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Abstract 

This study is an in-depth qualitative literature review on the barriers to pa-
rental involvement in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities. 
The review adopted Paulo Freire’s theory in an attempt to illustrate the sig-
nificant role that parents are supposed to play in the education of their 
children with intellectual disabilities. The findings revealed that the barriers 
to enhanced parental involvement in the education of learners with intel-
lectual disabilities include: low level of parental education, teachers’ nega-
tive attitude towards both the affected learners and their parents, economic 
constraints, stigmatization of intellectual disabilities, lack of support, parental 
stress/depression, lack of knowledge and skills, the number of siblings in the 
family, mismatched expectations (between parents and teachers), absence of 
legal/policy frameworks on parental involvement, absence of clear channels 
of communication between parents and school personnel and, the severity of 
the child’s disability. As a result of the findings, some suggestions to enhance 
parental involvement in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities 
are given, these include: parental education, economic emancipation of the 
parents, change of teachers’ attitude, specialized training for all persons han-
dling learners with intellectual disability, establishment of positive home-school 
working relationships, proper legislation on handling people with disabilities, 
civic education on human rights and development of a policy framework to 
guide school-home collaborations. 
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1. Introduction 

Studies (Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Rudney, 2005; Blacher & Hatton, 2007) reveal 
that children whose parents are more involved in school activities (like joining 
parent-teacher organizations, attending parent-teacher conferences and volun-
teering) perform better in school than those whose parents are less involved. 
Additionally, other studies (Steinberg, 2009; Rudney, 2005) detail that parental 
involvement, encouragement, and positive reinforcement are linked to children’s 
academic competence, a strong feeling of self-worth, positive social relations and 
fewer behavioural problems. Moreover, studies reveal that parental involvement 
in the education of children with disabilities besides helping improve their per-
formance also creates a motivating learning environment that is a prerequisite 
for enhanced educational outcomes for learners with intellectual disabilities.  

Studies also reveal that parental involvement helps cultivate a good relation-
ship between parents and teachers and builds a more suitable school environ-
ment in favour of children (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Accordingly, parents are 
the first and most important teachers that children encounter and thus, their 
involvement in their children’s education would accelerate and simplify learn-
ing, ultimately resulting in improved educational outcomes (Moroni et al., 
2015). 

Furthermore, findings from a growing number of studies (Banerjee, Harrell, & 
Johnson, 2011; Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Powell, 2010; Oranga, Obuba, & Nyakundi, 
2020) suggest a positive impact of parental involvement on preschool children’s 
emerging literacy skills, including receptive and expressive vocabulary, auditory 
processing, identifying rhyming words, segmentation of words, knowledge of 
print, and pre-writing skills.  

Moreover, parents’ advocacy has been shown to improve children’s academic 
outcomes (Henderson et al., 2007). Accordingly, parental participation in school 
activities enhanced parent-teacher communication resulting in cooperation be-
tween parents and teachers ultimately resulting in enhanced educational out-
comes.  

Other studies indicate that some educational institutions have recognized the 
importance of parental involvement and are researching ways of supporting and 
engaging with parents more (Stalker et al., 2011, Ruskus & Gerulaitis, 2010). For 
instance, “parent involvement and participation” was described in the 2000 Na-
tional Education Target by the White House in the United States of America, 
stressing that every school strengthens parental involvement in order to improve 
and enhance the partnership between family and school. 

On the other hand in the United Kingdom, the government requires schools 
to discuss and document their teaching objectives, education responsibilities and 
learning expectations from students in full collaboration with the parents (Stalk-
er et al., 2011; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). This, thus, emphasizes the importance 
of parental involvement in education, and even more so, in the education of 
children with intellectual disabilities who require consistent and perpetual atten-
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tion from both parents and teachers in order to benefit from schooling.  
Ruskus & Gerulaitis (2010) and Holte et al. (2014) assert that parental in-

volvement is vital and that parenting has exceptional characteristics which dis-
tinguish it from all other roles that people fulfill in adulthood. Consequently, 
one prominent quality is that it involves unique intensive interpersonal rela-
tionship, commitment, responsibility, emotional and practical nurturing. Accor-
dingly, the importance of this role and its social expectations render it impossi-
ble for parents to relinquish or suspend this responsibility. This becomes even 
more imperative when children involved are exceptional that is, those with in-
tellectual disability. 

