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Background of the Problem


Although human experience is difficult to define, this study will attempt to shine some light into the world of those who are isolated in an educational setting, usually because of behavior or achievement difficulties. Because of my experience working with children with special needs, I know that many times they are separated away from the rest of the classroom, either at a desk facing the wall or at a special table beside the teacher’s desk. Many of them struggle to fit in socially as well. Many times when I asked the teacher why the student was sitting away from the rest of the class, the teacher would respond, “He likes it there.”  My response was always, “Really?” I wondered, “Do children really like being separated from the rest of their peers?”   These experiences during my early years of teaching, where I observed the physical and social isolation of young children, drive the passion that I feel for children who experience isolation and are what led me to this qualitative study.   


 Since I cannot interview children because of vulnerability issues, I have chosen to interview a parent who is in the process of raising a child who is experiencing social isolation in an early childhood setting. I believe that a parent’s experiences can be powerfully connected to a child’s experiences.  Through a mother’s eyes, we might get a glimpse of what a child experiences in a world of social isolation, while gaining new insight into what it is like to parent a child with social challenges.
Current Literature 


Children who are unable to form close or satisfying relationships with peers should be of concern to anyone who is an advocate for young children. These children miss out on opportunities to learn social skills that will be invaluable to them throughout their lives. Children who lack ongoing peer involvements may miss opportunities to build a sense of social self-confidence (Burton, 1986) and may suffer from painful feelings of isolation (Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw, 1984). Studies show that social isolation and learning disabilities are among the subtle variables that profoundly affect the lives of children regardless of race or class. Evidence also suggests that factors such as chronic parental stress and depression have a more powerful influence on a child’s fate than whether or not there are two parents in the home or whether or not the family lives below the poverty line (Weissbourd, 1996). Because of the increasing stress on parents and families, there has been a push for an increase in family support. Family support networks contribute significantly to parents’ ability to raise their children. Although there has been some research on the impact of social isolation as well as the stresses of parenting children with difficulties, there have been very few in-depth studies that tell the stories of actual parents who have experienced parenting a child who is socially isolated.  This research will tell one of those stories.    
Research Purpose


The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of parenting a child who is socially isolated in early childhood as perceived by a mother in a mid-southern rural town. Social isolation refers to the inability to interact and connect with others in the same peer group. Early childhood includes the period of time from preschool through fourth grade.   

Research Questions


Two research questions that will be addressed in this study include:

1. What are the experiences of parenting a child who is socially isolated in early childhood?

2. What are the specific challenges of parenting a child who is socially isolated?  
Theoretical Framework

Because of the highly personal and individual nature of this topic, I believe that an interpretivist approach would be best as a theoretical framework for this study. The basic assumption of the interpretivist framework lies in the view that there are multiple truths. In contrast to the positivist framework, interpretivism seeks to understand and explain human and social reality, an understanding that is different for every individual person. According to Crotty (2005), “truth, or meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our world. In this understanding of knowledge, it is clear that different people may construct meaning in different ways, even in relation to the same phenomenon.”  When I talk with my participants about what they experience as a parent of a child who is socially isolated, I expect that they will view their experiences through their own personal lenses, which will reveal truths that are unique to that individual. 


The interpretative approach to explaining social cultural reality has its roots in the sociology of Max Weber (1864-1920) who placed the study of society in the context of human beings acting and interacting (Crotty, 2005). Interpretivism, in contrast to the more scientific approach of positivism, is more about understanding than causality, and therefore lends itself more readily to the human sciences. Another interpretivist scholar, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), proposed that natural reality and social reality are different kinds of reality and their investigation therefore requires different methods (Dilthey, 1976a).


Interpretivist studies generally fall within three theoretical perspectives:  symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, and hermeneutics (Crotty, 2005). My study best reflects the beliefs of Martin Heidegger, who was a proponent of phenomenological hermeneutics.  Heidegger did not believe in hermeneutics as a body of principles or rules for interpreting texts.  Neither did he view hermeneutics as a methodology for the human sciences as Dilthey understood it to be.  Heidegger’s hermeneutics “starts with a phenomenological return to our being, which presents itself to us initially in a nebulous and undeveloped fashion, and then seeks to unfold that pre-understanding, make explicit what is implicit, and grasp the meaning of Being itself.” (Crotty, 2005, p. 97).  This study will hopefully make explicit what is implicit in the experiences that will be revealed.
 
