Handout 12

“Nuts and Bolts” of Communication with Families

Attitudes:

· Express confidence: Consistent with solution-oriented approaches to consultation and conferencing. Provide an optimistic message to parents so they can be encouraging of their children.  Provide an atmosphere of respect for children and parents.

· Request parental assistance: Consistent with two-way communication. Understand that children develop in multiple contexts (ecological orientation). Create an opportunity for dialogue and empowering parents.  Reflects that professionals can’t solve many concerns alone.

· Encourage a role for parents: Underscores the importance of working together as well as input from both systems. Emphasis is on giving a coordinated message to the child and an awareness by the child that parent and service provider are communicating (i.e., sharing information and resources to solve the concern).

· Engage in perspective taking: Listen for parents’ needs. Use this golden rule as a guideline: treat parents as you would like to be treated.  For example:

· If I had a child in this situation, what specific information would I want to hear from the service provider?

· How and when would I want to be approached about a problem?

· How would I want to be spoken to? Listened to?

· Would I like to hear from the teacher when my child is doing well or only when there is a problem?

Behaviors:

· Be clear about expectations. 

· Ensure that expectations reach all parents. 

· Listen for roadblocks and react with sensitivity and understanding.

· Use statements that express concern for the child and state the problem.  These are more positive and inviting than the ones that do not. Which of these would you rather hear if you were a parent? Mrs. Smith I’m calling because:

· I’m not at all pleased with Ted’s progress.

· Linda’s behavior in class is getting worse and worse.

OR

· I’m concerned about how little work Jess is doing.

· I’m concerned about how Brian gets along with the other children.

· Develop positive communication with parents.
· Positive phone calls: Describe child’s positive behavior. Describe how you feel about the behavior. Ask the parent to share the content of the conversation with the child.

· Send a before school greeting or introductory letter.

· Open verbal communication with parents of potential problem children.

· Communicate at the first sign of a problem (phone call) and set up a parent problem-solving conference.

· Schedule positive communication times (i.e., specific times to call parents with positive news or information).

· Other strategies: notes; student-written “school-to-home” journal; send student work home in a “Special Delivery to Parents” envelope; weekly classroom newsletters.

· End the year on a positive note.  Send end of year note to children; make open house a parent thank you event.  Have children plan and feature what they have learned and their goals for next year. Call parents with whom you have worked to solve problems.

Source:  Christenson (1999); Christenson & Sheridan (2001)

