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Introduction

-

-

; ~ aen  schoul  districts  were  mnaller, | teachers lived and
taught i the same community as their students, Purents and teachers saw

cach mhcr «t community, functions, and there was litde need 1of formal €

conferences. Today, many parents and teachers are strangers. One parent
vecently remarked to the authors: It is by sheer faith that I send my child
to school, because T don't know anvone there.” Today the formal con-
ference has rcpl.ucd inforinal comtacty as a means of cxchangmg informa-

tion between parents and teachers.

This fastbuck deals with the teacher's role in planning and carrying out”
suucnful parent teachey conferences. Parents miay be interested in what
‘we have to say. Indeed, we hope parents will read and profit from the
material; however, the responsibility for the success of parent-teacher con:
ferences licw with teachers, and it is primarily for them that v = write.

Teachers have mixed feelings about parents. They welcome the interest
and glipport of pareiss, bui ufien resent those parents who intrude on their
authority or question their competence, Teachers may feel that parents
Lold uglcasonable goals for children and that when teachers try to help
parents to assess realistically a child's potential, they are accused of being
mter?nmc. uncaring,-ur uninformed. All things considered, it ix not sur-
prising thay teachers appeoach parent conferences with, some uvpxdauun

' aud[ugh with relief when the conference ends.

rtrude McPherson has a chapter in her book, Small Town 'I'cacixer.

calksl "Namrd Eneroies: Teachers and Parents.”

In it she argues that dif-

ferences between teachers and parents anise from fundamentally different

ways of viewiny the child:

,-'[Kc -
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A parent ol « tirst gud‘_t compiained W ome gne day that her son's teadhicr
was andair. Het son, she wid me, was o) coute and sensdiive, afraid of
whool aid the wacher, *He needs conndense and so Die should have an A
st his pepentaard. " She could understard why Miss Tuttic retused (o
¢ haige his mark abter finding out about his needs. When Miss Putile heard
aboyt the complaint, she was av sikerety pusaled s the parent: " Doesa’y
he undentand diat T have to foliow the sules and une }t.&;ki.mh? [ can's  °
giw: Tionmy an A juyt because e i osensitive ™ To wish 4 chifd welt’" does
wost wean the same tang o peess atid teachex, and the fact that both are
comerned with socializaor, cdoation, aad the best ierests of the hild
does st elininate the fundgental difference between the primany relation
shiip of the teacher and cubd. Phe paent has particularisgi EAPeCtations,
the teacher, univensalistie expectationy.

B apite of the differences that separate parents and teachers, they shace

arcommitnent (o searcls for wavs of enhancing the child’s growth and

. N i . . . -
developimcnt. We believe that, given this shared conmitment, parents and

teachers c'.u_'s Tearn ta work together suu‘rssiuily."I'his fastback iy written

O
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Recognizing a Successful Conference

‘ Succcu!ui conferences dun'&\happcn by accident. They result from
careful planning and diligent effort. This thane will recur throughout this
fastback, but i it will be useful at the outset 10 be more specific about what
in meant by the term “successtul conference.” E

Succeastul conferences are measured by changes in the individuals in-
volved; therefure, success may a0t always be obvious o a casyal obseciver,
Ihu fact, results of successiul conferences often are nut immediately ap-
parent. Ihcrc are four vutcomes that are important to a successful con-
tm\-mc )

- A conference has been successful uhcn the parcnts depart with a
pomwc attitude toward the school and a willingness <o continue’ to work
cooperatively ‘with the school stall. ;*.hhuugh some isSuCs WAy romain
unseitled and some questions unanswered, if parents have committed

. themselves to a continuing dialogue, the conference has succeeded.
' 2. A conf-.ence has been successful when the parent and the teacher
leave the couference trusting one another mare than before. This outcome
is related to the first Mhtcome buk goes beyond it Parents may be willing
to continue to talk, although-the level of trust has not changed. Trust is
related to questions of control. We trust those whom we believe will allow
us the freedom to be ourselves and who will hot seek (o dictate o control
our behavior,

3. A conference has been successful when the parent,and the teacher
leave the conference knowing more’ about the child than before. The

8
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¢ * Bcacher nay have leamed about health pmﬁlcmx that coniribute to dif
ficultion ';x learning; “about special nterests that van be used to motivate a
<hild: or abgus fears that interfere with and inhibit the child’s capacity to

learn from new expericnees. Parents may have learned that a child's cop

¢ ang style at school i radic allv different from that with which the parents
are familiar; that habio of seit criticisim ave so ingrained that they interfese
with learning: or that difficultiey i making and keeping ijcnds have cased

and that the ¢hild i ow a popular. accepted ﬁl‘ﬁun AMGNE  PecLs.,

¢« Whether good ar bad, Rappy or sad. information of this kind'is invaluable
to parents and teachers secking o help a child w achieve up to his poten ‘

tial and to make schoul & satisfving experience! )

4. A conference bas been successtul when the parent and the teacher
lesve with a beuer understanding of what cach other i frving wo do. W ihe
teacher sucieeds in explaining o patents what he or she iy trying o ae
complish and the means emploved to do it and of p'.xrcmgmkc clear to
the teacher their aspivatons and hopes for their child, & firm basis for ¢
future cooperation has been established.

