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Abstract:
Background:
School and family interactions that include a focus on students from all backgrounds and ability levels are crucial for promoting
students’ social, academic, and behavioral success. Specifically, it is important that educators and other stakeholders focus on
developing effective interactions with the families of students who have Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) or Reactive
Attachment Disorder (RAD).
Objective:
The aim of this study is to gain an understanding of the relationships between schools and the families of students with EBD or RAD
as represented in published research. Another goal of this study is to understand whether these relationships have changed over time
(1995-present).
Method:
This investigation sought to find empirical studies concerning relationships between schools and the families of students with EBD
or RAD. The researchers divided the 1995-2016 time period into five- to-six-year increments and then searched for qualitative
articles using agreed upon search terms. The authors used mainly the ERIC database from which to conduct their initial search.
Results:
There were 11 qualitative studies reviewed for this article. The articles were summarized and discussed according to two categories:
“Families of Children with RAD” and “Families of Children with EBD.” Among these studies, three themes emerged in response to
the research question: “The Importance of Caregivers,” “Family and School Communication,” and “Support Systems and
Interventions.” These themes revealed critical ideologies regarding persons diagnosed with RAD or EBD and their family-school
partnerships. Further, this review of literature indicates qualitative studies involving students with RAD or EBD in connection with
family-school ties are limited, although a significant amount of literature exists regarding school-family ties.
Conclusion:
More qualitative studies are needed involving students with RAD and/or EBD and the connection to family-school relationships. The
reviewed articles indicated that family-school partnerships depend on the landscape of the school system. Communication from the
families to the schools and vice versa is important for persons with RAD or EBD diagnoses, as well as interventions and support
systems. While this review does help to better understand these family–school partnerships, educators would benefit from additional
studies during this time of the Common Core State Standards, increased accountability, inclusion, and high–stakes testing.
Keywords: Reactive attachment disorder, Emotional behavioral disorder/s, Parental involvement, Families, Schools, Family-school
relationships/partnerships.
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1. INTRODUCTION
There is a growing impetus in contemporary schools to include all students with disabilities in the general education
classroom, such as children with behavioral issues. Increasingly, it is expected that students with behavior challenges
learn and interact with their peers in mainstream educational settings [1]. These children may often be diagnosed with a
behavior disorder, which might include Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD), Conduct Disorder (CD), or, if defined as
a disability under IDEA, Emotional Behavioral Disorder (EBD). Furthermore, a subset of students with attachment
issues or diagnosed with Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD) is also being included in the general education
classroom. According to some researchers, students with RAD may present some of the most challenging behaviors in
schools. Unfortunately, school professionals may be ill-prepared to deal with these children [2].
Moreover, in the age of standardization and accountability, there is an increasing need to examine the ways in which
families and schools interact to support and educate particular groups of students [3, 4]. School and family interactions
that include a focus on students’ backgrounds and ability levels are crucial for promoting students’ social, academic,
and behavioral success. Specifically, it is important that educators focus on developing effective interactions with the
families of persons who have EBD or RAD [11]. Taft, Schlein and Ramsay [5] found that it is important for educators
to be responsive and sensitive to the specific needs of students with special emotional needs, such as those with EBD or
RAD, and their families. This sensitivity and awareness includes an understanding of how these students might form
relationships at home and how their cultural backgrounds might affect their daily lives at school. As Habel, Bloom, Ray
and Bacon [6] argued, “classrooms and schools are social places situated within particular cultures and contexts” (p.
93), and social contexts shape and create how students perceive, interact, and learn [6].
There is a substantial existing research base on individuals with EBD and school performance, but there is less work
on families of students with EBD and schools. There is a seeming lack of research on the relationships between schools
and families regarding students with RAD. Less information exists on how families of children with EBD or RAD
navigate the complexities of home-school collaborations. For example, Coleman [7] suggested that children with RAD
need to be parented differently from children without RAD. While Coleman’s review of literature did not extend
beyond the family landscape to include school or educational interactions, the findings about families might easily be
applied within the context of school for teachers and other involved stakeholders. Coleman concluded that further
research was needed in order to understand how to best help family members to successfully navigate the complexities
RAD presents regarding home-school interactions.
An example of the literature involving persons with EBD involves their successes and/or failures in school, but it
does not necessarily focus on family-school interactions for persons with EBD. Trout, Nordness, Pierce, and Epstein [8]
reported that the literature shows that students with EBD are often academic underachievers, and it was common for
