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Abstract 

 
 Parent-Teacher organizations, such as the PTA, are widely known as parent 

participation organizations that support schools, teachers, and students.  An initial study of 

New Hanover County Elementary Schools revealed that the schools with strong PTAs also 

had higher academic achievement.  In order to explore the topic thoroughly, research on 

the background of PTAs, and a review of the literature was conducted.  Following the 

review, a research design was prepared, and three research questions were formed based 

on the variables of PTA Strength, Socioeconomic Status, and Academic Scores.  Data was 

collected from all New Hanover County elementary schools to explore whether an 

association existed among the different variables, with a prediction that the studies would 

reveal a solid relationship.  Correlation studies were conducted, and the results revealed 

strong correlations with all three questions.  Subsequent discussion and recommendations 

followed.       
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Introduction
 

Problem Statement 

 

 New Hanover County's School system, alongside an elected Board of Education, 

work together in unison to ensure that all the children in the county have an equal chance 

at obtaining the best education possible.  However, initial research of the County's 

elementary schools suggests that the schools with the highest parental involvement in 

PTAs do better academically.   

 Parental involvement in a child’s education is important, and there are many ways 

for parents to become involved.  PTAs are the pre-eminent non-profit organization for 

elementary schools in New Hanover County (PTA, 2014).  PTAs not only bring in much 

needed funds to supplement schools, they provide support in the form of much-needed 

volunteer hours, and most importantly, they "build strong working relationships among 

parents, teachers, and schools, in support of students" (Great Schools, 2014). 

PTA versus PTO - The Distinction 

 Before a formal discussion of the history and background on PTAs can begin, a 

distinction must be made between the terms PTA and PTO.  The PTA acronym stands for 

Parent-Teacher Association and is a nationally-recognized nonprofit organization who 

presides over state, local, and individual PTAs.  The PTO acronym stands for Parent-

Teacher Organization, and is a more generic term for what PTAs are.  Both PTAs and PTOs 

formally exist in New Hanover County Schools, but PTAs are the most often used parent 

participation organization, existing in 21 out of the 25 total elementary schools (2 have 
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PTOs).  If the term is used formally to describe the particular parent participation group, 

the biggest distinction lies within membership and official processes.  The National PTA is 

an established nonprofit corporation, and to be a member of the PTA, whether state or 

local, dictates the payment of membership dues and a pledge to follow rules, guidelines, 

and formal procedures.  Conversely, PTOs are independent parent participation groups 

with no formal county, state or national linkages (Great Schools, 2014). 

PTA - History & Background

 

 In Washington, D.C., in the year 1897,  Alice McLellan Birney and Phoebe Apperson 

Hearst founded the National Congress of Mothers (PTA, 2014).  For women of their time, 

political and social activism was not an accepted norm, but these women felt compelled to 

support a cause that they believed everyone could support - child advocacy and parent-

teacher cooperation (PTA, 2014).  After 20 years in existence, 37 states had followed-suit 

and created their own charters (PTA, 2014).  As of 2014, the National PTA is composed of, " 

millions of families, students, teachers, administrators, and business and community 

leaders devoted to the educational success of children and the promotion of parent 

involvement in schools" (PTA, 2014). 

 In November of 1919, the Congress of Parents and Teachers held its first session in a 

church in Charlotte and established the organization as a, "moral, spiritual, intellectual, and 

sociological necessity" (Stem, 1969, pg. 1).  Established at a time when North Carolina was 

mostly rural, and, "there was not an airfield within that state (Stem, pg. 1)", members, both 

men and women, quickly established a strict set of resolutions advocating for children and 

their education (Stem, 1969).  One ambitious resolution was to make contact with every 
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North Carolina city and county's superintendent and principal to encourage PTA 

membership all over the state (Stem, 1969).  Today, the North Carolina PTA website 

proclaims that, "NCPTA is the state’s oldest and largest volunteer organization advocating 

for the education, health, safety and success of all children and youth" (NCPTA, 2014).      

The PTA in New Hanover County 

 Documented information on the history of PTAs in New Hanover County could not 

be found, but information from the North Carolina PTA revealed that there are 33 PTAs 

currently registered in the county.  A majority of them (21) are in elementary schools.  The 

state PTA website also lists New Hanover County as having an established Council, called 

New Hanover County Council of PTAs, which is defined as a, "an organized group of three or 

more local PTA units affiliated with NCPTA for the purpose of promoting conferences, 

communications, leadership development, and coordination of the efforts of such local PTA 

units" (NCPTA, 2014).  A Google search discovered a website for the NHC Council of PTAs, 

but it did not indicate which local PTAs were affiliated with it, or how it conducted 

business.  In addition, there was no About Us or History page, and the Events calendar 

showed no meeting dates (NHC Council of PTAs, 2014). 