ERIC - .

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: .
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Undenstanding the Expectations of Parents

~ .
S OIE Purenia anive at 4 conference with clear expectations of what
they want ta beanin, what they want the weacher 1 know, and the ind of
help they hop@ to teceive, Stephianie’s parents are examples.

Stephanie is a blond, biue eyed fifth grader- whose parents vegularly
whedule & conferences with her teachers uear the beginning of each school
year. Their purposc is to grt acquainted and to find out what the teacher
expecis. Stephasic is an able child who, bevause of sh)néu, hesitates to
ask questions when she doesn’t understand. Her parents have learned that
her shyness interferes with her leaming, and they use the cunference o
alert teachers to the Problem and to agree on ways shey can joindly belp
Stephanic (0 overcome-this handicap.

Stephanic has had a happy and suceesiu] school carrchr, due in ao snall
part to her parents’ secking out and conferring with “her teachen.
Swephrnie is the ype of child who might casily get lost among 25 or »0
other fifth graders, because she finds it hard to ask for attention from a
teacher, Her parents discovered carly in her school career that Stt:l‘phamic's
shiyness wan 4 problem that at times contributed 1o her doing poov quality
work. By helping wwachens to be aware of the problem, they ard helping
Stephanic to overcome it ' '

Stephanic’s parents have clear objectives in mind for their conferences
with Stephanic's teachers. They waut 10 meet them (o find out Ahat they
expect of their students and o let them know: the types of problems
Stephanie may encounter. With such clear objectives, their conferences are
usually successful.

TR/ !'
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Paenis ol bandicapped childsen often look for specific help from
teachersbecause the parents are unusually semitive to the partieular needs
j of theizgchildren. These purents vfien request amswery 1o the tollowing.,

quesions:
L-How does the chiid get along witiuothers in tht‘ class?
. In the child's behavior M(Cpﬁlbk;
- How cuan paronts teach pzrmul.u skills to the child?
. What is the child expected to icarn?
. Is the child pc:funmng at or near the level of his o Ther ability?

Parents of a hRndicapped youngster also appreciate receiving printed -
fursiation about their child’s condition and how 1t will affect other phases
of By or ber Jite, and they occasionally ask for help from” the school in
their contacta witft other professionals and agencies. For gxample, they
miay ask a tcucher o supply a ghysician with descriptions of the child's
+ behavior asden aid 1o diaggnosis and treatment.

Lois B. Hart conducted i study among parents and clementary school:
toachers in Syracuse, New York, to determine what information teachers
foel is, muast important o report to parents and what information parents
wallt most 1o receive frum the school. Six categories of information and
* related questions were identified, and parents and teachers were asked to

rank the categories acconding to the importance they attached to them.

Parents'were most interested in learning about their children’s academic

progress (wh& is leamed, capacity for learning, and mmparahvc

progress); how children learn (use of time, applying léarning to new situa-

. tions, performance in gwups and individual study, and use of materials);
and ways of helping their children o do beter it schoal.

Teachers agreed on the need for parents to kiow how their children

" fearn and to have information about children's academic progress.

Howevet, they ranked information about academic progress lower in im-

portance than information about children’s social adjustment (mpcrmg

the rights and property of others, attitudes of other children toward the
child, and the ability to work and play with others), Parents gtuch:d less

.
Uch’."-h;

-

importance to information about social adjustment than to any oiber item g

except school gmh and organization. There was also disagreement con-
mmng reporting information about children’s conforming to ﬁchool stan-

111 !
“EKC - . L
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dards. Parcnts ranked that wem fourdh in importance; teachers r.mh*d i
nx(h R
One imphication of the Hait study is th;u‘parﬂm and teachers differ it

the values they attach 1o various tvixes of information. Parent who rank

acadeniic progiess above alb other tvpes of informanon in importance are

likely tor feel disappointed when a teacher discusses a child's social adjust

went and ignores academic progiess, The pm!ﬁcm arives hecause neither

party verbalizes 1o (hr ather the assumptions it holds about the natute of o

cthucation and the putpmw of parent teacher conferences . 1
. Frenn should be able (o aak tm and receive the mhunuunn they wani '

about their chiddren's puiumum" it sehool, and weachers should be able

0 report @ wide range of ohservations that have significance for the child's

twial developiwnt & 4 human being. Both things can happen if the con-

fevense agenda iv made explicit. 1y possible o develup the conference

agenda belore the actual conference by methods such as letters, telephone

caily, and group aectings.