Limitations of the Framework

Because of my strong emotional feelings about the injustice of students being isolated in a classroom and the reasons for it, I will have to be extremely vigilant to make sure that those feelings are not transposed onto the views of my participant.  I must be open to whatever experiences that the participant wishes to share without her feeling like they should be matching a certain agenda. It will be important for me to conduct member checks after analyzing the interview data so that my interpretation accurately reflects her experiences.
    


Some of the questions that I hope to answer in this study are:  1.What are the experiences associated with parenting a child who is socially isolated in early childhood?  2. What does the child’s isolation look like through the parent’s eyes? 

3. What are the challenges of parenting a child who is socially isolated? 4. Can you give specific examples of those experiences?
Site of Research


My participant will be a resident of White County in Central Arkansas.  I live in White County and therefore will have easier access to a participant who lives in this area.  I think it is more effective to do research in “my own backyard”, as we have discussed in class, and feel no need to venture into another area of the state.
Participant


I will interview one participant for this study, a female who is parenting a young child between the ages of 4 and 8 who is socially isolated because of behavior or achievement difficulties. Race will not be part of the selection criteria, however, I am choosing to interview a female because I believe that a mother will possibility have greater insight into her own experiences and will be able to communicate those experiences in ways that a father might not. 

Risks and Benefits


Because of the social ramifications that might occur if people knew the real names of the people and  places referred to in the study, I will assure the participant that pseudonyms will be used and fictional names will be given so that there will be no identifiable features in the final publication. The participant might not feel free to speak openly without the assurance of anonymity.  As an incentive for participating in the study, I will offer the parent a variety of support for her and her child, including free counseling services through the university in which I teach, free tutoring also available through the university, and access to community resources that she may not be aware of. I will offer to be of assistance, both to her and to her family, in any way that I can.


From this study, I hope to give new insight, especially to early childhood teachers as well as pre-service teachers, into the world of parents who are trying to raise children who are socially isolated. I believe in the power of story. Numbers do not tell the stories of people who have experienced parenting socially isolated children. I want to tell that story. Teachers will see parents more compassionately and be more likely to change their practices if they are responding with their hearts to a compelling story instead of feeling attacked and accused.

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

Interviews will be my primary form of data collection.  I also will look at documents that the parent might provide, for example art projects, drawings, journal entries, poems, or other writings of the child who is experiencing social isolation. I might also look at the parent’s journal if she is willing to make that available. Photographs and videotapes of family interactions might also be valuable in this study.

I will analyze the data through inductive analysis.  I will first interpret the transcript through codes, then place the codes into categories, and finally develop themes that encompass the ideas from the categories.
Implementation


The table below shows a tentative timeline for this research.  Included is what I expect from the participant at each point. The length of this study is expected to be 6 months in duration.
	Time
	Duration of activity
	Description 
	Participant’s role

	Week 1
	1 hour
	Initial interview with the participant
	Establish rapport,

Background information

	Week 1
	4 hours
	Transcription 
	None

	Week 2
	4 hours
	Transcript Analysis 
	None

	Week 2 
	2 hours
	Journaling

(Researcher)
	None

	Week 3
	1 hour 
	Second interview
	Share experiences

related to the first question



	Week 3 
	4 hours
	Transcription
	None

	Week 4
	4 hours
	Data Analysis
	None

	Week 5
	2 hours
	Third interview
	Bring documents, pictures, journal entries, share