 For the purposes of this research, only data from elementary schools in New 

Hanover County, including any information about their PTAs, were used.  For those schools 

without registered PTAs, they were considered to have zero PTA participants.  Information 

regarding the two schools with PTOs was omitted in the research analysis, but data for all 

the schools are listed here in Table 1 and in Appendix A.   
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A Review of the Literature 

Parents are a major influence on their children, especially when it comes to 

education.  Many scholarly works have been written that explore the topic of parental 

involvement, and its influence on children’s academic achievement, and PTAs are only one 

extension of this multifaceted topic.  For the purposes of this research, discussion begins 

with a brief overview of parental involvement in education, and the inclusion of parents as 

Table 1 

Source:  NHC Schools & NCPTA 
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a key component of education policy in America.  Then, the broad topic of parental 

involvement, and its positive effect on academic achievement, is examined, rounding out 

the discussion on the influence of the PTAs themselves, and how they can affect both 

funding and participation in schools.  

Parental Involvement in Education - Why It Matters

The 2001 education act, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), mentions the word parents 

more than 300 times and identifies parental involvement as one of six major areas of 

reform (NCPIE, 2004; Pomerantz, 2007).  Subsequent changes in American education 

policy have restructured the education system, and, consequently, shifted the importance of 

parental involvement in schools.  This has put an, "increasing onus...on parents to involve 

themselves in their children's education" (Holloway, 2013, pg. 327).  With many factors 

influencing today’s quality of education, the importance of the role of parents in their 

child’s education is more important than ever, and, subsequently, the role of PTAs are 

becoming a big part of that influence.

Parental Involvement and Its Effects on Academic Achievement

As mentioned, there is a broad array of scholarly research that has been done 

regarding the effect of a parent’s influence on a child’s academic achievement.  Most 

notably is the cumulative work that was last done in 2002, entitled, A New Wave of 

Evidence.   This particular publication is a synthesis of research that compiles 'evidence' for 

the positive influence that parents have on their child’s achievement in school.  These 

evidence publications include, The Evidence Grows (1981), The Evidence Continues to Grow 

(1987), and A New Generation of Evidence (1994), all from authors Henderson and Mapp.   A 
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New Wave of Evidence, from the same authors, concludes that the evidence has been 

mounting since 1980, further compounding the proof that parental involvement has a 

positive effect on a child's achievement in school as being, "consistent, positive, and 

convincing" (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, pg. 7).  The study further implies that, "children 

with involved parents, no matter what their income or background, were more likely to 

earn higher grades and test scores, be promoted and pass classes, attend school regularly, 

have better social and adaptation skills, and graduate..." (Henderson& Mapp, 2002, pg. 7).  

The synthesis compounded all the evidence for the positive effects of parental involvement 

from 51 research studies and 29 literature reviews that they thoroughly and systematically 

summarized and reviewed.  The authors admit limitations due to the lack of enough 

experimental or quasi-experimental studies, but they say much of this is due to the lack of 

funding for such studies.  Another limitation for this literature is that it has not been 

updated since 2002, but that does not take away from the existing value. 

The positive effects of parental involvement is clear, but, some scholars argue, what 

constitutes involvement and achievement may mean different things to different groups.  A 

more thorough examination of parental involvement reveals that the, "how, whom, and 

why of parent involvement" (Pomerantz, 2007), may be important also.  The meaning and 

level of involvement may be varied and depend on factors such as, race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, culture, and a student's level of development (Hill & Taylor, 2004; 

Lee & Bowen, 2006; Cucchiara & Horvat, 2009).  One comparative qualitative case study on 

middle-class parents in urban schools identified the positive affect that these parents had 

on those schools, which makes a good argument for supporting a more integrated school 

system (Cucchiara & Horvat, 2009).  Another study explored the demographics of students 
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and parents and school performance, and, while they did find consistent and significant 

achievement gaps between race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status, their study also 

revealed that these parents varied their levels of involvement between formal (at school) 

and informal (at home), suggesting that this may be due to, "different perceptions about 

parent involvement", in addition to, "perceived psychological barriers to involvement at 

school" (Lee & Bowen, 2006, pg. 210 ).  

