Handout 1


A Teacher’s Perspective on Communicating with Families

Cathryn Peterson, seventh-grade teacher at FAIR School, was asked to describe her approach to communicating with families.  Specifically, she was asked why she contacts parents, for what reasons, when, and how.  The comments provided by this most adept teacher represent several principles of effective communication and partnership skills, including the following:

· The student and his or her learning are at the center of all communications.

· Communication remains at the level of the issue and do not become personal.

· Concerns, not problems, are described.

· Parents are expert and critical to the success of the school’s efforts.

· Contact is made early, before the concerns escalate.

· Positive messages are conveyed at the beginning of and throughout the contact.

· The communication is constructive and not punitive for the child.

· The home and school are supportive, but the child is ultimately responsible for performance.

· Perspective taking is encouraged.

· Good listening skills are important.

· Follow-up contacts are made.

Before I begin, there is one assumption that drives all of my dealings with parents.  I believe that parents are my most important assets to a teacher.  In addition, there are two things that I always think about when contacting a parent.  First, I believe that all parents do what they believe is the best for their child . . . We may not agree with their opinion or action, but they do their best.  Second, and perhaps most importantly, I try to think about how I would want a teacher or adult to handle the situation if this were my child (how would I want to be treated, and how would I want my child to be treated?).

Why Do I Contact Parents?

I contact parents if I have a concern that the student and I cannot resolve without the help of the parent or when the student had made improvement or done something to be proud of.  The issue may be academic or behavioral.

For What Reasons Do I Contact Parents?

The following is a list of some reasons that I make calls home:


Concerns:


Insubordination, disrespectful behavior


Excessive tardiness


Missing assignments


Lack of participation


Ability concerns


Achieving lower than a C

Positives:

Improvements in any of the above areas

Helping another student

Outstanding work

Effort

Any random act of kindness that I witness in or out of class

When Do I Contact Parents?

I contact parents after the student and I have worked together to resolve the issue and have not been successful, but prior to an administrative referral.  If I am calling about a concern, I tell the student that I will be calling the parent.  I don’t want this to be negative; I want them to know that I am calling to ask for additional help.  I also tell the student that I will follow up with the parent as the situation improves.

If I am making a positive phone call, I love to leave messages that the parents will hear after a long day at work.  Sometimes I send postcards to the student and/or parent documenting the achievement, too.

How Do I Contact Parents?

If I am calling a parent about a concern, I always start the conversation by introducing myself.  I then let the parents know that I am calling because I need their help.  I tell them that I believe they know their child better than me, explain the situation, and ask for any ideas they might have to help us resolve this problem.  In addition, I find something positive that their child has done in the past and explain that this is what I am trying to achieve has done in the past and explain that this is what I am trying to achieve all of the time.  Parents are very receptive to this.  I have yet to have a parent say “You should know . . . you’re the expert.”  Instead, most parents are not defensive, share what has worked in the past, and often begin to tell me about their child’s other interests or behaviors at home.  Often, I find that parents are struggling with similar issues at home.  This turns into a great conversation of sharing ideas.  I also tell parents that I am most concerned that their child is learning and that if the strategy or assignment I have given isn’t working, I am willing to try something else.

The key to my success in dealing with parents is that I view them as partners who are experts.  If I am willing to listen to them first, they are then willing to listen to my ideas.  In addition, when I talk to parents about their child, I focus on the behavior that needs to change, rather than attacking the child.  I also make a point telling the parent that I will keep in contact with them about their child’s progress.  I love to make follow-up phone calls and say “Thank you, your ideas worked!”

Remember, I said the child always knows that I am going to call the parent.  The next day, I find the student before he or she comes to class and talk further about the situation.  This helps to clear the air if the child has left angry.  The child can then come to class knowing that I am not upset and I want to work with him or her.  However, if the problem continues, I will often say to the child, “Do we need to call _____?” using the parent’s first name.  This is less embarrassing for the child and also reminds the child that I know his or her mom or dad.

These phone calls often result in a parent-teacher meting with all of the student’s teachers.  We usually invite the student and ask him or her to play an active role.  We want the student to know we are having the meeting because we want to help.  This allows the teachers and parents to clearly express their expectations and need, and the child to express his or her needs and desires.  The meeting should be short, positive, and focused on the behavior or issue.  The goal is to have the child leave feeling good and have some tangible ideas about how to improve and be successful.

If I am making a positive phone call home, I often just leave a message where I introduce myself and say, “I briefly describe what happened and tell parents to have a great evening.  These phone calls are fun to make.  Since I don’t usually tell the child that I am going to do this, I often have a happy student the next day saying “Thanks!”  It is a nice surprise for the student, too.      

Source: Christenson, S. L., & Sheridan, S. M. (2001).  Schools and families:  Creating essential  connections for learning.  New York: Guilford.  
