
D. Harris (Ed.): Engin. Psychol. and Cog. Ergonomics, HCII 2011, LNAI 6781, pp. 263–272, 2011. 
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2011 

Cross-Cultural Comparison of Blog Use for  
Parent-Teacher Communication in Elementary Schools 

Qiping Zhang and April Hatcher 

Long Island University, Palmer School of Library and Information Science, 
Brookville, NY, 11021, USA 

qiping.zhang@liu.edu, infogirl84@yahoo.com 

Abstract. There are many factors that effect student learning and achievement.  
Factors such as socioeconomic status, class size, a child’s learning style, and 
parental involvement all have influence on a student’s achievement in school. In 
this study, we focus only on the factor of parental involvement as it relates to 
parent-teacher communication.  Parent-teacher communication has traditionally 
been conducted through parent-teacher conferences, personal letters to parents, 
telephone calls home, etc. However, the growth of the Internet based 
communications such as e-mails and blogs have expanded the ways in which 
parent-teacher communication can occur. The objective of this study is to find out 
how blogs, a lightweight web 2.0 technology, are used to support communication 
between parents and teachers in different national culture settings. The findings of 
this interview study suggested that cultural values, privacy policies, teacher 
background and technology knowledge have influenced the use of blog in parent-
teacher communication.  

Keywords: blog, web 2.0, culture, computer-mediated communication, parent-
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1   Introduction 

Industrialized nations around the world are striving to educate their populations to 
compete in today’s globalized economy.  The public education system within the 
United States has found itself struggling to keep up with this new educational 
demand.  The U.S. has consistently ranked far behind other nations in academic 
achievement.  Each U.S. state has traditionally been responsible for the education of 
its citizens.  Over the years, however, the federal government has tried to play a big 
role with the passing of educational initiatives such as the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 and it’s successor, the Bush administration’s “No 
Child Left Behind Act” (NCLB) of 2001.  The NCLB act raised testing and learning 
standards.  In 2009, the Obama administration enacted the “Race to the Top” initiative 
as part of the federal government’s continuing efforts to improve student achievement 
through school reform.  These educational reforms require more accountability from 
within the educational community at local and state levels.  However, there are many 
factors beyond standardized testing that impact upon student learning and 
achievement.  Factors such as socioeconomic status, class size, a child’s learning 
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style, and parental involvement all have influence on a student’s achievement in 
school. In this study, however, we focus only on the issue of parental involvement as 
it relates to parent-teacher communication. 

The purpose of this study was to find out how blog is used in k-12 education 
particularly in supporting communication between parent-teacher communications in 
different national culture settings. Two major research questions for this study are: 
what is the role of blogs in parent-teacher communication? What are the cross-
cultural differences of blog use in parent-teacher communication?   

2   Related Work 

In the following we will first review literature on parental involvement, and parent-
teacher communication, then on technology aspects of parent-teacher communication 
including computer-mediated communication in education, and blog usage in 
classroom. We will end up our literature review with studies on cultural differences in 
parent-teacher communication.   

2.1   Parental Involvement 

Researchers have looked at parental involvement with a focus on teachers’ parent 
involvement practices [1, 2, 3]. A 1983 Johns Hopkins study [2] of elementary 
teachers’ parental involvement practices found that teachers’ in different types of 
school districts (urban, suburban, rural) emphasized different types of parent 
involvement. Overall, the study concluded, “optimal programs for parents result from 
teachers’ frequent involvement of parents in learning activities at home.”  

There is not always agreement between parents and teachers as to how parental 
involvement will be carried out.  According to Epstein [3], “teachers have strong 
opinions about parent involvement. Some believe that they can be effective only if 
they obtain parental assistance on learning activities at home.  Others believe that 
their professional status is in jeopardy if parents are involved in activities that are 
typically the teachers responsibilities.”  

Others have looked at defining and measuring parental involvement [4, 5] and it’s 
impact on student achievement [6]. Fan and Chen [6] conducted a meta-analysis of 
the literature in order to examine the multifaceted nature of parental involvement.  
They found that “parental aspiration/ expectation for children’s education 
achievement has the strongest relationship, whereas parental home supervision has the 
weakest relationship with students’ academic achievement.”  