Other studies statistically examine parental involvement in a cultural context, 

looking at comparisons between both white and black families and white and Latino 

families, and their views of school success (Hill & Craft, 2003; Ryan, 2010).  Hill and Taylor 

examine the findings across multiple studies and argue practical issues related to 

involvement and achievement.  They highlight that early parental involvement with pre-k 

and elementary age children, "promotes positive academic experiences for children", and 

leads to, "language skills and social competence" (Hill & Taylor, 2004, pg. 161). 

   The Influence of PTAs

PTAs influence schools in both promoting parental involvement and supplementing 

the funds available to schools.  Federal, state, and local education policies have all 

contributed to a greater dependency on PTAs and parental involvement and New Hanover 

County Schools are no exception.  For example, changes in school districts, changes from 

busing to neighborhood schools, and cuts in education budgets all affect the dynamics of 

schools.  This means that the role of the PTA is as important as ever, especially for lower 

socioeconomic schools.  The presence of PTAs in schools allow the pooling of resources, 
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such as volunteers and extra funds that help support and supplement schools (Brunner, 

2002).  

Parent Participation

The positive affect of parent involvement in a child's education has been established 

in the literature, and governments and school administrators recommend, plan and 

advocate for it.  PTAs play a big role in trying to fill the needs of the schools by encouraging 

and recruiting volunteers in individual schools.  This research only uses the data for total 

PTA memberships per school to gauge a PTA's strength, but PTAs do much more than just 

encourage memberships in the organization.  They also encourage volunteerism by 

promoting social and cultural capital and contributing to school governance. 

Promotion of Cultural Capital, Social Capital, and Networking

The terms 'cultural capital' and 'social capital' are intertwined and both found in the 

literature regarding PTAs.  Cultural Capital is a sociology term that describes people in 

society that, "acquired competence in society’s high-status culture" (Throsby, 1999).  

Social Capital, also a sociology term, is the shared values in groups that allow individuals to 

trust and cooperate with each other (OECD, 2014).  PTAs school networks are an example 

of these two terms.  The difference in parental PTA participation may lie in a cultural 

context.  Middle-class, educated white parents gain the advantage of cultural capital, 

especially when that PTA involvement is associated with the value of academic 

achievement (Lee & Bowen, 2006).  Furthermore, social capital is also gained when those 

parents visit or volunteer at those schools and gain access to information, skills, and 

resources that will promote their child's academic achievement (Lee & Bowen, 2006; 
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Cheung, 2008).  Conversely, a disadvantage may present itself to minority and low 

socioeconomic families due to their social perceptions and past experiences with the 

education system. 

Cultural capital is a strong component that allows PTAs the ability to illicit 

donations for their schools.  Influential PTAs can connect to their community and draw in 

resources (Paarlberg, 2008).  This is the reason why neighborhood schools in affluent areas 

of a school district can raise so much money for their schools.  In terms of social capital, 

PTAs promote, "a set of institutionalized expectations that other social actors will 

reciprocate co-operative overtures" (Boix, 1998). 

Governance

Though limited, literature about PTAs and their involvement in governance does 

exist.  PTAs can sometimes be asked to take part in making policy or finance decisions for 

their schools or districts.  These decisions could be small, like deciding how to spend 

money for a fundraiser, or bigger if they are included in making policy.  Other areas that 

PTAs can affect include, goal setting, program development, budget allocation, and 

decisions regarding personnel (Cotton, 1989).  In 2013, the New Hanover County Council of 

PTAs requested that the New Hanover County Board of Education reinstate their previous 

practice of having a parent representative on their policy committee, but the board denied 

the request, citing, "it's hard to get a full idea of parent opinion from just one 

representative" (Baird, 2013).  The request came as a result of policy that was passed by 

only three board members about the restriction of volunteers in New Hanover County 

Schools, without feedback from parents.  This backs up what some of the literature 

suggests - that parents want to be involved in helping shape policy, but administrators are 
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less enthusiastic (Cotton, 1989).  This need to be involved with the promotion of education 

for children is the foundation for PTAs.  PTAs have historically worked towards three main 

purposes - for parents to participate in their children's education, for recruiting parents to 

support and volunteer in their schools, and for parents to participate in school decisions 

(Radd, 1993). 