P,

el IR
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Preparing for the Conference

o P repGration is gritimi for a sucvesaful parent-teacher conference. The

]

conference may.ast no more than 20 or 30 minutes, but dun’x.xg that time
unpressions are made -that will facilitate 9 impede the development of
4 trust between teacher and parent for a bfig time.
e Sonw schools arrange sessions for teachers and parents 1o hclp bour
. Kroupe learn 1o use yonderence time more profitably. Heldplul training aids
are the booklet, How to Confer Successfully with Yaur Child's Teacher,
and the sound filmstrip, Conference Time for T'eachers and FParents, both
diatributed by tik National School Pubuc Relations Association, Box 327,
H\anwﬂlc MD 20781. Itiservice training can supplement, but it does not
take the place of, careful preplanning.
Deciding in advance what torsay to parents during & conference removes
some ol the spontaneiy, hat it has the advantage of insuring chat impor-
tant aread are cciw‘i‘t@ R his strategy also helps the teacher to maintain &

_ balance between positive and negative comments. Too many negative -

comments discourage parents and may hamper future cooperation. Rather

- than undowd evervibing at once, the teacher may prefer to leave some com-
manis for another time. -

A conference planning shicet such as th: one on pp. 16- 1? helps :ezchers

+ i preparing for conferences. One of these forms is ftc.u‘nplcted for each
child betore th. parents arrive. On it the teacher notes the areas in which
tbe child is holding his own as well as areas in which improvement is need-
ed. The forn alss provides space for recording information about test

w scares and instructional placement. Having this information availsble at

Q. 14 13
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the sturt of the mreting will save valuable tmie scarching for i dunng &he -

conterence.

Refpre the couference, it is a gcmd‘“ a to review the dul;i s recard of' 2
previous yeans and check for ndications anges in behavmr Such
changes gy be indicators of m.xmrmg or they way m‘d&m.c the chlld i
experiencing  increased tcmum and pressure from eventiat home or
whool, .

If the teacher identifies areas that need attention, it is important that he
or she also be prenared to offer specitic suggestions for parents: Too oftén
parents leave a conterence disturbed at what they have heard and unclear

about what corrective actions they can take. [

Ogher ways of preparing to mect with parents include reviewing services
uﬂcrtd by the district for children with special needs. Parents may be
referred 1o one or more of these specialists for further assistance
diagnosing or remediating a problem, or the teacher may make the referral
directly, with the knowiedge and consent of the parents. A ligt of some of
the more common services offered for children with speciat needs follows.

Psychalogist. Administers and interprets tests of academic achicvement,
intellectual ability, emotional adjustment, learning disabilities, and
psychological functioning. May be asvked to readminister tests if parents
question the results. Psychological tests are required beforc a child is
recommended for a special ¢lassroom.

Counselor. Offers help with career guidance and discussion of persunal
prablemas. In sume schools the counselor is the person tq contact about !
changing u schedule, reassigning studsnts, or arranging a teacher con-

) fcn-nrj ‘ i P
S6tial Worker. Contacts community agencics to arrange medical or
psycholagical treatment, visits the child’s home to meet with parents and
follow up cases involving extended illness or absence.

Speech Therapist. Works with children on referral to remediate speech
prehlems. -

Resource Teacher. Helps individual smd:nu whase progress is slow or
who have identified learning problems. This process ifvolves inteasive
help sessions with small groups of children using materials specially
selected for them. '

L3
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Conference Planning Sheet

Studens: Grade: ___ _  Date:
Tr.uhcr — Parent(s), € suardian:

Statements by Teaches.

Social Attitudes and Behaviors:
b Accepts responsibilitios N

™~

B

Is thoughtlul of rights of athers ' IR Y
Cooperates in work and play

Receives and gives criticism in a friendly way
s Y wa)

Ix dependable

oo

6. Shows selt control

I cousteous

®

. Appears to make friends easily -
9. -

1.

Work, Play, and Personal Habiis:

i i

1. Aleriness: listens atentively and follows directions B
2. Uses time to good advantage

-y



-
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3. Tukes carc of materials
4. Completes work neatly '
.- Begins asgd compleses work in reasonable le ngth of time
tx, Obeys »‘.ii:l\ fulos
. horwreful of personal appesraske
R Participates in games
4. Shows good sportsmanship

-~ .