2. Statement of the Problem 

A number of studies (Moroni et al., 2015; Mendez & Lloyd 2005; Reinke et al., 
2011) suggest that parents are not playing their rightful role in the education of 
their children, and even more so those with intellectual disabilities.  

Involvement in education has been linked to improved academic outcomes 
amongst learners of all ages, and even more so, those with disabilities (Hornby & 
Lafaele, 2011; Bjorgvinsdottir & Halldorsdottir, 2014). The purpose of this lite-
rature review analysis was to establish the reasons behind the low state of paren-
tal involvement in education, with a special focus on learners with intellectual 
disabilities, with a view to determining strategies of surmounting the barriers 
and challenges encountered by the parents in their attempt to participate in their 
children’s education. 

This paper thus, strives to examine the relatively sparse literature on barriers 
to parental involvement in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities 
and ultimately provides suggestions and recommendations for surmounting 
them. 

3. Methodology 

Thematic interpretations and understandings of the barriers to parental in-
volvement in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities were arrived 
at after an in-depth review of relevant literature. Documents, web databases, 
journals and institutional websites were scoured to gather information that is 
relevant to this analysis. This paper thus, presents the barriers to parental in-
volvement in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities and provides 
suggestions and recommendations for navigating the obstacles.  

4. Theoretical Framework 

This analysis borrows immensely from Paulo Freire’s theory of emancipation. 
Freire (1971) examines the struggle for equity and fairness within the education 
system and proposes a new pedagogy that focuses on social justice, equity and 
fairness with regard to race, gender, disability class and/or sexual orientation. 
Accordingly, this can only be achieved through an education system that creates 
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a partnership between the student, teacher and parent with the aim of empo-
wering the student and in this case, students with intellectual disabilities. The 
theory is concerned with the disadvantaged and those that suffer and fight 
alongside them, and in this case, learners with intellectual disabilities and their 
parents.  

According to the theory, parents have a vital role to play in their children’s 
education and in bringing about the desired change in education systems. Ac-
cordingly, the quest for change in schools and classrooms must be pursued res-
ponsibly and constantly as success will be the result of praxis (informed action) 
when a balance between practice and theory is achieved. 

Moreover, student-teacher and parent-teacher relationships are vital, as are 
access to resources and information to all students including those with disabili-
ties. Freire (1971) maintains that teachers should bear in mind the diverse back-
grounds and nature of students under their care, further indicating that a mo-
nocultural framework cannot address all students’ challenges. 

Within this framework, this study sought to bring to the fore the barriers that 
hinder parental involvement in the education of learners with intellectual dis-
abilities. Of special focus were the ways through which these barriers can be 
surmounted to the advantage of learners with intellectual disabilities. 

In line with Freire (1971), parents should therefore be supported and enligh-
tened on the importance of involvement in their children’s education in order 
for them to play their rightful role, thereby, resulting in the envisaged education 
system that is fair, just and equitable for all regardless of whether or not they 
have a disability. 

5. Barriers to Parental Involvement in Education of  
Learners with Intellectual Disabilities 

Various studies explain the reasons for under participation in schools by parents 
of learners with disabilities. The studies (Ruskus & Gerulaitis, 2010; Blacher & 
Hatton 2007; Bjorgvinsdottir & Halldorsdottir, 2014) contend that lack of in-
formation or knowledge hinders parents in their attempt to participate in their 
children’s education effectively. Consequently, the lack of knowledge on nature 
and prognosis of a child’s disability also holds back parents from implementing 
professional and educational suggestions at home ultimately impacting the 
children’s general growth and academic outcomes.  