Funding

Trends in School Funding

According to the U.S. Census Bureau's Education Finance Data, the national average 

for Per Pupil Spending Current Spending (PPCS) (see Chart 1) has been gradually rising 

over the past decade.  In North Carolina, this is not the case.  A media report recently 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2014 

Chart 1 - 2007-2012 Per Pupil Spending -  U.S. Average Compared to North Carolina
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explained that education funding, "became an easy target during economic downturns, and 

lawmakers never restored what was taken from schools when the economy rebounded" 

(WRAL, 2014).  The report goes on to proclaim that if the support for funding stayed 

consistent from the 1980s, state schools would have an extra billion dollars per year 

(WRAL, 2014) .  This would have put teachers' salaries above the national average and 

supported the purchase of textbooks, which North Carolina currently only spends $15 a 

year per student (WRAL, 2014). 

A closer look at North Carolina numbers reveal that per pupil spending has been on 

the decline for the past four years and continues to drop (U.S. Census, 2014).  The U.S. 

Census - Public Education Finances: 2012 Report, indicates a 4.5% decline in the past four 

years (See Table 2).  To some, these cuts in education funding seem to signify that the 

North Carolina legislature does not put enough value in education in North Carolina.  In 

order to make up for shortfalls, school PTAs are raising money to supplement this decline.   

North Carolina currently ranks 46 in the nation for PPCS (U.S. Census, 2014).  

Adequacy & Equity

A review of the literature on the adequacy and equity of education funding revealed 

a great deal of literature on the subject.  A 2012 National Report Card entitled, Is School 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2014  

Table 2 
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Funding Fair?,  explored the topic of adequacy and equity in schools, and suggests that, 

"having a predictable, stable, and equitable system of education finance is of critical 

importance to the success of any improvement effort" (Baker, 2012, pg. 5).  They further 

suggest reforms in education can never be fully achieved or sustained unless education 

funding is founded on the principle of fair distribution aimed at addressing the needs of 

high poverty areas (Baker, 2012).  Another report suggests that equity and adequacy may 

be hard to define.  Adequacy can take on many different forms and relies considerably on 

political judgment (Mattoon, 2004).  In addition, other factors to consider are efficiency in 

education spending and, whether standardized testing should even be used as a 

determinate of educational adequacy (Mattoon, 2004; Leyden, 2005).  

Effectiveness of education may also be a topic of consideration when discussing 

adequacy and equity.  A study, conducted in 2003, suggests that the United States ranked 

3rd in world in per-student spending, but, compared with another international report from 

2000 studying 15 year olds, the United States ranked 15th for reading literacy, 18th for math 

literacy, and 14th for science literacy (Leyden, 2005; Mattoon, 2004).  This suggests that 

spending on education may not be the problem at all. 

Attempts to level the equity playing field in education spending can follow many 

different paths.  Voluntary funding from local PTAs may be a way for some schools to boost 

spending levels, but other states and districts may try foundations or funding formulas 

for this purpose (Toutkoushian, 2008).  Some school districts are forced to find additional 

education funding due to legal action claims of inequity amongst schools, especially in 

districts where the disparity between poor and wealthy schools exist (Toutkoushian, 

2008).  
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PTA Funds

The questions of adequacy and equity in education spending are often the topic of 

discussion when schools in the same district contain PTAs who raise large amounts of 

money.  There are some parents who feel governments are failing to provide an adequate 

level of service in education, so they are turning to collective action (Brunner, 2002).  

Money is often viewed as a way to fix a school's problems, especially in the case of federal 

grants.  Schools with a high percentage of students who qualify for free and reduced lunch 

automatically qualify for Title I funding, with an assumption that low socioeconomic status 

equals low academic performance.  In New Hanover County, the Title I fund formula is 

based on greatest need and schools are ranked in that order, but there are restrictions on 

how the money can be spent (Spencer, 2012; NHCS, 2013).  Conversely, as nonprofits, PTAs 

can raise unlimited amounts of money for their school, as long as they have a plan to spend 

it for the school (Spencer, 2012).  

A 2012 news article published by The New York Times entitled, Way Beyond Bake 

Sales: The $1 Million PTA, explored the topics of adequacy and equity in New York City 

schools.  A handful of public schools that were located in affluent areas of the City were 

raising over $1 million dollars through their PTAs to supplement their schools.  This was 

happening at a time when there were across the board cuts to education spending by about 

13.5% over the course of 5 years (Spencer, 2012).  Other schools in poorer areas of the 

district, that did not have the advantage of a strong PTA, had to make tougher decisions 

about what to cut (Spencer, 2012).  The article further states that, because of the disparity, 

the district went to great lengths to implement some sort of equity plan through a, "fair 
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funding formula" (Spencer, 2012), but the money did not come close to competing with the 

more affluent schools.  