Effective parental involvement relies on frequent communication between 
classroom teachers and parents. Good teacher-parent communication is frequent, 
timely, straightforward, and honest [7].  In his study, Powell [8], found that the 
frequency of teacher-parent communication can depend on parents’ attitudes towards 
teachers and teacher role status. Another aspect of the communication process is 
differing communication styles among teachers and parents.   

While teachers tend to employ institutional communicative methods, parents prefer 
more personal individual invitations for involvement [9]. Teachers have to find ways 
to involve parents in their child’s education. There are a variety of factors that can 
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impact upon this potential communication.  According to Halsey [9], teachers, parents 
and students are often uncertain about how to initiate parent involvement in their 
schools.  In her study she found that “all participants in the study agreed that parent 
involvement was beneficial to student success and positive school-family relations, 
but teachers, parents, and students faced many obstacles when they went about 
planning and implementing parent involvement.” One of the obstacles found was in 
implementing effective methods of communication.  She concludes, “one difficulty in 
the initiation of parent involvement is that teachers and parents perceive 
communicative efforts differently.” [9] 

Kohl, Lengua and McMahon [5] created the Parent-Teacher Involvement 
Questionnaire (PTIQ) to aid in assessing parent-school partnerships. Seitsinger, et al 
[10], also developed a Teacher-Parent Contact Scale (TPCS) to measure teacher-
parent contact practices to improve parent-teacher contact.   

Teacher-parent communication has traditionally been conducted through teacher-
parent conferences, personal letters to parents, telephone calls home, etc.  The growth 
of Internet-based communications such as e-mails and blogs have expanded the ways 
in which parent-teacher communication can occur.  Internet-based communication 
methods offer advantages over more traditional methods in their ability to increase the 
frequency and outreach of communication between families and schools [11, 12].  In 
her study, Thompson [13] examined the characteristics of parent-teacher e-mail 
communication with a focus on the pedagogical consequences of CMC. Another 
study of the pedagogical implications of CMC was conducted by Kim [14] who 
proposed a theoretical model of blog use in educational settings.  Richardson [15] and 
Zawilinski [16] discuss the ways blogs are used in elementary and secondary 
education. 

2.2   Parent-Teacher Communication 

How teacher-parent communication is carried out is an integral part of the parental 
involvement process.  Traditional forms of parent-teacher communication have 
included informal methods such as personal notes, face-to-face meetings, personal e-
mails, telephone calls and more formal methods such as parent-teacher night, bulletins 
and flyers to parents, letters to all parents, e-mails to all parents, etc. [7].  The Johns 
Hopkins study [2] found that most parents indicated they were never involved at 
school; a large percentage of parents did not receive basic, traditional 
communications from school to home, such as notes, conversations, phone calls, or 
conferences with teachers. 

According to Epstein [3],  “communication from the school to the home is 
sometimes considered ‘parent involvement’ but is usually ‘parent information.”   She 
also points out that, “All schools send information home to the family about 
schedules, report card grades, special events, and emergency procedures.  Most of 
these activities flow one way from the school to the home, often with no 
encouragement for communication from parents.” [3] A way in which to improve 
upon parent-teacher communication was the focus of study by Seitsinger, et al [10].  
They developed the Teacher-Parent Contact Scale (TPCS) in order to measure teacher 
contact with parents. In their study,  “teacher/school practices in contacting parents 
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were found to be significantly related to parent reports of school contact performance 
and student adjustment and achievement.” [10] 

Banach [7] points out that the message to parents should be interesting no matter 
what communication method is used. He states that parents are interested in knowing: 
if their child is safe and secure at school, information about their teacher’s 
qualifications and what their child is learning. They also want frequent progress 
reports and they want to know ‘right now’ if their child is struggling academically or 
‘in trouble’ at school. Don’t wait until conference time.” [7] He also recommends that 
teachers take a parent-teacher communication inventory in order to assess their 
classroom environment and parent community.  Teachers should use this inventory 
while viewing their classroom as a living system because it continually growing, 
developing, changing and adapting.” As such, “systems in a rapidly changing 
environment need more communication than systems in a slowly changing 
environment.  Also, “there needs to be more informal communication in rapidly 
changing environments.”  

