Singapore parents(N=13) Qualitative/  
semi-structured interviews 

Secondary X 

 
3.1 Content and way of collaboration 
Reviewing the literature devoted to the content and the way of collaboration between parents and teachers, the 
first source of research was Francis et al. (2016) who highlighted the perceptions of parents of children with and 
without disabilities, about factors that facilitate trusting family-professional partnerships. The study reported 
qualitative focus group data from research conducted in six exemplary schools in the United States of America. 
Parents described the attributes of their partnerships with educators and other school staff, including (a) 
communication, (b) respect, (c) commitment, and (d) professional competence. The comments related to 
communication were about modality, reciprocity, frequency, and cultural sensitivity in cases where families are 
from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds, are new to the school, and/or speak a language other than English. All 
parents expressed the importance of frequent and informal communication in matters concerning the difficulties 
or challenges encountered by students. The preferable ways of communication are oral communication (i.e., 
phone calls, in-person talks before or after school, parent-teacher meetings) and written communication (i.e., 
home-school journals, emails, text messages, photographs, newsletters, and student plans). Participants in the 
focus groups discussed the importance of professionals demonstrating respect through action and communication 
and indicated that professionals' empathy, sensitivity, compassion, and kindness toward students helped build 
trusting partnerships with families. Participants discussed how teachers and other staff met student needs by 
crafting individualized strategies, met students at their current levels, and employed "outside of the box 
strategies" to address unique academic, behavioral, social, and emotional needs. Finally, parents stressed the 
importance of educators listening to them and taking their opinion into account. As a result of being respected by 
educators, parents perceive themselves as valued partners in educational decision-making for their children, feel 
that their contributions and personal investments are appraised and that establish positive differences in the 
school community. 

A mixed-method study in Malaysia (Adams et al., 2016) showed that all interviewed parents were satisfied 
with the frequent attempts by teachers to communicate through face-to-face meetings, WhatsApp, and letters 
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rather than just limit the communication attempt to just a phone call. Teachers stated that their frequent meetings 
with parents are the only way for them to understand the needs of the child, while at the same time emphasize 
their willingness to be informed by the parents on the best practices and strategies to guide the SEN students. 
This information will help teachers to adjust their teaching and meet the objectives determined for each student. 

In their qualitative research in Bhutanese schools, Jigyel et al. (2018) found that few parents, particularly 
the urban mothers, had consistent communication and collaboration with teachers daily or three to four times a 
week and the issues of their communication were about learning of daily living skills, social skills, and managing 
behavior. All the other parents reported that communication between them and Special Educational Needs 
Coordinator and other Special Educational Needs teachers was limited to two or three meetings a month and 
only when they were asked for a meeting or if they were invited to attend sports activities and excursions. It is 
worth noting that these parents do not meet at all with the rest of the school staff since, as they say, they did not 
deal with their children. 

Another case study (Minsih et al., 2020) at an exemplary inclusive school in Indonesia, showed that 
collaboration with parents is one of the determining components in the success of the implementation of 
inclusive education. As a form of family-school cooperation, it is included: (1) Communication book and Class 
Journal (2) Student Guardian Forum (ForMil) (3) Home visit (4) Active school communication with students' 
parents in the form of social media networks and special friendships for parents with special needs. It is worth 
mentioning that researchers make special reference to the benefits of home visit activities as it is a unique 
opportunity to interact with families in an informal setting. Furthermore, home visit allows them to enhance their 
knowledge about children's behavior at home and family background. 

The next findings concern a professional learning intervention (Mereoiu et al., 2016) on parents and special 
educators' perceptions of collaboration. Participants in the professional focus groups recognized that before the 
training period communication and collaboration between parents and teachers was not effective because it was 
not systematic and they found it more difficult than expected. After the training, participants realized how much 
valuable information families have to share and how this information can help them rebalance the partnership by 
making the families' voices heard. Before the intervention process, parents were more passive listeners relying 
on the opinion of the special educators while after the end they acquired a more active role as their opinion and 
experiences were heard by the experts. All participants agreed on the importance of sharing information by 
families and that the shared decision-making process helps to avoid conflict situations and achieve positive 
results in improving student performance. 