Another source regarding PTA fundraising is written by a group of professional 

mothers, who volunteer to regularly update a blog entitled, Rich School, Poor School: A 

Comprehensive List of How Much Money PTAs Raise.  They maintain the blog as a service to 

parents in the San Francisco Bay Area, so they can make informed decisions about where to 

send their children to school.  The richer the school is, the more desirable it is to parents, 

and they even do a full correlation analysis (The SF K Files, 2013).  

The collective strength of some PTAs can have a substantial affect on school funding, 

and the decisions that must be made for annual spending.  In the 2002 article, entitled, 

School Finance Reform and Voluntary Fiscal Federalism, the author reported on the changes 

that the state of California made on education policy by the passage of Proposition 13.  This 

policy took education spending away from local school districts and moved it to the state 

level.  The main catalyst for this decision was a California Supreme Court case that found 

the current practice of basing school funding on property tax rates was unconstitutional 

because it caused an inequality due to the different values of property across the state.  The 

move towards a equal split of the education funding and distribution from the state may 

have help solve an equity problem, but it did not help with the adequacy problem.  This 

change in state policy created the need for parents to fix what they felt were government 

failures to provide their children an adequate education, and, by 1994, PTAs and 

foundations raised over $200 million (Brunner, 2002). 
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Finally, other literature found on the subject of PTA funding is mainly qualitative, 

but still offers avenues for thought on how PTA funding can affect the equity between 

district schools.  Author  Emily V. Cuatto argues against private school funding of public 

school.  In her research journal entitled, Not Your Average PTA:  Local Education 

Foundations and the Problems of Allowing Private Funding for Public Schools, she exclaims 

that education is a publicly funded, public good, which is necessary to sustain a 

democracy.  The public is taxed to provide this public good for the investment in our future, 

and, "it should not be allowable for it only partly to succeed" (Cuatto, 2003).  She further 

states that if standards are not being met, then it is our duty to increase support to raise up 

to meet the standards set (Cuatto, 2003).  She concludes by saying that supplementation of 

private funds, which are concentrated only to specific schools, "undermines the publicness 

of the system", and, "the core mission of public schools...is to forward equality of 

opportunity...to provide  an equally good education for each of its students (Cuatto, 2003)." 

Table 3 - Snapshot of Top Earning PTAs in New Hanover County 

Source:  Guidestar.org 
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Research Design 

The Research Questions 

Exploration of the original problem statement led to the first question.  However, 

the research also gave rise to other important questions that should also be considered.  In 

order to do a thorough exploratory analysis of the problem, two additional research 

questions were added to round out the analysis in consideration of other possible 

influential factors. 

For question 1, the relationship between the strength of a school's PTA and 

academic performance will be explored in the elementary schools of New Hanover County.  

The prediction is that that there is a strong correlation between the two variables, and that 

anyone would be able to tell if a school has a strong PTA, they will most likely have a high 

percentage of students who are strong academically. 

For a more thorough analysis, question 2 was added to see if there were other 

factors that may be a contributor to prediction of academic performance.  This question 

explored whether there was also a correlation between the socioeconomic status of 

students at a New Hanover County elementary school and its academic scores.  The 

prediction was that there would be a strong correlation between these two variables. 

Lastly, to round out the analysis, question 3 asked if there would be any correlation 

between the socioeconomic status of the students and the strength of that school's PTA.  

The prediction is that there will be a strong correlation between the two variables also 

because it is a logic conclusion that poorer schools have weaker PTAs. 
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Data Measurements & Definitions

For the purposes of this research, Academic Achievement was defined by the 

measurement of the overall percentage of students who scored at or above grade level for 

End-of-Grade (EOG) reading test scores for each elementary school.  The Education First- 

NC School Report Cards website defines 'at or above grade level' as those students who 

scored at least a III or IV on the ABCs EOG test for the 2011-2012 school year, where levels 

range from I-IV.   The data source for academic scores came from the Education First - NC 

School Report Cards website, which is the apparatus for delivering information for the 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI).  NCDPI is in charge of developing 

North Carolina's Standard Course of Study, in addition to implementing public school laws 

and Board of Education policy for K-12 public education in the state.  There are other 

academic measurements for the schools, however, the statistic for 3rd through 5th grade 

combined EOG scores for reading were the only scores used for this research.  