Similarly, studies (Chevalier et al., 2013; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2007) indi-
cate that a parent’s attained level of education may hinder in-depth understand-
ing of their child’s disability and render them unable to help the children at 
home as ideally, parents should play the important role of ensuring continuity 
and practice, at home, of the academic, social and adaptive skills that children 
(with intellectual disabilities) learn at school. Their involvement in the education 
of their children with intellectual disabilities is thus, imperative. 

In the same breadth, studies show that low levels of parental education, hinder 
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parents’ involvement in their children’s education. Consequently, parental level 
of education would also determine the degree and level of involvement. Accor-
dingly, parents who have higher education levels are more involved in the edu-
cation of their children with intellectual disabilities as compared to those with 
lower levels of education (Feliciano, 2006; Englund et al., 2004; Anderson & 
Minke, 2007).  

The studies also reveal that parents with lower levels of education experience 
more challenges with regard to their children’s schooling than the educated 
middle class ones. Apparently, educated parents may handle a child with disabil-
ities better and help them at home than their counterparts without education. 
Hence there is need to enlighten, educate and support parents with low educa-
tional levels in an effort to offer a fair and just education to all as envisaged by 
Freire (1971). 

Similarly, studies (Chevalier et al., 2013; Anderson & Minke, 2007; Boult, 
2006) contend that there is a positive relationship between parental involvement 
in their children’s schooling, their level of income and their level of education. 
The study observes that low parental level in education, not only denies them 
knowledge of raising children, but also leads them to low paying jobs, requiring 
them to work more hours. Accordingly, such parents also tend to have many 
children, requiring more commitment. This situation impacts learners with dis-
abilities and even more so, those with intellectual disabilities negatively as they 
require more help and attention from their parents than regularly growing 
children. The study, thus, recommended policy intervention, like subsiding the 
low income, low education level parental training, and high level policy on how 
persons with intellectual disabilities should be treated in society. 

A study by Decastro-Ambrosetti and Cho (2005) in the US on a sample of 15 
parents revealed that parents with too many commitments or many children 
that need attention might not have enough time to successfully participate in 
parental programmes for their child with disabilities. Accordingly, working 
parents too, may not participate to a full extent as parents must divide their at-
tention between work and the children. Hence, necessitating the need for 
schools to devise ways to involve working parents and those with myriad com-
mitments by having an open dialogue with them and explaining the benefits of 
parental involvement in education and most importantly, in the education of 
learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Besides, the findings also revealed that teacher factors also form a barrier to 
full parental involvement in education. Accordingly, the teacher factors include; 
teachers’ negative attitude towards parents (for example perceiving parents as a 
threat or challenge and failing to regard parents as valuable resources), dismiss-
ing parental observations as being biased or negligible, conflicts between school 
directors or board of management members, lack of funds, unresolved emotion-
al feelings and lack of teacher training on how to work with parents (Ruskus & 
Gerulaitis, 2010, Feliciano, 2006). 
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Similarly, Stewart (2008) and Lopez (2001) observed that lack of in-service 
training of teachers on parental involvement forms a barrier to parental in-
volvement as the teachers may not know how to effectively collaborate and en-
gage with parents from the basic pre-service training they received, thus neces-
sitating specified in service train for them. 

Moreover, studies (Dempsey, Walker, & Reed, 2002; Chevalier et al., 2013) 
echo the same sentiments and detail that despite the considerable amount of 
theoretical and empirical work supporting the critical role of parents in students’ 
school success, pre-service teachers generally receive little training and prepara-
tion for involving and engaging parents, thereby, justifying the need for conti-
nuous training of teachers on “engaging or working with parents”. 