these students to be one or more grade levels behind in multiple academic domains. An important implication of their
review is that interventions that focused only on behaviors and ignored students' academic deficits may have harmful
effects on student academic achievement. That may contribute to further lifelong problems.
Research on relationships between schools and families with students diagnosed with EBD or RAD is scant. This
demonstrates an investigative gap concerning the school-family relationship as it relates to individuals with RAD and
EBD. Specifically, there is a paucity of research on the quality of relationships between families with children with
RAD or EBD and the schools that serve these students. The purpose of this review is to examine the existing research
regarding the relationship between schools and families of children diagnosed with RAD or EBD that have been
published in peer-reviewed journals from 1995-2017. A categorical exploration of the literature will situate the research
within its educational context, which is important for understanding the relationships between schools, families, and
students with RAD or EBD.
2. METHOD
2.1. Selection Criteria
Included articles in this literature review needed to meet the following criteria: (a) targeted school age children
diagnosed with emotional behavior disorders (EBD), Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD), or significant attachment
issues; (b) were qualitative studies with defined outcomes; and (c) appeared in refereed journals. There were no age
limits on subjects. All settings (i.e., residential treatment facility, home, school, alternate education placement, or
vocational) were acceptable.
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2.2. Search Procedures
A comprehensive search was conducted for journal articles that investigated the relationships between schools and
families of children with EBD, RAD, or attachment issues. Search parameters included articles from 1995-2017. The
search focused on research studies that utilized a qualitative research methodology. First, an electronic search of The
Education Resource Information Center (ERIC), Psych–INFO, Google Scholar, and Ebscohost databases was
conducted for articles that met the abovementioned criteria. Keywords used to identify appropriate journal articles
included: Reactive Attachment Disorder, Emotional Behavioral Disorder; parental involvement; families; schools;
family-school relationships and/or partnerships. The keywords were used alone and in combinations. Ancestral searches
were performed by checking citations of acceptable articles. Additionally, references from prior literature reviews on
EBD and RAD were checked for relevant articles [3, 7 - 10]. Authors of published studies targeting students with RAD
and/or EBD and family-school relationships were also approached via e-mail regarding availability of any studies
currently submitted for publication or in press with peer-reviewed journals.
Database searches found 11 articles that met selection criteria. Four articles addressed EBD and school-family
relationships and seven articles focused on RAD in relation to family-school relationships. The review of these articles
is organized under two broad sections; (a) Families of Children with RAD and (b) Families of Children with EBD. A
discussion of the studies of a particular section summarizes the findings of those articles reviewed in that section. We
discuss, within those two discrete sections a series of crucial questions: What is the state of home school interactions for
families of children with EBD and RAD? Are there common themes across studies? If so, what are they? This literature
review concludes with a discussion of the limitations of the existing research and suggestions for future directions of
research.
3. RESULTS
In this section we discuss the findings of our literature review search in accordance with two overarching categories;
(1) Families of Children with RAD and (2) Families of Children with EBD. We highlight below the themed findings of
our literature review study across these two categories.
3.1. Families of Children with RAD
Search procedures found seven qualitative articles that met the stated inclusion criteria and that investigated families
of students with RAD and their relationships with the schools that served their students. These studies all employed a
qualitative research methodology.
Chapman [11] conducted a single case study that described the experiences of an adoptive parent of a child with
RAD. In her study, Chapman, a teacher and the adoptive parent, articulated the difficulties involving her interactions
with the school and its inability to utilize effective behavior management strategies for her child, 12-year-old Anna,
whom Chapman adopted at 20 months old. The author noted that typical behavior strategies, such as behavior charts,
rewards, or sanctions proved to be ineffective and that “conventional behavior management strategies exacerbated the
problem” (11: p. 91). She also noted there was a struggle to find support for herself in her parenting role and in
understanding the difficulties presented by Anna.
Instead, Chapman found the re-nurturing process, a form of re-parenting, proved to be more effective in filling in
the gaps for her daughter with RAD. She reported significant positive gains for her child after adopting re-nurturing
therapy. Chapman suggested that schools could help to re-nurture students with RAD by providing specific
accommodations, such as the use of break rooms for a brief escape and/or altering school schedules to assist children
with RAD in finding a balance between spending time at school and with their primary caregiver/s. Finally, the
researcher concluded that teachers need realistic strategies when dealing with students with attachment disorders, even
though such strategies may conflict with administrators’ or districts’ policies regarding generally acceptable forms of
behavior management. The author stated that such non-traditional strategies are most effective when both the home and
school communicate to implement similar approaches to behavior management.