Syriopoulou-Delli et al. (2016) carried out quantitative research in order to empirically investigate and 
evaluate the key views on the critical collaboration between Greek teachers and parents of children with ASD on 
educational issues. One of the research findings regarding the content of collaboration revealed that 
communication between teachers and parents mainly concerns information about children's behavior and their 
academic progress and less about developing children's skills or managing special difficulties. 

Results from a qualitative study (semi-structured interviews) in two exemplary Singaporean schools (Wong 
et al., 2015) brought to light that communication between home and school is infrequent and it occurs when it is 
necessary and especially when students are in trouble.  Beyond their communication to the biannual parent-
teacher conferences, parents notice no need to step into the boundaries of the school while educators handle 
communication with parents as a last resort to rectify outstanding problems.  

Rice (2018) in her qualitative study in Hungarian schools found that parents were disappointed with 
teachers' lack of communication. Furthermore, parents stressed that they had no interaction with teachers to 
discuss their children's problems and their cooperation was characterized as one-sided or nonexistent. 

In contrast, the research of Lyons et al. (2016), which was conducted in four selected (after a thorough 
survey) inclusive schools in Canada revealed that communication between parents and teachers was open and 
honest. Additionally, parents stated that they have an active role in developing goals for their child but also in the 
decision-making process while there is reciprocity in sharing information on effective strategies. 

Results from a quantitative research in Greece (Papanikolaou, 2018) showed that cooperation between 
parents and teachers is apparent since the physical contact of parents with teachers occurs within the framework 
of their obligations (events, annual briefings) while parents rarely participate in committees and school boards. 
Concerning the content of their collaboration, the parents are willing to provide information about the special 
educational needs of the child and they often ask to be informed about the services that can assist themselves and 
their child. When they are willing to work together on how to educate the child, they develop teaching objectives 
with the teaching team and jointly evaluate issues related to his / her performance. Although teachers listen to 
parents' wishes and suggestions, they seldom adapt their teaching or inform the parents about their teaching 
methods. Thus, while teachers theoretically accept the value of collaboration, on a practical level they realize 
that their plans are different. Besides, parents reported that because of their professional obligations or business 
activities, occasionally attend parent-teacher meetings. 
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3.2 Obstacles that hinder family-teacher collaboration  
Through the review of the literature, some inhibitors of communication and cooperation between parents and 
teachers emerged. According to Papanikolaou (2017), time seems to be the most vital obstacle as both parents 
and educators agree that the lack of time and the inability to meet are crucial factors in their collaboration. In 
addition, parents reported that because of their professional obligations or business activities, occasionally attend 
a parent-teacher meeting (Jigyel et al., 2018; Minsih et al., 2020; Papanikolaou, 2018). What is more, teachers 
are unable to meet parents as they are continuously confronted by various demands and responsibilities such as 
co-curricular activities, administrative duties, and multiple initiatives instigated by the Ministry of Education 
(Wong et al., 2015). 

Examining the constraints of teachers – parents' collaboration, Mereiou (2016) revealed that frequently 
parents feel intimidated by the use of professional jargon. Often teachers and experts use documents that are full 
of discipline-specific concepts, terminology, and acronyms, making it challenging for people who have not had 
similar training or extensive experience in special education to understand them (Solone et al., 2020). Mereiou 
(2016) also underlined teachers' inadequate awareness of the needs of culturally diverse families. Teachers in all 
focus groups highlighted the importance of understanding the cultural differences as this might influence parent 
participation. For instance, parents from some cultures hesitate to disagree or criticize teachers, which in turn 
might prevent them from being able to disagree and share their position in that sense. In addition, participants 
commented on how different family structures or backgrounds may encounter barriers to engaging in the 
educational process. 

In relation to home visits, Minsih et al. (2020) pointed out that there are many obstacles in implementing 
the program due to lack of time. The latter also has its weaknesses that require a lot of time for people to handle 
it as this program is committed to involving all family members in the delivery of interventions. In fact, there are 
still many families who feel sensitive and cannot be invited to work together in implementing this program. The 
key is the availability and skills of home visitors to build relationships with families so that any difficulties can 
be overcome.  