Mugo, Oranga, and Singal (2010) and Stormshak et al. (2005), on the other 
hand observes that the most significant barrier is that most teachers and other 
school professionals are trained in an individual-cantered model of service deli-
very which rarely incorporates parents. Additionally, school professional im-
plement a narrow, rigid educational plan that is unable to support the needs of 
parents, consequently increasing the likelihood of low participation and lack of 
engagement with parents. This often results in parents reporting feelings of po-
werlessness, frustration, and marginalization from teachers and the schooling 
process (Moore & Lasky, 1999). 

Other studies (Winslow et al., 2013; Weiss et al., 2003) reveal that parental 
lack of information or understanding regarding the structure of the school and 
accepted channels of communication and feeling unwelcomed by teachers and 
other school personnel also hinder parental participation in their children’s 
education and more especially those with intellectual disabilities, hence calling 
for a change of attitude towards parents by all the school personnel in general. 

Reinke et al. (2011) observe that aspects of the school environment, including 
biases and negative perceptions of parents are also unwelcoming to parents. Ac-
cordingly, parents may also hold the opinion that health intervention on their 
children with disabilities may fall outside the school roles (Reinke et al., 2011), 
thus, holding back their participation in their child’s health interventions con-
ducted at school. Hence, an understanding on why and where such interventions 
should be conducted should be determined and reached amicably in order to 
encourage full support and participation from the parents.  

Consequently, a quantitative research conducted by Mendez and Lloyd 
(2005), in Mexico, concludes that both parents and teachers experience common 
barriers to parental involvement, such as limited knowledge and skills about 
parent-teacher engagement, restricted opportunities for cooperation and psy-
chological and cultural barriers (Mendez & Lloyd, 2005). Given these barriers, 
many schools and families never realize the benefits of parental involvement. In-
stead, dissatisfaction, frustration and even hostility mark the relationship be-
tween parents and school. This calls for support and training for both teachers 
and parents on how to collaborate for the benefit of learners with disabilities 
under their care. 
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Similarly, Deslandes and Bertrand (2005), report that one of the reasons par-
ents choose not to participate in their children’s education is uncertainty and 
lack of knowledge about their role(s). Accordingly, most parents are usually un-
sure of what teachers and schools expect of them. The studies recommend pa-
rental training through workshops and seminars as one of the ways through 
which parents can become knowledgeable about their roles and responsibilities 
in their children’s education.  

McKay et al. (2004), also states that structural, contextual, cultural, and per-
ceptual barriers interfere with sustained participation of parents in the education 
of their children. They further classify the barriers as: economic constraints, se-
verity of a child’s disability, parental stress/depression levels, lack of support, 
lack of knowledge and skills, and lack of confidence. In addition, parents’ per-
ceptions of the teachers and school staff, mismatched expectations all determine 
whether or not parents will persist in seeking services and cooperating with the 
school for the sake of their children (McKay et al., 2004; Feliciano, 2006, En-
glund et al., 2004). Accordingly, structural barriers and obstacles such as limited 
services, transportation, insurance, childcare, and time become depressing bar-
riers to parental participation in education.  

Sandall et al. (2005) reiterate that in reality parents of learners with disabilities 
occupy a low and less favourable position in the educational enterprise yet edu-
cationists portray the teachers and parents as equal partners, consequently, the 
low position occupied by parents’ acts as a barrier to their involvement in their 
children’s education. Accordingly, some parents perceive teachers as profession-
als in authority trained in handling all school matters, so they leave their child-
ren to the full responsibility of teachers. Even so, the teachers occasionally act so, 
giving parents instructions, instead of getting them to cooperate and collaborate 
with them. 

On the other hand, research also reveals that most parents of children with 
disabilities, including those with intellectual disabilities are extremely poor and 
are incapable of meeting the educational needs of their children, resulting in pa-
rental lack of concern for their children’s education. Accordingly, just a handful 
of children with disabilities have the advantage of an appropriate education in 
developing countries (Pang & Richey, 2005). This is attributed to the poor state 
of health, nutrition and general livelihood in low-income countries (Chevalier et 
al., 2013).  