10, el -

(ther Observations:
1. Profits from use of individuslized st uctional materials
2. Uses problem solving technigues
3. Participaios in < Lass mectings
4.
B

Data From File:

"Nomm: rrfrrﬂrcn& tesg edata
Test:
Composite: ____~ X
Reading: . Oxher test data:
Math: . '

Lang. Arty: |

Math Group: - Reading Group: _____

Toxt & Lavel: : Text & Level:

16 .
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Special Classraom. indicated when a child is diagnosed as emotionally
disturbed, retacded, or learning disabled. These classrooms usually have
fewer sudents, specialized materials, and a teacher trained in special
techniques of instruction. s
Another way of prcpan g L0 meet partms is tu anticipate the qucmnm
they are likely to ask. Teaclfers who haVe a child of their own mxght im-

,agine themselves conferring with their child's teacher. For those without

achool aged children and little experience in conferences, the following list
will be of I‘u;!p

Parents often want to know what their children will be studying and
what teaching techniques will be emploved. Some questions they might
ask are: ‘

What matetigl will be covered in the mdjor subjeets during the year?

What elective or enrichment offelings are available? °

Are special programs offered for the gifted and talented, learing
disabled, emotionally disturbed, and handicapped children? How are
children selected to participate in those programs?

What are the cgitical tasks that children sre expected to accomplish at
this grade level?

How muchhomework will be assigned?

" What teaching technigues will be emiployed in the major subject arcas? -

How will students’ work be evaluated?

How will students be grouped for instruction?
Some parcnts also like specific information about their children’s social

- and emotional adjustment and learning. Some of the questions they ask in

this arca are:
, How does my child get along with other children in t.hc class? Is he or

"“&he shy, outguing, aggressive, withdrawn; a leader, a follower?

What scem to be my child's academic and interpersonal strengths?
Which tasks arc most difficult for my child? Which are casiest?
What behavioral and academic expectations does the teacher hold for

* children at this age?

What should parents expect of the child at home?

m

ig
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Antic:patmg the l-'\-ct Parent-Teacher Conference

T he first parent-ieacher mecting is important, because it establishes a
tone that is likely to penist throughout the relationship. The agenda for
the first meeting should be simple. It ought to be a time during which

parents and teacher get acquainted with one another and sshare their .

knowledge and understanding fof the child.
The teacher usually comes to the first mecting with some information

about the child. That information has been gleaned from a variety of '

sources — siblings and iriends, school recordy, and other teachers — and it
varies in. quality. Soine of it is accurate, but some is not. One purpose of
the meeting is to test tha information the teacher has to verify what is trug
and to reject what is not. Wise teachers approach the first meeting with an
open mind, willing to suspend their carlier impressions of the child as new
cvidence proves their first assumptions wrong. To be able to do this, the

teacher must be ogcn\nd not defensive. Needless (o say, there is risk in- -

volved in this attitude. Che scenario below is a corversation between a
parent and a teacher who\ls attcmpung to synthesize two ducrcp.mt im-
. ages of the child:

<

Y’armt: Jeffs room is stacked with things he's made. He's always

- assembling models of cars and airplanes or making things from his Lego
set. , '
" Teacher: Sounds like he enjoys building things.
Parent: Well, I sometimes get aggravated at him because I can’t get him
to do anything else, He wcmtguoutandphy.andh:wonlmadunlusl
mgke him do it. Hc;wwmuwbuddt}ungs

O ‘ . 19 .

+
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Teacher 1 suppose | am a little surprised to hear you deseribe Jeft in
that way.

N Purent. What do you mean?

FTeacher Well, in the classroom 1 haven't seen him become that
engrosscd in what he was duing. He seems to be interested in what others
do but ot able to be that involved in his own activities.

‘Parent. Well, like 1 said, he doesn't scem to care much for books.

Teacher- No, | wasa't thinking just of books. 1 have made the same
observations in art, for example, when we paint or make things. Jeff holds
buck and seems o hesitste about getting involved jn the activity.

The teacher’s comments display an effort to undenstand behavior that is
incompatible with her own ubservations of the child. It is in the process of
assimilating this new information that the teacher &tvdupu a8 more

© realistic ure of the child and of his mpabi‘!.hiﬂ. It isn’t a question of
right or wrong - both obscrvations are valid descriptions of the child in
different settings. What is important is that the twacher is trying to under-
stand why these settings/elicit such difierent behaviors. As the teacher
begins to understand s she will be able to help Jeff achieve satisfaction from
his avtivities both at home and at school. '

‘The teacher in the scenario displayed a lack of defensiveness about hier
fectings. whith permitted an eachange of information with the parent.
Had the teacher not been aware of her feelings about Jeff, or had she not
been willing to nvk sharing those feelings with the parcﬁ:, the exchange
could not have occurred.

Beginning teachers often approach the first meeting with parents with

. considerable trepidation. They may uverprepare as an antidote to anxiety,
and, therehy, prevent the spontaneisy that is likely to give the first meeting
its value. One way of preparing for the first meeting that has the advantage
of allaying anxieties without destroying spontarneity is to write down in ad-
vance a list of questions to ask parents. The guestions should be of the
type that permit open-ended replies. When a response touches on
sumcthing of interest to the teacher, it should be punucd. Some examples
of the types of questions that might be asked follow.