A longitudinal study conducted by Rijk, Hoksbergen, and Laak [12] investigated the experiences of family-school
partnerships of families who had adopted Romanian children who had experienced severe deprivation prior to adoption.
The study consisted of three phases using mixed methods. The third phase was mainly qualitative in nature [12] and
included 17 adopted Romanian children, their adoptive parents, and 17 teachers who had one Romanian adoptee in their
classroom. The children, who were 10 years 8 months old, had been adopted at 2-years 11 months old. All children
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demonstrated significant behavioral problems at school that hindered their school performance. According to their
teachers, problem behaviors were due to the severe deprivation that the children had experienced prior to adoption. The
researchers detailed how family and school partnerships provided support for Romanian students who had experienced
extreme early-life deprivation and struggled with school behaviors after their adoption in the Netherlands.
Among several successful strategies described by teachers, parent involvement and communication were noted as
very important. These researchers indicated that parents played an essential role in providing information to teachers,
and in turn, the researchers stated that teachers could help parents when problems arose. One teacher reported good
contacts with parents, and when given suggestions on dealing with behavior problems, the teacher found parental input
to be very helpful. However, conflicts between these key partners also occurred. Families and teachers described six
occurrences of conflict. All of these problems centered on differences in opinion of the child’s potential, where parents
felt “the school was underestimating their child” and the teachers felt “parents had trouble accepting their child’s
limitations” (12: p. 274). These conflicts and different perspectives of a child's abilities may be one reason why it is
difficult to build effective school-family relationships.
Vasquez and Stensland [13] conducted a grounded-theory qualitative study examining the effects of RAD on
adopted children, their parents, and their siblings. Participants included five families that contained at least one
biological child and one adopted child who had been diagnosed with RAD. The researchers conducted multi–stage
interviews over a six–month period, consisting of individual and group interviews. The study found that parents, in
particular, experienced significant difficulties and stresses related to their child’s RAD diagnosis. One stated finding is
that parents often struggled to get schools to take their child’s diagnosis seriously. Participants in this study described a
struggle to educate others about RAD, with a constant fight to obtain services and supports for their children with RAD
[13].
Parents reported that their interactions with their child’s school were often combative or adversarial. Two parents,
who were both practicing teachers [13], indicated that they were often ignored when it came to their daughter’s
behaviors. Their daughter did not act out in class, but she did exhibit intense behaviors at home. This resulted in
difficulties in obtaining individual educational plans (IEPs) and appropriate services for their child. It took over a year
to obtain an IEP for the student [13]. Still, other parents told stories about how their children would manipulate school
professionals and use behaviors to get what they wanted or to escape from something (e.g. suspension gets the student
out of school). Parents also commented on the fact that not understanding RAD resulted in difficulties not only with
educators, but with other service professionals who could help their children [13]. Finally, lack of support from the
schools had unforeseen negative consequences on the parents and families.
Taft, Ramsay, and Schlein [14] described the findings of a narrative inquiry into the stories of caregivers of children
with RAD. The researchers investigated the experiences that caregivers of children with RAD faced on a daily basis
both at home and in interactions with their children’s schools. Data were collected over the course of one year through
informal, semi–structured interviews and during group support meetings. Many of the participants described the
unpredictable, inappropriate, or, in some cases, threatening behaviors exhibited by their children with RAD. Essentially,
all of the parents included in this inquiry described how they “battle daily to find help for themselves and for their
children” (14: p. 242).
Participants voiced concerns similar to those mentioned by parents in studies previously discussed. Parents stated a
lack of behavior at school made it difficult for them to obtain supports from the schools that would help their children
succeed in the school environment. They also stated that behaviors at home were extreme. They conceded that from the
perspective of the school, the children were “perfect.” This article gives a good example of a possible disconnect in
communication between school and family that could easily impact the quality of the school-family relationship.
Overall, this article sought to elevate the voices of these caregivers, since they are largely underrepresented in the
research involving this topic.
In another article, Taft, Schlein, and Ramsay [5] discussed the experiences of parents of children with RAD with a
particular focus on home and school communication. Using a narrative inquiry approach, data gathered found that most
parents did not view the child’s school to be supportive and willing to collaborate with them. Parents reported that
educators did not respect their knowledge and perspectives, but, instead, often blamed them for their child’s behavior.
They also shared that, rather than helping them, schools seemed to erect roadblocks that made it challenging to get
necessary services for their child. In addition, school–to–home communication was perceived to be mostly negative,
with teachers often communicating with parents solely to report the child’s bad behavior. These researchers [5]