2.3   Computer-Mediated Communication in Education   

Internet-based communications such as e-mail have become a popular medium for 
parent-teacher communication.  For many teachers and parents e-mail offers a more 
convenient means of contact.  Mitchell, Foulger and Wetzel [11] advocate for the use 
of Internet-based communication methods. They state, “while traditional forms of 
home-school partnerships (for example, parents participating in class activities and 
teachers sending home children’s work) are associated with positive results, they are 
limited in their ability to effectively reach all families.”  

Tobolka [12] also advocates for the use of electronic communication because of 
the problem with paper notices and telephone calls to home. She describes the 
frustration that many teachers encounter in school to home communication.  She 
states, “ I got tired of writing notes that never made it home, and of students losing 
school work and homework. I spent hours calling their homes, copying notes and 
looking for more copies.  I needed a new strategy to address communicating from 
school to home.”  The results of her study revealed that with Internet-based 
technology not only parents felt more involved in their student’s school activities, but 
also the students responded positively. “Students increasingly felt that it was 
important that they turned in their work and homework - they all wanted to have 
positive notes to sent home.”  

Similarly Thompson [13] reported,  “the use of computer mediated communication 
such as e-mail has reportedly increased the level of parental involvement and parent-
teacher communication at the elementary and secondary level.” As a result of usage 
of parent-teacher e-mail, homework completion increased and some students achieved 
higher grades. However, she also found negative consequence of e-mail 
communication. Given email makes it easier for teachers to report grades to parents, 
parent-teacher communication becomes even more grade-based rather than discussing 
the specifics of what students are learning. 
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2.4   Blog Usage in Classroom 

Blogs are used in elementary school settings in different ways.  There are four 
common types of blogs found in elementary classrooms according to Zawilinkski 
[16]. They are classroom news blogs, mirror blogs, showcase blogs and literature 
response blogs.  The focus of this study is on classroom news blogs which are used to 
share news and information with parents and students.  “Teachers update classroom 
news blogs on a regular basis, posting homework assignments, providing updates on 
curriculum for parents, and sharing any other information that could benefit the home-
school connection.” Richardson [15] states that classroom uses of weblogs allow 
teachers to “post class related information such as calendars, events, homework 
assignments, and other pertinent class information.  In addition, blogs can be used to 
“communicate with parents if you are teaching elementary students.”   

2.5   Cultural Difference in Parent-Teacher Communication 

Cultural differences and perceptions can also have impact upon teacher parental 
involvement practices. Teachers’ may have preconceived notions about 
communicating with diverse families and vice versa [17, 18].   

In their study, Huntsinger and Jose [19] compared parental involvement on 
academic achievement across two specific cultures (European American and Chinese 
American) within the United States. Their study included three types of parental 
involvement: communicating, volunteering at school, and learning at home. They 
found that European American parents volunteered more at school while Chinese 
American parents focused more on systematic teaching of their children at home.    

While classroom size is pertinent as teachers must devise ways to communicate 
with the parent(s) of each student, the educational system in the United States and 
Asian countries differ in classroom size dramatically.  In the U.S. a smaller teacher to 
student classroom size ratio is desired at the elementary level even though the teacher-
student ratio varies widely from state to state. The teacher to student ratio averages for 
the 2007-2008 school year was one teacher per approximately twenty students, and 
that number has been increasing as of late [20].  In Japan and South Korea, the 
averages are higher at thirty-three and thirty-six respectively [21].  In China, the ratio 
is even higher with approximately one teacher per every forty-five to sixty students 
being the average norm. The larger the class, the more parents that need to be 
contacted. Thus different ways to support parent-teacher communication are needed 
in different cultures. The goal of the reported study is to answer this question by 
conducting in-depth interview with elementary school teachers in two cultures that 
have very different teacher-student/parent ratio: the U.S. and China. We are not only 
interested in how teachers communicate with parents currently, but also would like to 
find out how they plan or already have integrated Internet-based technologies 
especially web 2.0 technologies such as blog into their communication with parents.   
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3   Method 

3.1   Participants 

Three elementary school teachers were interviewed for this study: two Chinese 
females (Ms. Y. & Ms. G.) at the age of 25-40 from the same elementary school in 
China, and one American male (Mr. B.) from the U.S. at the same age range as above.  