For the variable PTA Strength, a valid definition of strength for a school's PTA is the 

level of parent participation.  One of the ways PTAs determine their success is by the 

amount of PTA memberships they acquire, and the closer that number gets to total 

enrollment, the stronger the PTA.  The data for PTA memberships came from the North 

Carolina PTA organization and from the schools themselves.  All local PTAs report their 

membership information to the state PTA, so the state PTA supplied those numbers for this 

study.  To arrive at the final figures for each school's PTA Strength, the ratio was figured as 

total number of PTA memberships against the total number of enrolled students for the 

2011-2012 school year. 
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The Socioeconomic Status (SES) variable was defined by income levels at each 

school.  The SES is a statistic used by schools to determine poverty levels of a particular 

school, and it is an important number because it is used to determine whether a school 

qualifies for supplemental funding from the Title 1 federal grant program.  In North 

Carolina, if a school has at least a 40% poverty level, they are entitled to school wide Title 1 

funding dollars (NCDPI, 2014). 

All data for the purposes of this research is regularly reported and easy to obtain 

from reliable sources.  Even though data does exist for the subsequent school year of 2012-

2013 for test scores, PTA memberships, and socioeconomics, it was determined that 2011-

2012 was more consistent because NCPDI changed its determination for EOG test levels to 

incorporate a 5th level of score measurement.  As mentioned, this data was used for the 

2011-2012 school year, which is the latest information available.  

How Variables Were Measured 

For question 1, the dependent variable (outcome) was Academic Achievement, and 

the independent variable (explanatory) was PTA Strength.  Overall, combined reading EOG 

scores for 3rd through 5th grade were correlated with PTA enrollment percentages for each 

school to determine how related they were.  For question 2, the data for Academic 

Achievement was used as the dependent variable, but this time, the Socioeconomic Status 

(SES) data was used as the independent variable to determine correlation.  Question 3 used 

all the same data for PTA Strength and SES, but this time, PTA Strength became the 

dependent variable and SES will remain an independent variable.  
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How the Data Was Analyzed 

The raw data for PTAs, test scores, and SES's for each New Hanover County 

elementary school was organized and separated into Excel spreadsheets.  Once all the data 

was organized, it was then further separated into each question for comparison, and, using 

Excel's scatterplot function, a visual graph displayed the linear relationship between the 

variables.  Once a linear relationship was determined, further analysis was conducted using 

Excel's data analysis correlation function to determine the strength of that relationship.  

Strengths, Limitations, & Concerns 

The strength of this research design is the data.  It is reliable, valid, and clear, and 

can be accessed by anyone who would want to repeat the tests.  The only limitation on the 

data was the exclusion of two elementary schools in the study - Carolina Beach and 

Wrightsboro Elementary.  Both schools had parent-teacher organizations (PTOs), but not 

PTAs.  Attempts were made to obtain their information from the PTO leaders of each 

school, but attempts were unsuccessful.  In order to keep the data consistent, those schools 

were omitted.  Additionally, only public schools were considered for this research, not 

private schools. 

Another limitation to note is that these simple correlation studies do not necessarily 

prove causation.  Although these variables are all closely related, the subject matter is 

much more complex and requires thorough experimental studies in search of causation.  

In-depth causal studies require funding and time, and, for the purposes of this research, 

both were limited.  Regardless of this limitation, it is believed that even a simple correlation 
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analyses of the multiple variables both helped broaden and highlight the important 

discussion of local education policy in New Hanover County. 

 One last concern for this research analysis is that it was not intended to be a 

promotion of the PTA as an organization.  In the New Hanover County School System, PTAs 

are the most often used model for parent participation, therefore, the data was easily 

accessible and applicable to a majority of the schools.  If data could have been acquired 

from the two schools that had PTOs instead, the term PTA would still have been used to 

describe the strength variable. 