Explorations of Family-School Relationships Regarding Children

The Open Family Studies Journal, 2017, Volume 9 115

concluded that when it came to school-family collaborations, families were seemingly not included as equal team
members in their child's educational process, and school professionals might not have been proactive or positive when it
came to working with the families or children with RAD [5].
We communicated with this set of authors to request additional published or unpublished work. In a provided
unpublished work, Schlein and Taft [15] discussed a narrative investigation involving the experiences of adoptive and
foster families with their children with RAD to better understand how they engage in curricular interactions in school.
Participants stated that children with RAD experience increased anxiety regarding their academic success in school.
They also highlighted that students with RAD experienced problems with social success as well. Parents further
discussed how their children often did not see school as a safe place, nor did they feel welcomed in their educational
environments. Finally, participant stories revealed that while many children with RAD are intelligent, their behaviors
often result in their removal from mainstream classrooms. This may result in a potential placement that is a mismatch
between student goals, ability, and academic placement.
Schlein, Taft, and Ramsay [16] highlighted the experiences of families of children with RAD who were
transnational adoptees within the context of the social studies classroom. This article focused on the narratives of
experiences of a subset of parent participants from a larger group of 10 parents of children with RAD, those who had
adopted children transnationally. Within this subset, the authors described the experiences of the parents of Maya and
Aidan, two children with RAD who were adopted from Eastern Europe. Both Maya and Aidan exhibited extreme
behaviors that made success in school difficult. Participant stories highlighted the need for teachers to understand how
RAD can impact the student, especially if other cultural variables were considered. The article specifically discusses the
importance of creating culturally competent teachers who are able to meet the needs of all students in their classrooms.
Teachers who are not culturally competent might inadvertently trigger behaviors in the student with RAD, especially
those who are transnational adoptees. Conversely, educators with cultural competence “might be positioned well for
considering multiple cultural vantages, especially educators in social studies classrooms, where issues of culture and
identity are studied” (16: p. 138).
3.2. Families of Children with EBD
Search procedures found four qualitative articles that met inclusion criteria and investigated families of students
with EBD and their relationships with the schools that served their students. These studies employed a qualitative
research methodology.
Crawford and Simonoff [17] conducted a qualitative study in which they examined the views of parents of children
attending schools for emotionally and behaviorally challenged students. The study investigated how students felt about
their journeys through the educational system. Five focus group discussions with 30 parents of 25 children were used to
collect data. The study took place at five EBD schools and one school for children with mixed needs in three London
boroughs. An analysis of transcripts from each of the five focus groups indicated that children with EBD and their
families often face social exclusion or feel as though they receive inadequate education services. Other parents voiced
that their children are inappropriately placed in EBD programs, causing their children to be passed from one educational
program to another. Parents also expressed that they felt that a lack of experience and training in how to deal with
emotional and behavioral problems was a particular issue for school staff, especially among mainstream teachers and
other staff who supervise after-school programs.
Some parents did, however, describe positive feelings toward schools for students with EBD and felt there were
many “positive effects of this environment on their child’s behavior, and development (17: p. 486).” Parents stated that
EBD schools appeared to be less likely to exclude children, and they had a greater understanding and tolerance for EBD
problems. In contrast, the parents in this study criticized mainstream schools, citing that often their children were
segregated within these environments and isolated from their peers. Furthermore, parents described frustrations in
waiting for services from these schools. In particular, the parents in this study stressed the importance of effective
collaboration between home and school in order to promote a better understanding of emotional and behavioral
disorders and in setting goals for children with EBD. Data from the study suggested that schools might need to improve
communication and collaboration with parents to better serve this population.
Rosenzweig, Brennan, and Ogilvie [18] examined five focus groups with 41 employed parents of children with
EBD. The purpose of this study was to gain insight about how parents of children with EBD overcome challenges to
fulfill their daily work and family responsibilities. While the primary purpose of this study was to describe the strategies