What is your child interested in? How docs he or she use spare time?

B 9~ 20
. i9
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Whar types of experaences has vour child had in schoal?
What special talems or giits does your duﬁ have?”
What dues he or she need help with most?

How does vour child react to d:sappmmmmi‘ To frustiation? To suc

‘ cens? . b s
How willing is your child t tty new experiences?
« What is his or her preterred learning sivle  that is, how does he or she
leam new material most readily? '
It is appropriate during the first meeting o take time w0 explain the
teacher’s expect,

outine. This is 310\ opportunity 10 mlorm parents about details of the
school's progrants antl the rationale bebind them; however, those ubjec
tives sheald be

the initial conferc

ondary ta the purpose of getting acquainted, at least for
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*Saturday hours to meet with parents. Two three-hour Saturday or evening®

O

Managing the Conference

T he teacher's managgrial responsibilities for the conference intlude
locating 4 mecting room, sturting and ending the nu cting on time, keeping
the discussion on track, insuring that participants adenitand the purpose
of the conference, and clarifying agreements.

Pavent-teacher conferences are held for one or more of five purposes:
1) to get acquainted, 2) to report progress, 3) to describe a prograin, 4) to
examine a problem, or 5} to deal with parents” questions or concerns. The
purpose of the meeting should be made clear in the invitation and again at
the opening of the meeting. If parents initiate the meeting, they will, of
course, state the purpose. Identifying a purpose does not prohibit the par.
ticipants from exploring other issues if they care to, but every effort should
be made to sce thai the agreed-on purpose of the meeting is accomplished.
If time permits, other issues may then be discussed, and if not, a second
conference can be scheduled.

Parents are interested in their children’s progress in school und in any
problems they may be having, and meetings dealing with‘those topics are
more likely to atiract their interest. Group mectings may be used to
describe programs; such meetings are dealt with in another section of this
fastback. Get acquainted meetings can be combined with program descrip-
tions of Progréss report meetings.

Many teachers piefer to meet parerts immediately after. their students

leave school, but parents who work are often not able to arrange to visit
the school during working hours. To. accommadate them, some school
districts now provide compensatory fime to teachiers who use evening or

Y
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semivis are cquivalent o une contract day, and arrangementy are madc
b the teacher to take off an equal amount of time. A teacher might be
given an inservice day off, for example. p

Angciher plan in use in some schouls calls for teachers to remain 30
minutes devond their normal depurture time aneor two days a week. That
time can be used for extended or late conferences with pafents. In retumn,
teachers ave penmitted to leave thirty riinutes earlier than normai on other
dayn..'

Chie of the problems parents have in arranging canferences is contacting
wachers whe spepd most of the day in the classroom. Tor avyid delays,
sore sehools arrange for the school secretary or receptionist to schedule
all conferences. Teachers sepoit to the secretary the days they will be
available to meet with parents, and the scerctary schedules meegings for

“those days. To help teachers pn-parc tor the meeting, the secretary may
ask the parent to describe the purpose of the conference. So\g parents
will feel the secretary has no need (0 know the purpose of the meelng and
resent being asked. However, a politely worded inquiry such as, “May I
tell Ma. Jones ahout the nature of the mnicrencc?’" n less likely to elicit
.mt.lgum:m '
~ Schuuls are places with htﬁc privacy. Children seldom are alone unless
they are ill or are being punished. When teachers are not with their
students, they are uauaﬂv with other teachers. Having adjusted to this lack
of privacy, teachers furget that parents expect to talk in private. It is
distoncerting to parents to attempt to discuss details of their children’s
schootwork while ather parents in the same rpom await their tum to con-
fer with the teacher or students remain 1o make up missed assignments.

Planning for the conferencé should include making arrangements to in-
sure privacy and freedom from interruptions. If the teacher is responsible
tor supervising students after school, arrangements can be made o swap
the duty with other teschers. The whool !adminintration shouid be asked
to impress on custodians the importance of avoiding interruptions during
parent teacher conferences.