 

Conceptual Model 
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Results 

Question #1 

In New Hanover County elementary schools, is there a relationship between the 

strength of a school's PTA and academic performance?  The scatterplot table below 

visually shows a positive linear relationship between EOG Scores and  relation of PTA 

Strength compared to EOG test scores to be a rounded .79.  
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Question #2 

In New Hanover County Elementary Schools, is there a relationship between the 

socioeconomic status of a school and academic performance?  The scatterplot and graph 

below visually shows the strong negative correlation of EOG Test Scores and Socioeconomic 

Status to be a rounded -.91. also resulted in a strong correlation.  
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Question #3 

In New Hanover County Elementary Schools, is there a relationship between the 

socioeconomic status of a school and that school's PTA Strength?  The scatterplot and 

graph for question 3, shown below, indicated a strong negative correlation of PTA Strength 

and Socioeconomic Status of -.84.  
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Discussion of Results and Implications 

As expected, the results of the original question about PTA Strength being a 

predictor of Academic Performance reveals a strong correlation between the two variables.  

It is no real surprise that simply looking at the percentage of memberships in a PTA will 

indicate that the school will be strong or weak academically.  The bigger question should 

be, why is it that way?  A further look at other variables revealed that a stronger correlation 

exists between the socioeconomic level of a school and test scores, and, furthermore, the 

third question supports that finding by revealing that poorer schools actually do have 

weaker PTAs.  

These three questions yielded results that indicate poorer schools are deficient in 

resources that help them succeed academically.  This is true in regards to both the 

monetary and parental support that strong PTAs bring to schools.  This conclusion is not 

new.  Subsequent evidence in support of this notion can be found in all levels of education 

policy, in addition to federal and state grant funding narratives that require spending funds 

to support parental involvement in poorer schools.  These entities have accepted the belief 

that poorer schools perform poorer academically, therefore, they need supplemental 

assistance to close the deficit.  

As indicated in the literature, it is the overwhelming belief that parent participation 

helps children achieve academically, so a conclusion could be drawn that the stronger the 

PTA, the more supportive the parents are in their children's education, and, consequently, 

those children will have better test scores.  The correlation studies in this report simply 

show the connection between parent participation in PTAs, but cannot prove this is the 
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cause of why students perform better in the stronger PTA schools and poorer in weaker 

PTAs.  A more in-depth, experimental analysis is needed to explore the phenomenon.  The 

literature suggests that the topic of parental participation is multi-faceted, and a simple 

correlation study exploring parent participation in PTAs does not go far enough in 

explaining causation. 

Considering that these studies do not prove causation, the hope is that they do help 

with asking additional important questions.  Specifically, in regards to local education 

policy.  Conclusions could be drawn about how the current education administration is 

helping combat the problem of consistent, weak academic performance in the poorer 

schools in New Hanover County and if policy should be passed to help find solutions.  If 

nothing is purposely being done, then it begs the question, is the current education 

administration ineffective? 

Another consideration that was discussed earlier is that school funding is on a 

downward trend in North Carolina.  Some could conclude that education is not a priority to 

lawmakers in the state.  The Education Lottery Fund was supposed to bring much needed 

dollars to schools, but that money does not seem to be a factor.  Teacher pay is low and 

morale is down.  Strong PTAs help bring in additional funds for their school, but the schools 

that need additional money the most do not have strong PTAs.  Conversely, money is not 

the only thing that PTAs do for schools.  They also promote their schools and support 

students, teachers, and other parents by with the addition of social and cultural capital. 
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Recommendations 

There are several ideas to recommend.  The most important would be for schools to 

help strengthen their parental ties, both with the school itself and with their children at 

home.  Parents need to become personally invested in their child's education, no matter 

how poor or limited their resources are.  Education is the great equalizer, and the subject of 

parental participation and its effect on children's academic achievement is widely known 

and accepted as a solution for bolstering academic performance.  Additionally, it is one of 

the essential pillars that support education policy.  There are a variety of ways that parents 

can become involved in their children's education, even beyond joining their child's school 

PTA.  Participation at home is also important, and strategies can be built around how the 

different parental groups participate.  

Another recommendation is that education policy becomes a priority, especially for 

the New Hanover County School administrators, board members, and local government 

officials.  Their strategy should be to prioritize to ensure school success in every school to 

bring them all up to an optimal standard.  This directly relates to the recommendation for 

involving parents and citizens in the policy process.  Currently, there are no parent 

advisors on the New Hanover County Board of Education, or on any of their policy 

committees.  Recent efforts to include a parent on the policy committee resulted in a denial 

from the Board.  Exclusion of parents in the process undermines the need for parents to 

participate. 

Enacting term limits for New Hanover County Board of Education members is a 

recommendation that speaks to a local problem in the county.  Currently, there are few 
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people on the New Hanover County School Board that have been there since the 1980s and 

1990s.  A restriction on term limits would ensure a rotation of citizens and further  result in 

a more diverse board.  New ideas and perspectives could combat the current entrenchment 

and give new perspectives to problems that exist in the district. 