 
3.3 Factors for a successful collaboration 
Francis et al. (2016) found that a variety of factors enhance trusting partnerships, which are highly interrelated 
and mutually influential. In particular, a strong school inclusive culture that supports a sense of belonging in a 
school community favors the feeling of trust among family and school staff. All parents indicated that school 
principals achieved a culture of inclusion by demonstrating strong, effective leadership; being directly and 
actively involved; and having great expectations. Also, school administrators can reinforce trust among all 
stakeholders with specific actions, such as setting high expectations for all students and creating a "welcoming" 
atmosphere by frequently participating in positive interactions with students, families, and faculty. Moreover, 
principals are capable of creating opportunities for family involvement in school life and volunteer activities 
including assisting teachers in the classroom, contacting parents and inviting them to help, and answering new 
parents' questions. 

Jigyel et al. (2018) underlined as significant factors for successful collaboration between parents and 
teachers the one- way communication such as introductory letters or flyers at the start of the school year, 
newsletters, communication books, and report cards but more importantly the two-way communication such as 
telephone calls, teacher-parent conferences, home visits, and various school activities involving parents. 
Additionally, it should be a regular practice for teachers to provide feedback on the child's holistic development. 
Lyons et al (2016) also pointed out that teachers and parents should implement collaborative feedback to be 
partners and build a relationship based on trust without doubting feelings. 

Syriopoylou (2016) has found that parents' participation in school activities, continual communication with 
educational professionals, shared management of students' issues, and a relationship of honesty, trust, and 
understanding are necessary for effective cooperation. Almost all the teachers stated that frequent contact with 
parents, at least through a notebook, is a crucial factor for improving the collaboration with parents. Besides, the 
establishment of a common policy for dealing with students' problems (in honesty between teachers and parents) 
and relations of mutual trust and understanding are important feedback. Teachers also stressed that their 
postgraduate training should focus on parents' communication, counseling and collaboration.  

 
4.Conclusion 
Before concluding, it should be noted that in-service teacher and parent collaboration is not a frequently studied 
topic in recent years as only a small number of articles (10) met the selection criteria. Regarding the practices, 
the majority of authors covered in the review refer to the frequency of collaboration between teachers and 
parents of a student with or without disabilities. In the exemplary schools studied, both teachers and parents 
communicate on time using one- or two-way methods that work for each family (e.g., phone calls, emails, face-
to-face conversations before or after school), while educators are open and honest and respectful of each family's 
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language, ethnicity, and culture. In the rest of the studies, communication is usually limited to mandatory 
meetings during the year or takes place in situations involving student behavior and is often characterized as one-
sided. Most of the time, the content of collaboration is simplistic and usually concerns information about 
children's behavior and their academic performance while in exemplary schools, teachers and parents work as a 
team to develop goals and solutions—engage in shared decision making and acknowledge families as experts on 
their children. 

Nevertheless, several obstacles appear when teachers and parents are trying to collaborate. The majority of 
respondents who participated in the studies agreed that lack of time due to the professional obligations of the 
parents and the administrative duties of the teachers is one of the most important barriers. Moreover, many 
parents feel unwelcome and uncomfortable participating in their children's education as they are unequipped to 
attend to the educational needs of their children and feel unprepared to respond to special education jargon.  

The majority of the authors suggest several factors that can implement successful collaboration between 
parents and teachers. A strong inclusive school culture, frequent two-way communication, equity, trust, and 
respect are some of the several common themes related to best practices that emerged through the review of the 
aforementioned studies. Subsequently, teacher training in inclusive education seems to be another factor that to 
have a positive effect on creating positive collaborative environments. 

Overall, the practices and content of the collaboration between parents and teachers, in the context of 
inclusive education, vary depending on the type of school studied. Recent empirical studies mainly concern 
exemplary schools where the beneficial results of the collaboration are reflected in students' outcomes. It is 
recommended that further research should be undertaken in analyzing and comparing the collaboration practices 
from a variety type of schools (exemplary or not schools). It could also explore how postgraduate education can 
help improve collaborative practices. In addition, future researchers should explore specific strategies that 
educators and families could promote to achieve successful collaboration, as the latter is one of the most 
important elements to ensure effective inclusive education. 
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