	Week 5
	6 hours
	Transcription, Document Analysis
	None

	Week 6
	2 hours
	Journaling
	None

	Week 6 
	4 hours
	Data Analysis
	None

	Week 7
	2 hours
	Member check
	Respond to transcripts and analysis

	Week 8
	2 hours
	Final interview
	Closing thoughts, any addition information

	Week 8
	5 hours
	Transcription
	None

	Week 9
	6 hours
	Data analysis
	None



	Week 10
	2 hours
	Member check
	Read transcript and analysis, respond

	Week 10
	2 hours
	Peer debriefing
	None



	Week 10 
	2 hours 
	Consultations
	None

	Week 11
	4 hours
	Journaling (Researcher)
	None

	Week 12
	8 hours
	Write up of the study
	None

	Week 13
	8 hours
	Continue write up
	None

	Week 14
	8 hours
	Finish write up
	None

	Week 15
	2 hours
	Member check
	Read the write up, Respond

	Week 16
	2 hours
	Changes after member check
	None

	Week 17
	2 hours
	Peer debriefing
	None

	Week 18
	2 hours
	Meet with participant for follow up, arrange for future communication
	Communicate needs that the researcher can help with, Give feed back about the interview experience


Consultation


During the course of this study, I will consult with several people as I collect and analyze the data.  Because I teach in a College of Education, I have access to 2 licensed counselors who would be willing to give me any advice I need on appropriate questioning and could provide valuable insight into the psychological aspects of loneliness and isolation. I also share an office suite with a person who has a PhD in child development who can give me feedback on my work. Another colleague, who is also doing doctoral work, will serve as a peer-debriefer. We have collaborated on several projects and give each other support when needed. It will be very important for me to conduct member checks after analyzing the interview data so that my interpretation accurately reflects the experiences of the participant.

Ethical and Political Considerations

When interviewing human subjects, a researcher is never sure what ethical issues might emerge as the study proceeds.  Especially when a study deals with parent/child conflicts or parent/child interactions, information might be made available that would be disturbing to me as a researcher.  Issues of parental discipline that I might feel are too harsh or extremely permissive might be brought to light. Inappropriate family relationships might be disclosed through our conversations.  Even issues of legality, such as drug use or child abuse, could come up.  During the initial interview, when I have the participant sign the consent form, I will make it clear what my position will be on issues of legality. I would have to notify the proper authorities if a child is being abused or if illegal drug use is threatening the well-being of the child. As a member of the Early Childhood profession, I feel bound to our code of ethics, which could in no way support any kind of harm being done to a child.  Otherwise, I will assure my participant that what we discuss will be held in strictest confidence. 
Representation


This study, I believe, will be most powerfully communicated if written or presented as a narrative. I will attempt to take the reader into the world of a mother who wakes up every morning to the challenge of parenting a child who cannot connect to the people in his world. What would that look like? What would that feel like?  Those experiences can best be told through narration. 


My intended audience is primarily early childhood teachers and early childhood pre-service teachers. It would be my hope that this study would cause early childhood teachers to take a second look at their classroom practices when dealing with children who are socially isolated. Seeing those children through this mother’s experiences could offer new insights into a world that is often misunderstood. School administrators and counselors would also benefit from this study. 

It would also be my hope that this study would benefit other parents of children who are socially isolated, including parents of children with special needs or children with behavior disorders. This study could give those parents a feeling of support, knowing that other parents share the same struggles. 


The information from this study would probably be most appropriate for publication in educational journals, especially journals for early childhood educators, for example Young Children. I am presenting at the National Association for the Education of Young Children this year on another topic, and could possible present this information at that conference next year, as well as at the state Early Childhood conference. 

Another possible avenue for publication would be Special Education journals.  Two years ago I attended the National Conference for Children with Learning Disabilities.  Social isolation is a very real issue for families of these children, and the information from this study would be well received at that type of conference. 


It would be interesting to explore the possibility of presenting the results of this study through drama or some type of performance at a conference. Although that type of presentation is not typically seen, I believe it might be a welcome change to the steady stream of lecture style presentations at state and national education conferences.    

Conclusion

The questions that I hope to answer in this study do not have a right or wrong answer. The participant’s experiences will speak for themselves. Hopefully, employing an interpretivist framework, this study will give some insight into the experience of parenting a child who is socially isolated. It is my desire to give that parent a voice, a voice that breaks through the deafening silence of isolation.
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