Additionally, Vaden-Kiernan et al. (2005), report that a family’s socio-economic 
status (SES), will determine whether the parents will participate in their child-
ren’s education with families with fewer economic resources tending to have 
lower levels of parental involvement. Subsequently, children who grow up in 
poverty are at high risk for negative outcomes such as lower levels of academic 
achievement and socio-emotional well-being due to lack of parental involvement 
(Oranga & Chege Kabutha, 2013; Allhusen, 2005). 

Similarly, Smalley and Reyes-Blanes (2001), blame lack of financial resources 
by parents as a barrier to parental participation in education. According to the 
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authors, involving parents in low-income communities, in their children’s edu-
cation remains one of educators’ greatest challenges. It is likely that parents who 
lack the resources to help their children academically may have more difficulty 
in assisting their children with academic success. This also explains why past 
studies revealed that parents of higher socioeconomic status (SES) are more in-
volved in their children’s education. 

In addition, lack of time and energy, embarrassment and shyness regarding 
the parent’s own level of education and verbal abilities were also established as 
barriers to parental involvement in their children’s education (Decastro-Ambrosetti 
& Cho, 2005; Stewart, 2008; Lopez, 2001). Accordingly, parental education may 
go a long way in instilling confidence in the parents and enlightening them on 
the significant role they must play in their children’s education. 

On the other hand, lack of policies and legal frameworks in developing coun-
tries within which parents of children with disabilities can advocate for the 
rights of their children was also cited as a barrier to parental involvement in the 
education of their children with disabilities in Africa. Accordingly, this has re-
sulted in the provision of inadequate services for persons and learners with dis-
abilities (Wood, Ross-Kerr, & Brink, 2006; Wright, 2009). This becomes even 
more detrimental for learners with intellectual disabilities 

Mutua and Dimitrov (2001) also report that laws protecting persons with dis-
abilities and their families are non-existent in most African countries. Subse-
quently, there is no concrete mechanism for fighting stigma, resulting in a lack 
of social acceptance and challenges in accessing education and other services by 
persons with disabilities, consequently, leading to neglect and abandonment of 
learners with disabilities and their families. Accordingly, laws that aim to edu-
cate society on disabilities and inclusivity would go a long way in helping elimi-
nate stigma and encourage acceptance, responsiveness and sensitivity to the 
needs of persons and learners with disabilities by families and society at large. 

Furthermore, Korir, Mukuria and Andera (2007), report that practices of dis-
crimination and inequality pertaining to individuals with disabilities are imbed-
ded in the African culture and perpetuated in family, community, and society at 
large. Further, individuals with intellectual disabilities are placed at the bottom 
of the ladder as far as social status is concerned. Consequently, persons with in-
tellectual disabilities in most African countries are subjected to discrimination 
ultimately resulting in the lack of parental involvement in their education. The 
authors observe that persons with intellectual disabilities have little or no access 
to education, health, employment, and rehabilitation in the vast majority of 
African countries, thereby perpetuating the vicious cycle of poverty amongst 
persons with intellectual debilities, generally (Mutisya, Oketch, & Sagwe, 2012). 

On the other hand, authors (Rillotta et al., 2020; Reinke, 2013), contend that 
children with intellectual disabilities should be handled in such a manner that they 
are able to develop in four main thematic areas in order for them to be productive 
and successful in society, the areas are: self-determination (self-confidence), social 
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development (social networks), intellectual development (subject knowledge) 
and inclusive practices. Accordingly, this calls for enhanced parental enlighten-
ment and participation in their education.  

However, according to the authors, the children are usually already negatively 
socialized from home, at school and in the society. Oftentimes, they are consi-
dered and treated as having deficiencies in capacity to develop essential capabili-
ties and skills. This, thus, informs the educational decisions that parents in these 
communities make for their children with intellectual disabilities, subsequently, 
forming a barrier to their involvement in the children’s education.  

Rillotta et al., (2020) recommend better perception and treatment of persons 
with intellectual disabilities by society in general, but even more so, the 
school-going ones in order for them to develop in areas that make them self-reliant, 
confident and sociable among other thematic areas for them to develop certain 
capabilities, thus requiring enhanced participation of their parents in their edu-
cation. 