Holding a cunference in the classroom helps parents to develop @ feel
for the place where their child spends a good part of each day. The wall
displays allow them 1o see samples of the work.of uther children as well as
current exhibits and collections. Especially in elementary schools, an ef-
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tort should be made 0 kxate comtortable adult size chais beture the
patcits antive. (thies matiens that connbute t phiysival comfort also need
atiwntion. For exgnple, classsoomy can quickly become anbearably warm
when windows are closed on a bt afierneon. Planning abead fos paents’
phveical comfurt inay seem like o mnor detail, but it is from such care
that succestul parent icacher parterships are buile

The atmosphere of the cnference should be businesslike without bring
it When the cmvegsation: wanders too far from the wpic at hand, a
skilled manager will guide the partapans back. That can e chime unob
truginely and tacttuliv, as illustrged i the tollowing dialogue,

Parenr Anne's hardest subjedt is anath. She always does everyhing clse
first and puts math off il the end

Jdvacher Does shie dislike mathr

Parent She protahiy likes it less thuan her other subjects, but 1 don't
think she actually dislikes it 1 believe she likes all her school subjects, She
is especially enjuying phvsical cducggion, and that surprises me because
she is ot the athletic type, ay vou kinow,

Teacher Hmm

Parent 1 thigk it must be the reacher  Misy Goodwin. She is an ex
cellent instrictor. She has been teaching gviinastios for the past couple of
weeks, and Anne has reallv enjoved it

Tearher Anne seems to enjoy mant school activities, but I'm interested
in vour camment that she finds math difficult. Der you have any idea why
that in’ )
* Parent It swwemp o tvke a lot of effort for her to understand
mathematios. The thought problems seem 1o be the most difficult because
she doesn’t know how to sart working them, .

‘The teacher has now brought the conversation'back to the topic of in-
terest, Anne’s feelings about math, withoyt the necessity of an abrupt shift
in the conversation. She did it by listening to what the parent had to say
and then at an appropriate time interjecting a transitional comment such
as, “*Anne seens to enjoy most schoaol activities,”” A transitional statement
acknowledges what the parent has waid and relates it to an issue that the
teacher desires to cxplu}e further,
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Ending ¢ conterene iv o casionally awhwaid, ver it i unporiant to hold
i the schedule if other putents are waitng. To keep track of time, the
teachior can vit withinn view of a dock o thar an sccasional glane will
keep the wacher posted on the tune ,

I the conference i scheduled to cid an 4 precise tiae, the parent should
be sold betorchand The teacher can establish the time linit by saving,
“We'll talk today untid tour 0" i ks if we need moie tiane, we can plan

meet gt another time”” When that time approaches, the teacher beging to
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clone the conterence a few pnnutes carly with o siatement such as: “"Our
timne is about ups Fwant tosee it 'modear about whai we've agieed to.”
The comment i tollowed by g sumniary statement that covers highlights
of thie conversation.

- Even though no cnd'mg tine hus been agread o, g chsing strategy may
\uﬂ e necded. Na conterence should be allowed 1o drag on simply
because neither party knows how to bring it to an end. The teaches can ac
c*mtc skilly that will help termunate conlerences gracefully.

Cilues from the teacher’s bexdy lanpuage indicate to parents that the con
tﬂ{-me n drawing 1o a dose. For example, when the teacher closes a file
foltler or places papers in a drawer, he or she signals the ending of the con
terence. The teacher’s ady postuse communicates other messages as well.
A teacher who is sitting evect and forward in the chiair signals urgency and
himited tme. Moving 10 3 relaxed position:  with the body leaning back
in che chair, feet forward and hands folded in the Jap or resting on the
armis of the chdir  mav indicate that the business of the conference is
about over, but that the teacher is prepared to remain and char.f time
;pc}m'm. the teacher may ask the parent, *'Is there anything else you want

1o/ discuss with me”"’
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Improving Conference Communications

S uctensful confeiencer depend fint on careful preparation. Once plan-
ning is sided and the conference beging, its continued success will depend
. on the teacher’s skill at using techniques that help 1o maintain open und
Donest communication.

Listening is one kev 1o successful conferences. Listening is not passive
behavior. Active litening involves helping another person to clarify mean-
ing by we uf aeveral specific techniques. Good teachers use these tech
niques in their waching, vet surprmnglv few of them think of applying
them to conferences. The techniques are puruphrusmg reflecting, and
summanging

Paraphirasing invclves restafing what anuther person has said in slightly
different words. It s helpful to paraphrase as a way of checking whether
or m one comprehends another's meaning, as illustrated in the following
conversation.

Parent: Mike's father is remarried and has thiee other children, so of
« coune he can't afford to spend a lot of money on Mike, He's really not in

favor of Mike _playing in the band, )

Teucher. He'd sather not spend the money for the instrumeni?

Farent: That's right. He diinkas it'v an impulse and that Miké will losc
interest in clarinet after awhile. I'm not sure myself how intercited Mike is
in music, or il it's just because others are doing it.

Teacher You think perhaps he wants 1o join the band because some of
his friends are in i¢?