116 The Open Family Studies Journal, 2017, Volume 9

Wenger et al.

used by parents and their perceptions about caring for persons with EBD, the parents interviewed in this study and their
difficult relationships with schools emerged as a major theme. Many parents in the study expressed strong opinions that
the school system “was not set up to meet the needs of children with serious emotional problems” (18: p. 419). In
particular, parents felt that schools forced family members to solve problems regarding their children with EBD that
parents felt were school-related problems, rather than home-related problems. Many participants described challenges in
finding supervision and adequate care for children with EBD outside of the regular school day, and they indicated that
they were unable to use school-related care services since most programs were ill-equipped to handle students with
EBD. Parents even voiced problems in finding transportation for their children, because the transportation services
offered by schools often excluded their children due to behavior problems. Overall results from this study indicated that
many parents believed the school system was not set up to meet the needs of children with serious emotional and/or
behavioral disorders.
Rosenzweig et al. [18] suggested that schools need to do a better job in communicating with families of children
with EBD by seeking out “information about the specifics of children’s mental health disorders and work-family fit
issues” (p. 422). Moreover, stakeholders such as social workers and school administrators need to work with these
families to develop crisis management strategies that do not regularly remove parents from their other life
responsibilities. Finally, the authors argued that better education for primary and secondary educators might help to
improve the relationship between schools and families of children with EBD.
Trainor [19] inquired into parental experiences of advocacy during special education home-school interactions.
Interviews were conducted with focus groups and with individual participants. Participants included 33 adults from 27
families from a large urban district. These families represented 36 children with special needs. Disability categories
varied, with nine students categorized with EBD. Data gathered from the interviews indicated that intercultural and
intracultural differences existed among parents and their styles of advocacy. Trainor delineated four approaches to
advocacy that emerged from the qualitative data: the intuitive advocate, the disability expert, the strategist, and the
change agent. Findings underscored that although no single approach was always effective, the intuitive advocacy
approach, where the parent uses perceptive insights of their child, was used more often by families who qualified for
free and reduced lunch. This approach was also less likely to result in the parents’ desired outcomes.
Trainor [19] further noted that “parents of youth with emotional or behavioral disabilities were more likely to
discuss advocacy efforts that were thwarted by teachers’ responses to behavior problems” (p. 45). These findings
underlined that multiple complex factors affect family-school partnerships for students with EBD. In addition to cultural
differences, family styles of advocacy vary by social class, and teachers may be less responsive to the types of advocacy
used more often by parents from working class backgrounds across all racial groups. Student behavior problems were
also seen as functioning to disconnect parents and teachers from ultimately working together to develop successful
education strategies.
Schlein, Taft, and Tucker-Blackwell [20] examined the experiences of general education teachers of students who
have been diagnosed with EBD in a diverse urban core school. Participants included three general education teachers at
an elementary school in a large urban Midwestern city. The authors conducted semi-structured interviews that included
15 open-ended questions. Participants described their experiences working with children with EBD. They cited
acknowledgement of students’ home lives and a concentration on fostering positive relationships as crucial for effective
classroom management among students with EBD. Furthermore, the study underlined how cultural backgrounds and
cultural experiences might play a role in effective classroom management among students with EBD.