Given the cultural differences on educational practice, it is hard to choose two 
elementary schools with similar school philosophy, pedagogical method, parental 
involvement etc. Instead to keep the cultural comparability, we chose one elementary 
school from each culture: China and U.S., that is representative in its own culture in 
terms of its student population (majority from middle-class families), school attitude 
to new technologies.   

3.2   Survey and Interview Questions 

This is a semi-structured interview study. Given the small population of elementary 
school teachers who use blogs, we decided to conduct in-depth interviews for our 
study. To keep the consistency in our interview, a survey of blog usage in classroom 
was developed and used based on previous literature [15] to conduct our interview. In 
the survey, background questions are to collect demographic and teaching practice 
information (e.g. grade, education background, technology skills, teaching 
philosophy); other questions include their blogging practice (motivation, use history, 
training), teacher-parent communication (channel, benefit, challenge), and privacy 
issue. The interviews were all conducted over the phone.  

4   Results 

The interviews were analyzed to address following research questions.  

4.1   Blogging Practice 

Which blog hosting sites did you use? Why? How long have you been blogging?  
Both American teacher and Chinese teachers reported school-hosted or school 

recommended sites: School World (U.S.) and blog.sina.con (China), that is a popular 
public blog hosting site in China similar to blogger.com in the U.S.). The reasons for 
their choices are similar too: easy to use, free, has needed feature. All three teachers 
reported starting their blog usage in 1.5-2 years ago.  

Why did you start your classroom blog? Where did you learn blogging skill? 
Similarly, all teachers reported following communication motivations to start their 

classroom blog, which is to provide an additional channel to communicate with 
students (expose them web 2.0 applications) and their parents (announce news and 
send messages to parents).  

Differently, Mr. B. reported two additional motivations: to support student to 
student communication, and being able to have several blogs (for different 
classrooms) within the site. Chinese teachers reported one additional motivation: to 
use bog to communication among teaches and between teachers and administrators. 
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This practice reflects collectivism nature of Chinese culture, in which group interests 
are emphasized. Even though Chinese started their blogging on their own, not 
required by the school, they still intended to use it as an additional channel to support 
their professional communication with their colleagues and their bosses.  

In terms of training, all three teachers reported they self taught how to use blog. 
One Chinese teacher reported that she participated in a regional teacher competition 
where she heard the concept of blogs. Thereafter she started her own personal blogs at 
two other popular sites (blog.sohu.com and blog.163.com) before she started her 
professional classroom blog at blog.sina.com. Mr. B. reported similar experience. He 
started reading blogs of personal interest and some teacher blogs. Then through his 
own personal efforts he gained skills of blogging. While blogging was not required to 
all our three interviewees, their self-imitated blogging behavior reflected their strong 
self-motivation for professional development, and their braveness to try out new 
technologies in their teaching practice. 

What do you blog?  
Mr. B. reported to use blog to announce classroom news, share resources such as 

supplementary readings, and to extend classroom conversations.  

Ms. Y. as a class teacher, showed similar activities to Mr. B. In addition,  
• she used blog to show samples of student work. As a matter of fact, it was honor 

for students to have their work posted on her blog site.  
• She regularly took pictures of class activities and posted them to her blog to keep 

parents informed. In contrast, such posting were forbidden in the U.S. schools 
because of privacy concern. We will review privacy issues in details in 4.3.  

• Interestingly Mr. Y. said that she didn’t use her blog to extend classroom 
conversations due to the concern of efficiency of virtual discussions.  