Parent: That's right.
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. Just as paraphrasing clarifies the meaning of the xf;cakrr's words,
reflecting provides feedback on the emational tone of a message. The emo:
tipnal tone is most often delivered implicitly rather than explicitly. Facial’
expressions and body gestures may convey anger, frustration, or impa-
tienee, while in words we deny or ignore thuse feelings. By examining the
emotional meaning of message, we check our pen cptions o detgmiine
whether we acuutcly perceive the other person's feelings, and at the
same time, we niake the feelings an oxplicit typic for discussion. This isa_
necessary part ol a successtul conference, because emotions that are not

dealt with can result in one o both parties jabotaging wiutﬂ'ﬂw

i reachaed In the following conve n.mnn thic teacher reflects the p.srrm »

feclings .o .

- ~

Parent This school has never cooperagedd with parenis. We joifi the
PTA and atend meetings: T conee over here une day = week 10 help o,
but we never get anv coopetation or help itom the achool. ,

Feasher It sounds like vou are teally annoved at the school for not

couperating with vou.
+ Parent Rigl Ever since Donnic started school, 1 have tried o find out
how he was duing and what we could do 1o help him at home. Nothing.
Now, all of a sudden T an told he needs to be placed in 4 special
classroum,

Feacher  You're upset because we're recommending o special
classroom tor Donnie, . .

Parent Yes, it'v upsetting. 1 don't kngw if that's what he needs or not.

When parents are upset or angry, little progress can be made in solving
problems until the feelings have been explored. The teacher in this case
performed a helpful act by recogmizing and accepting the parent's feclings.

" That is called rrﬂcumg_ and its value lies in relievite tensions and permit

ting cxpiumlum of viwal tapics.

The teacher's second statement; **You're upset hecause we're recom:
mcndmg a spRial classroom for Donnie,”” suggests a format that can be
adapted 1o other situations. -If parents’ words and body actions cunvey
strony foelings, the teacher can recognize those feclings by the statement
“You're because " “
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There is anf'unpmmuu difivrence between accepting another person’s
teelings and agreeyng with the causes of the feelings. When a parent says,
"] am upsct because 1 think you have been unfair to my daughter,” the
teachier can scept the feclings without agreeing that he or she has treated
the child unfaily. Accepting f\-\'ling‘s is a way of bestowing dignity and

‘winth o wnather person as a fellow hwman being. We cannot tell others

what teelings they should have, but we can tell them whiether then percepr
uent o the event that evoked those feclings is accurate,

While many teachers are uneasy in dealing with parents” emations, it is
the lack of emotional content i many p;.ll‘t'll( teacher conferences that
gives them a ritnalistic and superficial quality. Parents leave such con
ferences feeling like the guest who departs the banquet table hurgry but
dovs ot undersiand why he feels so empty,

Suingaasizing, 4s the amef suggests, is a technique for concisely draw-
ing togrther what uas been said during a discussion. When it is timely,

summarizing facilitates a conference, A summary is always appropriate -

near the end of tne meeting, but it may occur anytime there is need for it
Even though (we parties mayv disagree on an issue, summarizing helps

_ cach to understand the other’s position and the nature and extent of their

differences,

Threat recuces upensniess and honesty and, hence, should be avoided in
a conference if pussible. Jack Gibb has identified six defense arousing and
»ix suppurtive behaviors. Teachers who use more supportive behaviors
and fewer defensé arousing behaviors achieve better results in conference
situations. The six pairs of behaviors identified by Gibb are jllustrated and
discussed below. In cach case, the suppurtiye behavior appears first.
Bescription vs. Evaluation

Teacher A: Sam wae fcaning against a post in front of the school yester-
day morning reading a bouk. Two girls came along and teased him a litile
and tricd to engage him in conversation. Sam ignored them and went back
to reading his boak. After awhile, they left.

Teacher B: Sam doesn’t think about other people’s feclings. He seems
to be tied up with himsclf, interested in his own activities but not willing
to engage others. '
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Teacher A's description is vivid and specitic but not exgluative. it
avuids assumptions about what was on Sam's mind and focuses instead on
his behavie - Was Sam feeling bored, embarrassed, pleased, or amused?
We're no. aure. His parents may know Sam well enough to suspect what
he might have felt, but in any case Teacher A's description provides
valuable observation data about their <on and his relationships with
uthers.

Teacher B has witnessed the sume scene but has chosen to draw conclu-
sions - not very flattering ones in this case - about Sam. Those conclu-
sions may grow out uf othey xmprrsumu ‘Teacher B has fonned in contacts
with Nam, and they may or riway ot be accurate. The description is not
revealing, and it carries with it a judgmental quality that seems not 1o ad
mit the possibility of change.

Problem Orientation vs. Control

Teacher A: Jimmy does well except that he does not complete his
humework. As a result, his grades are low. Can you suggest sumething we
can do to help him?