4. DISCUSSION
In this section we outline the themes found from among the literature reviewed in accordance with three main
themes. One theme found across the literature reviewed is “Caregiver Voice,” which highlights the need to empower
parents and their children through voicing their concerns and attending to their suggestions as significant resources to
improve services to their children with EBD or RAD. “Home-School Communication” is the second theme, which
underlines how a possible lack of strong communication can be problematic and a potential source for building barriers
between school personnel and the families of children diagnosed with EBD or RAD. The other salient theme across this
literature review is “School Support Systems and Interventions.” This theme concentrates on intervention strategies for
these families and the children with EBD and RAD through school-family relationships. These themes were represented
across all of the reviewed studies (See Table (1).
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Table 1. Explorations of Family-School Relationships: RAD and EBD.
Author

Participants

Disability/Disorder

Methodology

Data

Theme 1

Theme 2

Theme 3

Chapman, 2002

Author
mother/daughter
Age

Reactive Attachment
Disorder

Qualitative
Single Case
Study

Not
Applicable

Caregiver
ignored

Not Applicable

Insufficient

Vasquez and
Stensland, 2015

Five families with
one adopted child

Reactive Attachment
Qualitative
Disorder
grounded theory

Individual
and group
interviews

Caregiver
ignored

Oppositional

Insufficient

Narrative
Inquiry

Interviews
Semi
structure
interview

Caregiver
ignored not
respected

OppositionaI

Insufficient

Taft, Ramsay and
Schlein, 2015

10 parents

Reactive Attachment
Disorder

Taft, Schlein, and
Ramsay, 2016

10 parents

Reactive Attachment
Disorder

Narrative
Inquiry

Interviews
Semi
structure
interview

Caregiver
ignored

Oppositional

Insufficient

Schlein and Taft
(under review)

10 parents

Reactive Attachment
Disorder

Narrative
Inquiry

Interviews
Semi
structure
interview

Caregiver
ignored

Oppositional

Insufficient

2 parents

Reactive Attachment
Disorder

Case study
Narrative
Inquiry

Interviews
Semi
structure
interview

Caregiver
ignored

Oppositional

Insufficient

Semi
Structure
interview

Mixed: Good
to ignored

Mixed: Good to
poor

Mixed.
Adequate to
Insufficient

Schlein, Taft, and
Ramsay, 2016

17 10-year old
Longitudinal
Rijk, Hoksbergen,
Romanian
Severe
Mixed methods.
and Laak, 2008 (third Children, adoptive
abuse/deprivation
Third phase
phase study)
Parents, and 17
Attachment Disorders
qualitative
Teachers
Crawford and
Simonoff, 2003

30 parents, 25
students in five
Schools for
Students with EBD

Emotional Behavior
Disorder

Rosenzweig,
Brennan, and
Ogilvie, 2002

41 parents in five
focus groups

Emotional Behavior
Disorder

Trainor, 2010

33 adults from 27
families
representing 36
children with
disabilities. Nine
students listed as
EBD

Nine children with
Emotional Behavior
Disorder as the
primary diagnosis

Narrative
Inquiry

Semi
structure
interview

Mixed:
Insufficient to
Need improved
Poor
positive
collaboration communication
environment
for child

Not specifically
Semi
stated:
structured
Caregiver
Poor
“Qualitative
interview needs ignored communication
Study”
followed by
Open ended
interview
Narrative
inquiry: not
specifically
stated

Five Focus
group
Caregiver
interviews often ignored
Insufficient
about behavior
and
related to
individual behavior issues
interviews

Insufficient

Often
ineffective

Teacher
implemented,
lack of school
support
Note: Reactive Attachment Disorder = RAD, Emotional Behavior Disorder = EBD, Theme 1 = Caretaker Voice, Theme 2 = Home-School
Communication, Theme 3 = Support and Intervention
Schlein, Taft, and
Tucker-Blackwell,
2013