Further, Kenyan studies on assessment and placement of learners with dis-
abilities report that the education of individuals with disabilities is faced with 
myriad challenges. These challenges include: assessment of the disability, identi-
fication and referral process, educational placement, parents’ involvement and 
training, individualization of instruction and funding (Mumia, 2014; Robert & 
Kaiser, 2011; Oranga, Obuba, & Sore, 2020). Moreover, the authors observe that 
learners with intellectual disability have remote chances of going beyond ele-
mentary schools, getting employment or receiving vocational education, un-
derscoring the importance of parental enlightenment, emancipation and partic-
ipation (Freire, 1971) in order to help bring about the desired change for child-
ren with intellectual disabilities as happened in the West during the grassroots 
beginnings of special needs education. 

Unfortunately, lack of parental enlightenment and emancipation and other 
reasons as discussed above have served as formidable barriers to the full partici-
pation of parents of learners with disabilities in schools worldwide but most es-
pecially in developing countries. This, thus, calls for urgent redress measures for 
the benefit of all learners, and even more so, those with intellectual disabilities. 

6. Conclusion 

The findings reveal that the barriers to parental involvement in the education of 
learners with intellectual disabilities are diverse and include: low level of parental 
education, teachers’ negative attitude towards parental participation in educa-
tion, parental economic constraints, societal perceptions and stigmatization of 
intellectual disabilities, lack of knowledge of prognosis of intellectual disabilities, 
parental stress and depression, lack of support, parental perceptions of the 
teachers-school staff, absence of clear channels of home-school communication, 
mismatched expectations (between parents and teachers), the number of siblings 
in the family, severity of the child’s disability, differences in language between 
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school staff and parents and absence of policy guidelines/framework that would 
guide parental involvement in education. 

Additionally, the absence of concrete efforts towards inclusion and a total lack 
of programmed in-service seminars for teachers handling learners with intellec-
tual disabilities also emerged as hindrances to parental involvement in the edu-
cation of learners with intellectual disabilities. As revealed in the discussion, 
parents would get more involved in their children’s education if they felt know-
ledgeable and capable, and if their participation was encouraged by teachers, 
hence the need to empower parents as advocated for by Paulo Freire (1971). 

7. Recommendations 

In response to the various barriers to parental involvement as revealed by this 
analysis, the following recommendations are given in an attempt to address the 
apparent low level of parental involvement in education and more importantly 
in the education of learners with intellectual disabilities: Provision of parental 
education and training through workshops and seminars, economic emancipa-
tion of parents through government subsidies and welfare cash transfers, edu-
cating communities about disabilities in a bid to eliminate stigmatization of per-
sons with intellectual disabilities, help with job placements for skilled/semi-skilled 
and educated parents, modification of teachers’ attitudes towards parental par-
ticipation in education, training teachers on “working with parents”, establish-
ment of home-school working mechanisms by the schools and the development 
of school-home collaboration policy framework by stakeholders in the Ministry 
of Education.  

It was envisaged that regular workshops and in-service of teachers handling 
learners with intellectual disabilities would help highlight the significance of pa-
rental participation in their children’s education, thereby enlightening and 
compelling teachers to determine ways of supporting and bringing parents on 
board more often.  

Additionally, schools should strive to strike a chord with the parents and 
create a welcoming and empathetic atmosphere. Furthermore, teachers should 
be compassionate and understanding towards parents with low educational le-
vels and strive to create an atmosphere that is welcoming to all. Moreover, par-
ents should be encouraged to voice concerns, opinions and questions without 
the fear of being judged inferior. 

Conclusively, parents should be supported and enlightened on the importance 
of involvement in their children’s education in order for them to play their 
rightful role, ultimately, resulting in the envisioned education system that is fair 
and just to all learners regardless of whether or not they have a disability.  
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