Another recommendation that may assist low performing schools is to establish a 

non-partisan, nonprofit, Local Education Foundation (LEF).  These organizations can be 

established strictly for the purpose of augmenting the local education system.  They can be 

free to raise money and apply for grants, but they can also help monitor and support the 

school system in cases where policy is ineffective or failing. 

A final recommendation would be for New Hanover County to redistrict schools to 

ensure a mixed socioeconomic student body in each school.  The county's school board 

recently did away with the policy of busing children, for the purpose of diversity, in favor of 

a plan that was close to the policy of proximity schools.  Understandably, a 

proximity schools' policy seems to make sense for financial reasons, but there could be 

future consequences for the community as a whole if the policy results in a greater 

socioeconomic divide and less diversity.  The correlation studies done in this report show 

an association between poorer schools and weak academic performance, therefore, making 

the socioeconomic gap wider will result in a greater divide.  This is not beneficial to New 

Hanover County. 

Conclusion 

It is safe to conclude that PTAs are an asset to schools because they raise parent 

participation, which is a valuable resource.  This study has not provided proof that PTAs 
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directly affect children academically, but the study did show a strong link between the 

strength of PTAs and academic performance.  Nevertheless, the study presented a stronger 

indication for academic performance being a socioeconomic one.  Poorer schools have 

lower scores and weaker PTAs, which may help explain the cause.  Further experimental 

studies need to be done to explore this line of study. 

 There are no easy solutions to help combat the problem of low performing schools, 

but solutions can be found.  Solving this tough problem will require fortitude and mission 

alignment from administrators, teachers, parents, and the community to make education a 

top priority.  Tax money goes directly to schools to provide for public education for every 

child in North Carolina, and if children are being allowed to fail, then money is being 

wasted.  Additionally, children who are not learning the basic educational skills in school 

have low prospects for a future as a contributing member of society. Allowing the poor 

performance to continue should not be an option.             
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Appendix A - New Hanover County Elementary School Data 2011-2012 

Elementary PTA Strength 
3rd-5th Grade 
EOG Combined 
Reading Score 

Free/Reduced 
Lunch 

Ogden Elementary 110.7% 93.0% 14.5% 

Eaton Elementary 92.0% 93.2% 15.7% 

Wrightsville Beach 
Elementary 

87.4% 92.2% 6.5% 

Codington Elementary 61.7% 93.6% 19.5% 

Parsley Elementary  53.8% 96.0% 14.9% 

Blair Elementary 52.3% 76.4% 38.6% 

Bradley Creek 
Elementary 

46.8% 75.1% 58.2% 

Pine Valley 
Elementary 

45.2% 76.3% 42.8% 

Holly Tree Elementary 42.0% 89.8% 25.1% 

Bellamy Elementary 31.6% 83.4% 37.3% 

Anderson Elementary 23.8% 78.7% 35.8% 

Murrayville 
Elementary 

22.7% 71.1% 44.1% 

 

 

Source:  NCPDI & NCPTA 
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Appendix A - Continued 

Elementary PTA Strength 
3rd-5th Grade EOG 
Combined Reading 

Score 

Free/Reduced 
Lunch 

Castle Hayne 
Elementary 

21.6% 63.2% 57.8% 

Freeman 
Elementary 

20.3% 49.4% 62.4% 

Williams 
Elementary 

17.3% 62.7% 85.1% 

Gregory School of 
SM&T 

16.3% 67.5% 65.3% 

Forest Hills Global 
Elementary 

15.0% 57.2% 83.1% 

Sunset Park 
Elementary 

14.3% 63.7% 90.1% 

College Park 
Elementary 

13.5% 74.3% 67.4% 

Alderman 
Elementary 

11.7% 64.6% 60.3% 

Winter Park Model 
Elementary 

10.0% 59.3% 68.8% 

Carolina Beach 
Elementary (PTO) 

No Figures 
Available 

36.1% 84.6% 

Wrightsboro 
Elementary (PTO) 

No Figures 
Available 

67.0% 68% 

Snipes Elementary No Active PTA 38.4% 92.7% 

Lake Forest 
Academy 

No Active PTA 25.6% 93.9% 

Source:  NCPDI & NCPTA 
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Appendix B -Title I Schools in New Hanover County  

 

 

 

Source:  NHC Schools 




