Chapter Two Educational Extension


Communicating With Parents
In today’s complex society, the African adage “it takes a village to raise a child” is truer than ever. Parents are children’s first teachers. They have the right and need to be our educational partners as we explore ways to prepare their children to become contributing members to our global society. Effective teachers know that quality home-school communication doesn’t just happen—it requires hard work, active listening, tact, kindness, consideration, empathy, enthusiasm, and an understanding of parent-child relationships.
You should not wait for parent-teacher conferences to begin communicating with parents or care-givers. Effective teachers start communicating with parents at the beginning of the school year. This will be a major investment of time, but one that will pay off in the long run. Begin by mailing personalized letters to your students’ parents that introduces you and your vision for the semester or school year and invites parents to be involved in your classroom. Include contact information and encourage parents to initiate communication. 
Invite parents to your classroom. In most schools, there is an open house near the beginning of each year or semester. On that special night, share your expectations, describe the major topics you’ll teach, discuss classroom procedures, and respond to parents’ questions. Have students give parents a “tour” of the classroom. Invite parents into your classroom throughout the school year to see student presentations or performances, celebrate holidays, participate in special art or cooking projects, and accompany students on field trips. Have students organize a night at the end of the year to showcase their work and have a little party for their parents.
If your school district supports it, plan to visit your students’ homes. Home visits are an amazing way to gain insight into the dynamics and general atmosphere of your students’ home situations. At the beginning of the year, invite parents to make an appointment. If possible, schedule these 15-30 minute home visits immediately before or after school. In “neighborhood school”-oriented districts you might even be able to walk to the homes. Clearly state that your purpose is to become better acquainted with the students and their parents. Be a gracious guest. Do not expect to be fed. Introduce yourself and your vision, share some prepared positive remarks about the student, and field questions. For those students whose parents don’t participate, set aside a special time to visit privately and take a “virtual tour” of their home.  
Keep parents informed of classroom events and their children’s progress through periodic phone calls, class newsletters, a class website, and progress reports. In addition to assigning formal grades, include a few sentences describing students’ academic efforts.  Emphasize the students’ strengths and be honest about areas for growth. For example, “Mike has turned in almost every assignment and is making good progress, but he did not do quite enough to prepare for his presentation on Mexico. We will be working on research skills before we begin our next unit.”
Language and culture will affect the lens through which parents view school in general, and your class. Therefore, it is essential that you have a good understanding of the language differences and the culture of your students’ families. In many instances, language cannot be translated (word for word) because meanings can be different. Cultural values must be taken into account as well as how a culture communicates within its own society. For example, different cultures can have different concepts about time (e.g., punctuality), authority, tone of voice, or competition. Likewise, nonverbal messages expressed through touch or gestures, facial expressions, and personal space can have different meanings in different cultures. 
Dealing with Difficult Parents
Sometime during your teaching career, you will have to deal with difficult parents. To prepare yourself, become familiar with your school’s and district’s policies for dealing with parent conflict. What are the approved steps to take when a resolution cannot be reached? What are the policies related to specific situations? Make sure you follow the district’s policies, guidelines, and procedures.
When parents contact you with a concern or problem, respond quickly with a phone call or meeting to resolve the situation. Inaction on your part is frequently perceived as lack of interest or caring about the students’ and/or parents’ concern or problem. Even the shortest delays often fuel parents’ anger and frustration.
When conferencing with a difficult parent, remain at eye level with them and never sit behind your desk. Move your chair out from behind the desk and place it close to and in front of the parent. This sends a strong assertive message to the parent. It says, “I am comfortable and confident in this situation.” Actively listen to what parents are saying and do not interrupt them. If they are angry, give them time to vent some of their frustrations. However, always keep in mind that you are not anyone’s doormat. You should be an active listener so you fully understand their side of the story. Active listening is often difficult when the parent’s side of the story is full of misinformation and possible lies. Never underestimate the power of a stern, disapproving look. It can give parents a loud and clear, “BACK OFF.” Often, intimidating or bullying parents are less aggressive if you make eye contact with them throughout the meeting. Selective silence is also one of the most effective ways of dealing with difficult parents. It is easy to use and is a very low threat. You must at all times remain calm and retain your composure. If the parents’ side seems to be going on and on with no end in sight after a lengthy discussion, ask them what their bottom line is. Ask, “What do you want to happen because of this conference?”
During any meeting with difficult parents, you must remain professional. There is no need to argue with them. Parents often have a way of sliding the blame away from their own child toward other students or you. It is important to listen to what parents have to say, but remember to keep the parents’ focus on their child. Do not be defensive. Act confidently and look them in their eyes as you speak throughout the conference. Some difficult parents are inclined to twist the truth, or they may have a reputation for being volatile. In these cases, it is beneficial to have a third party join you for the meeting. Doing so could prevent a “he said/she said” conflict from occurring after the meeting. Indeed, some parents are not as boisterous or judgmental with a third party present. If the difficult parent tries to verbally bully you, just say, “I am sorry but I don’t allow people to treat me this way. Perhaps we can continue this when you have calmed down.” Then slowly and calmly walk away.
POINTS TO PONDER
· List three ways your K-8 teachers communicated with your parents. 
· Describe how you plan to build effective home-school communication with the parents or care-givers of your future students.
· Interview someone who exhibits strong conflict-resolution skills. What strategies do they use to resolve differences? How can those strategies be applied in your future career?