3 Teachers

Emotional Behavior
Disorder

Narrative
Inquiry

Interviews

Caregiver
listened to

Open
communication

4.1. Caregiver Voice
One of the themes that emerged from the literature was the importance of voicing the experiences of the caregivers
of persons with RAD and EBD, since the roles of these persons often seemed to be overlooked [15, 16]. In fact, the
importance of voicing the experiences of this aforementioned population is perhaps why narrative inquiry, with its
attention to experience and the collection of stories of experience, was used as a methodology in at least 60% of the
articles reviewed (See Table 1). Several of the reviewed articles indicated that caregivers often struggled to meet the
needs of their children with RAD and EBD [14, 15, 17]. Moreover, many of the caregivers in the reviewed literature
often felt misunderstood or silenced regarding their children [15, 16]. The reviewed body of qualitative research,
however, allowed for caregiver participants to not only explain the behaviors and frustrations involving their children
with RAD or EBD, but the studies allowed their voices to be heard.
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In addition, attending to the voices of caregivers displayed that many of the caregivers acknowledged the difficulties
in maintaining a work-life balance. This was because the demands for caregiving increase significantly when families
have children with RAD or EBD that require special care or attention [14, 18]. Another important aspect of caregivers
involved the context of adoptive and foster families. Many of the studies in this review included participants who had
fostered and/or adopted children with RAD or EBD. Studies reviewed here hint that there might be an added layer of
complexity involved in voicing the experiences of foster and/or adoptive parents, especially when a lack of knowledge
about birth family medical and school history might limit their understanding of early childhood circumstances of their
children and adoptive and foster parents might be overlooked as sources of knowledge about the children in their care.
4.2. Home-School Communication
Research shows that effective collaboration and partnerships between schools and families and the inclusion of
parents as equal members in educational decision-making teams promotes more positive student outcomes [1, 3, 4]. In
this review, a second major theme that emerged concerned communication between homes and schools involving
persons with RAD or EBD. Several qualitative studies focused on parent and teacher perceptions of involvement and/or
communication with their child’s schools [19, 20], suggesting that the relationship between home and school is
imperative for student success. Researchers in psychology and special education have continued to document the
efficacy of strong partnerships between parents and schools [21, 22], while many teachers and administrators feel
compelled to toughen their stance on behaviors that might detract from learning in the general classroom setting [23].
The available peer–reviewed research comprises a multitude of articles around the relationship between home and
school, but with a particular focus on improving test scores of students in the general population [24].
While communication and family–school ties are solidified as important within a large body of research, results
from the qualitative studies reviewed here indicate that many families of students diagnosed with RAD or EBD
described negative communication between home and school [5, 13 - 19]. Moreover, several works indicated that
parents often felt under–represented in educational settings or that their children were misdiagnosed, placed
inappropriately, or removed from mainstream classrooms because of behaviors rather than academic skills [17, 18].
This perceived lack of understanding on the part of schools led to frustration on the part of many caregivers. In fact,
almost all of the literature reviewed, even articles not falling directly under the topic of home-school communication,
revealed feelings of frustration, concern, and voicelessness. Thus, the qualitative literature reveals another potential gap
between empirically based beliefs and practices about the importance of communication between home and school and
actual classroom practices, especially for persons with RAD or EBD. The findings of this review suggest that homeschool relationships for these two student populations and their families might not be effective and schools may need to
make a concerted effort positively address this issue.
4.3. Support Systems and Interventions
There is an established body of research that discusses how schools can best work with parents and caregivers to
build collaborative partnerships that support and provide adequate services for children with RAD or EBD [3, 4, 24 26]. However, the majority of research regarding schools and parental involvement among students with EBD employs
quantitative methodologies or is theoretical in nature but qualitative studies on schools’ interactions with families of
students with RAD is scarce. In fact, this review found only 11 total qualitative articles examining interactions between
schools and families of students with EBD or RAD, and out of those, only six seemed to focus on support systems and
interventions. Data from the qualitative research reviewed in this paper indicated that parents often felt that support
systems and interventions were inconsistent or not present at all, which suggests a research-to-practice gap between the
theoretical literature and the actual experiences of families and students with RAD and EBD. Further, participants felt
that school personnel were ill-prepared to work with their children and that they were not trained sufficiently to deal
with behaviors expressed by some of the students, especially students with RAD.
Essentially, there is literature about how to support these families and their children [27], but many of the
participants in the articles in this review indicated that they rarely felt supported, nor did they feel that schools
understood how to best meet the needs of their children. This feeling was consistent in seven of the articles falling under