• She blogged differently depends on which grade she was teaching. For 6th grade, 
(highest grade in Chinese elementary schools), she mainly blogged for students 
(who knew how to get online and are able to read blog). For 1st grade, where 
students don’t have strong reading nor computer skills to understand blogs, she 
mainly blogged for parents with school activities. 

Ms. G., as a math teacher, is not in charge of daily routine activities in a classroom 
that is reserved for class teacher in Chinese elementary schools. Therefore she didn’t 
use blog to announce classroom news. Rather she mainly posted materials students 
don’t have time to study in regular class sessions, or advanced / challenging questions 
for those students who would like to have enrichment experience outside the 
classroom. Given the average of class size of 45-60, Ms. G. told us that blog is an 
efficient way for her to empower gifted and advanced students.  

How often do you update your blog postings? 

Since all three teachers were not required to use blog for their teaching, they 
reported that in general they updated their blog posting whenever they had free time. 
However, Chinese teachers said that their students would ask them why they didn’t 
blog if they didn’t see new postings in 2-3 days. Therefore they tended to update their 
blogs within 2-3 days. If they didn’t have news or classroom related materials to 
share, they would search educational websites and forwarded some interesting stories 
or articles on their blogs to meet students’ expectation.  
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4.2   Parent-Teacher Communication 

How do you communicate with parents currently?  
Mr. B. had a parent-teacher meeting once per year. He mainly used classroom 

news to communicate with parents. Given 23 out of 24 family had Internet access, he 
posted classroom news on his blog site instead of handing out regular papers home. 
Other than blog, he used telephone and email to communicate with parents.  

Ms. Y. reported multiple ways to communication with parents. First, she constantly 
used her blog to announce classroom news, remind parents of upcoming exams, 
deadlines so that they could help their kids to prepare for them. Second, she never had 
one-on-one parent-teacher meetings unless students had troubles. Parent-teacher 
meetings are once every semester and always held with all parents at the same time. 
Thirdly, she used text messaging on her cell phone and on Internet (QQ) extensively. 
Telephone is used for emergency or immediate attention. Finally, she used notebook 
to notify parents student’s academic performance, and regularly required parents’ 
signature upon their inspection of students’ work.   

What benefits do you gain from blogging compared to other communication 
channels? 

Mr. B. reported benefits including wider audience, less formal, issues not 
necessarily pressing, allow more feedback. Ms. Y. and Ms. G. reported flexibility 
(parents can review news and materials afterwards), efficiency, deep conversation like 
her teaching philosophy.  

What challenges do you encounter in using blog compared to other communication 
channels? 

Mr. B. mentioned few challenges he faced, because its use was supplemental. But 
he feared that once school district catch up with the idea of blog, they might take over 
and he would lose the freedom of doing what he wanted to blog. Ms. Y. and Ms. G. 
reported the challenges of time self-teaching involved. There are many new skills 
associated with blog practice: make & post video / photo, archive and organize (e.g. 
tag) blog. Without official training, time is the biggest challenge for them to teach 
themselves required skills to make their blogs interesting and fun. They usually 
worked on their blogs after 8pm during their free family time.  

4.3   Privacy Issue 

Is your blog public or private? Do you have any policies on your classroom blog 
usage?  

All three blog sites are public. Mr. B. did expressed concern about posting students 
pictures on his blog even when pictures were taken at school. He mainly posted 
student written work on his blog. In contract, Chinese teachers did not worry about 
the privacy issue much. When facing one class teacher to 60 families, their first 
priority in their communication with parents is the efficiency. For example, we 
observed that arguments or fights in the classroom were described on teacher’s blog 
with student’s names. Other students and parents would comment on those incidents 
and reflect on how to prevent them from happening in the future. Again this practice 
reflected the collectivism nature of Chinese culture. Sharing lessons within a group is 
more important than individual embarrassments.  
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5   Conclusion 

The objective of this study is to find out how blogs, a lightweight web 2.0 technology, 
are used to support communication between parents and teachers in different national 
culture settings. The findings of this interview study suggested that cultural values, 
privacy policies, teacher background and technology knowledge have influenced the 
use of blog in parent-teacher communication.  
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