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hile we extol the virtue of
\ k / involving all parents as part-
ners with school personnel,

in reality the present system could not
withstand such stress. Time is not
available for in-depth interaction with
all parents. Nevertheless, teachers and
administrators can and should commit
time and energy to working with par-
ents of "“target children"—those for
whom ongoing communications may
spell the difference berween success
and failure. School personnel can
identify “target parents” by identifying
students

® about whom they have concerns,
® about whom additional informa-
tion is needed,

® who come to school in poor
physical or emotional states,

® who are frequently absent, or

® who have chronic behavior
problems.

Contact with these parents early in
the students’ school life and school
year can provide a basis for dealing
with problems early, before they can
escalate

Preparing for the Conference

Parent participation in conferences
can be markedly increased if the initial
communication is carefully planned
and executed (Wolf and Troup 1980).
LSChO(ﬂ personnel want parents to be

Parent/Teacher Conferences:
Finding Common Ground

By communicating effectively with parents,
teachers may be able to save some students

from school failure.

involved, but our procedures often
alienate them. If parents are invited to
school by letter, for example, the leter
should be written clearly in plain lan-
guage, free of educational jargon, and
worded in a way that is positive and
inviting.

As most conferences take place in
the school—on the professional’s
wrf—some parents may feel threat-
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ened by the setting. Teachers should
hold the conference in a comfortable
private place. If teachers use their
classrooms, they should provide adult-
sized chairs that are not separated by
the teacher's desk

Conducting the Conference
A successful conference includes the
following steps: building rapport, ob-
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taining information, providing infor-
mation, and planning strategies for
follow-up (Stephens and Wolf 1980).
Building rapport. Teachers need to
establish a comfortable relationship
with parents. Without rappor, both
teachers and parents may become
defensive. Teachers should make par-
ents feel welcome and at ease; of-
fering a beverage might help. Starting
with small talk encourages informal-
ity. A few friendly comments about
the weather or some other neutral
topic will help put the parent at ease
Teachers should avoid emotionally
laden topics (for example, religion or
politics)
Parents who are anxious may want
1o plunge in: “Jenny’s doing terrible
work in school, isn't she?” If she isnot,
a quick “no” will alleviate concern.
But if she is, the teacher must make a
quick decision. Is the parent too upset
to deal with the information that needs
to be shared? Is some background
information needed first? The teacher
may then choose to develop rapport
further with a reflective statement, that
lets the parent know that the question
was received: “You're concerned
about Jenny's performance.” A reflec-
tive statement usually results in the
parent’s providing more helpful infor-
mation. The question about Jenny's
work will be addressed later in the
conference,
Some parents may persist in small
talk as a way of avoiding the topic at
hand. In these circumstances, the

teacher must eventually initiate the
topic: “What has Jeff shared with you
about what we are doing in class?”
With the parent's response, the next
phase of the conference begins.
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Teachers and
administrators can
and should commit
time and energy

to working with
parents of “target
children.”

:
;

Obtaining information. A key factor
in the success of the conference is the
teacher's ability to elicit information
from the parents. Teachers should
function as sensitive, active listeners.
They should start with general, open-
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ended  questions. Good  question
"What does Carla say about her schoo|
activities?” Poor question: "Has Carla
mentioned what we are now doing in
school?” Rather than taking notes, they
should listen carcfully, ask for clarifi.
cation, and pose questions 1o direct
the discussion toward relevant topics
Teachers should avoid negative or
emotionally laden questions, such gs
"Does Sammy still refuse o do his
homework?" Instead, they should try
"How does Sammy feel abouyt home-
work?" The first question elicits little
information an may cause the parent
1 feel defensive. The second question
requires more than a yes” or “no”
response, allows parents 1o share per-
ceptions about the topic, and may lead
the teacher 10 providing suggestions
By obtaining informarion before
providing it, teachers Bive parents a
chance 10 share their knowledge
about their child The teacher can gain
insight into parental €Xpectations, in-
sight helpful both in the conference
and in working with the child
Providing information. Next the
teacher can focus on offering Sugges-
tions for enhancing the child's learn-
ing. If rappont is no strong, if emo-
tions are running  high, or the
conference has reached an impasse,
the teacher should weigh the next
step. One option is 1o close the con-
ference and reschedule it in hopes of
being more successful at another time
Another is to com plete the conference
as well as possible. expecting little if

T

A reflective
Statement usually
results in the
parent’s providing
more helpful
information.
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By obtaining
information before
providing it,
teachers give
parents a chance
to share their
knowledge about
their child.

any change as a result of the session. A
third option is to make another effort
to develop rapport and gain needed
information. The teacher should al-
ways avoid damaging scenes and keep
the door open to further interaction,

When teachers describe students’
progress, parents may express their
concerns verbally (“Is that all he can
do?"), nonverbally (showing physical
discomfort or anger), with psychoiog-
ical withdrawal (displaying no reac-
tion), or with fear (“Will she fail?™)
Teachers should acknowledge par-
ents’ concerns and then respond to
their statements. When parents show
distress, teachers  should  reassure
them that help for their child is being
provided. Teachers should not com-
ment on body language or withdrawal
when parents do not verbalize their
concerns, they are choosing not o
discuss them

Follow-up strategies. The final com-
ponent in a parent/teacher conference
is 1o summarize and then w plan
follow-up strategies. Toward the end
of the conference, the teacher should
review the major points of the meeting
and mention any unresolved  issues
that may need further discussion or
action. For example i

We seem 1o agree that Kathy is making
good progress now thar she is gening help
in the Resource Room. She is still not
doing any recreational reading, which we
both view as important. 1 will send you a
list of materials so that you can help Kathy
select books and magazines she'll enjoy
reading. You express concern  about
Kathy's performance in arithmetic. 1 agree
that division is hard for her, but I believe

there has been progress in this skill, oo
Let me contact you in about three weceks,
and we will set up an appointment to
review this area. Meanwhile, feel free 1o
contact me before that if you feel the need
If another conference is needed, the
teacher should schedule it at this time
Teachers must follow through on
these plans if they are to develop the
parent trust and investment vital to
in-depth communication

After the Conference
Following the conference, teachers
should contact the parents within two
weceks. For conferences that were sat-
isfactory, with no unresolved issues, a
simple thank-vou note may be all that's
needed. In cases where home/school
interventions have been arranged, reg-
ularly scheduled notes and phone
calls will be needed to exchange infor-
mation and to evaluate progress. If the
conference did not go well, a phone
call to the parents a few days after the
meeting can be the first step toward
re-establishing friendly relations

The conference structure described
here is an effective one for school
administrators and support staff as
well as for teachers. Through confer-
ences, teachers and principals can ex-
tend their effectiveness with target stu-
dents by creating an environment in
which parents feel that they are work-
ing in partnership with the schools
Building such partnerships will also
enhance parents’ beliefs that teachers
really want to help their children.[J
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