this theme [11, 13 - 20]. The data also suggested that in order to better understand and meet the needs of students from
these populations, more qualitative research that captures the experiences of teachers, students, and parents is needed.
Specifically, one work indicated that teachers must be given practical, real-world strategies to best meet the needs of
these students [11], while another argued that teachers need to truly understand the environments and experiences of
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their students in order to effectively manage students with behavioral disorders [20]. In addition, Schlein, Taft, and
Ramsay [16] indicated that families of persons with EBD and RAD might have more nuanced behavioral and cultural
needs and, therefore, they would benefit from interacting with teachers who employ culturally responsive pedagogy.
The findings from the qualitative articles in this literature review highlight that hearing the actual stories from involved
stakeholders might be essential to developing adequate support systems and interventions for persons affected by RAD
or EBD.
Few studies have examined the home-school relationships of persons with RAD or EBD, making it challenging to
detect patterns in the qualitative research included in this review. However, based on the publication dates of several of
the articles, it does appear that in recent years researchers have become more aware of this population group and are
more willing to listen to these families’ stories and how they deal with the dramatic effects of EBD and RAD. In
addition, the focus of the research in this review shifted from the need of the schools to increase the grades and test
scores of students with EBD or RAD to the difficulties parents of children with EBD or RAD face. Moreover, much of
this research was conducted with families who had adopted children with EBD or RAD, since it was increasingly
becoming recognized within the body of research on this topic that traumatic childhood events, such as
abusive/neglectful parenting or removal from birth families, were likely to be increase the risk of EBD and was most
likely a causal variable for development of RAD. The articles discussed above are representative of these shifts in focus
and methods regarding persons with EBD or RAD.
CONCLUSION
The literature from the past 22 years concerning school-family ties and children with RAD and EBD reveals the
progression of this particular relationship and how this population of students has come to be understood over time and
across contexts. However, qualitative information regarding school-family relationships for these two student
populations appears to be limited, especially with students with RAD and their families. Heading into the 21st century,
federal legislation, such as NCLB and the Common Core State Standards, required schools to be held accountable for
all students, including students with EBD [28, 29]. Even though RAD is not recognized as a disability category under
IDEA, given the concerns presented by students with RAD across all school and home domains, it would seem
redundant to state that these students should receive support from our schools under one of several appropriate disability
categories (i.e. Other Health Impaired).
Simply because legislation is intended to hold schools accountable for some of these student groups does not mean
that schools or teachers are well-equipped to meet the needs of students with EBD or RAD. The literature asserts that
achievement is important for all students and that parental involvement through effective collaborative efforts with
school professionals is essential for promoting positive outcomes for all students, including students with disabilities.
Much of the research that has been conducted in this area investigated the achievement levels of general education
students. In the era of high stakes testing and accountability it would make sense that quantitative research would be the
focus, since numbers and data sets are how educational stakeholders currently attempt to make sense of students,
progress, and achievement. Recently, however, qualitative researchers have begun investigating parent-school
interactions that aimed to capture the experiences and voices of families and children with these disorders.
The existing research demonstrates that students and their parents remain underrepresented and sometimes
overlooked by school personnel. In fact, data from research from the included 22-year time span of this literature review
indicated that many parents continue to feel underrepresented, negatively perceived, or misunderstood regarding their
children with RAD or EBD. This lack of understanding and feeling of voicelessness might demonstrate the necessity of
more qualitative research in this area so school professionals can better understand the needs of families of children
with RAD or EBD and their relationships with the school.
The seemingly tenuous relationship between schools and families of children with RAD or EBD sheds light on the
need for more qualitative research to capture the stories and experiences of this population. Actualizing the voices of
both parents and children might help educators to better understand the experiences of the students for which they are
required to provide services. Recognizing and accounting for the experiences and perspectives of families of persons
with RAD or EBD is essential in order to foster a more positive relationship between these families and the schools that
serve them. Using qualitative research to tell these stories might be especially effective, because students bring with
them to the classroom a variety of cultures and backgrounds that might be used to individualize effective pedagogy for
all students. Moreover, capturing the experiences of families of children with RAD or EBD through qualitative research
can be an effective tool for providing information on strategies that might be used to improve home-school relationships
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and promote more positive interactions between the families, schools, administrators, and teachers, ultimately leading to
increased student success in academic, behavioral, and social terms.
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