Teacher B: Jimmy doesn’t do his homework, and it sets a bad examplc .
for the other kids in the class. I'm going 1o start sending him to the prin-
cipal every time he comes without it. -

Teacher A's approach invites the parents to participate in identifying a
solution to a difficult problem. Teacher A avoids reproaching the parents
or the child and focuses instead on correcting the unsuitable behavior.
Teacher B, howoever, has decided what action to wke and merely informs
the parents of the decision. They are not invited 1o hclp find a solution.
Bevause this appraach is not likely to gain the parents’ support and may

well intensify the child’s resistance, it very likely will fail to produce a

satisfuctory long range solution.

Spontaneity vs. Strategy

Teacher A: I've enjoyed having £4rolyn in my class, She is well-liked
by her classmates us weil as by nesteeachers. I'm concerned, though, that
she may be involved in 100 many activities, and her grades arc suffering as
a result. Perhaps it would be a good idea fof you to talk with her about
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her goals and determine which i more important righe now, clubs or
studies. '

Teacher B: There's no one who docsa't like Carolyn. She is a leader in
her cluss and active in eveiything that goes on. { don't think you ought to
be concerned about her grades, because she's going 1o be a leader
wherever shie goes,

Carolyn's parents have expressed concern about her grades. Teacher
A's spontancous response is to express her own pleasure at having had
Carolyn as a student and to follow that with a suggestion to the parents to
help Carolyn examine and perhaps reorder her priorities. Teacher B at-
wmpis to manage the parents’ concern by suggesting that Carolyn's
leadership qualities will override her deficiencies in scholarship. The
answer is strategic because Teacher B is reporting wha. he or she thinks

. the parents want to hear, rather than speaking fromn conviction,
3

Empathy and Neutrality

Teacher A: I can understand how Donna feels. When 1 first started
studying violin, I worked for manths before 1 could play a scale that
sounded decent. § was very discouraged, and 1 nearly gave up. | suppose |
would have stopped except my brother played violin, and I was determin-
ed if he could, 1 could, wao,

Teacher B: Donna is doing well; she doesn’t have any reason to feel
badly about her progress. The violin is a difficult instrument to master,
and many children her age become discouraged when they discover they
can’t play a sonata after the first week.

Both teachers in these examples provide reassurance to the parents of a
gir! who is discouraged about her pregress on the violin. However,
Teacher A's empathic resgmnse is more personal and immediate, and it
conveys a senie of caring. Teacher B, while reassuring, avoids the personal
references that help an anxious parent realize that the teacher understands
the intensity of the child’s feelings.

Equality vs. Superionty
Teacher A: 1 really was annoyed at Eddie on Friday. I was tired and
prubab!y didn’t show as much paticnce as 1 should have, but after I called

]

» EKC / 30‘39




'

RIC . .31

-
H

him down three or four times, [ seat him 1o see Mr, Dawson, He looked
seally shocked when I told him 0 go 10 the principal’s office.
Teacher B: 1 have to think of the other kids in the class, and I can'¢
allow one to disrupt instruction for all the others. So I sent Eddic to the
principal when he insisted on talking. 1 think he learned his lesson.
Teacher A's descriptivn of the incident involving Eddic evokes a sense

of concern for Eddie, **He looked really shocked,”” and an admission of

fallibility, *'I was tired and didn’t show much patience.”” Teacher A secins
to be saying implicitly that both teacher and child contributed to the con-
frontation. Teacher B, on the.other hand, does not accept any responsibili-
ty for the incident and assumes a superior position by attempting to justify
&he action of sending E'.ddle to the principal.
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Dealing with Disagreements

In any relationship in which participants attempt to communicate
hanestly and openly, disagreements arc incvitable. When they occur, in-
dividuals may be threatened, and the relationship struined unless one bf
the parties hav the skills to help resolve the problem. In parent-teacher |
conflicts, the teacher is expected to have thm skills and 1o initiate action
to resolve diftferences,

There are four basic approaches a teacher may use (o resolve conflict.
They are: 1) use of authority, 2) appeals to others, 3) compromise, and 4)
rational decision making. A discussion of cach of these approaches
follows:

Use of Authority

In a conference in which the wacher uses suthority, the following
dialogue might vecur:

. ]

Purent: 1 just do not nderstand why you insist on keeping John in
Level K. My sister is a teacher, and she says that she feels certain that
Jobhn should be placed at grade level for reading.

- Teacher: Please understand that [ have the responibility — not your
sister -~ to determine the readipg placement for each student in my class. I

~ have taught here 12 years, and I can assure you that 1 have the skills and”

experience to know that John is placed correctly. Now what we need is for
you to support me in my work with john.

There will be occasions when resort to authority is necessary: however,
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it iv a technique that should be used sparingly. Citing one’s authority

credies an advenarial relatomhip. A winlose situation emerges, and com-

munivation becomes distorted or ceases altogether. When the teacher uses

agthasity, the loss of the parent’s support and friendship may be wo high
. 4 price to pay for the satisfaction of having prevailed.

Appeals to Others N

When a teacher appeals to others (such as a colleague, resource teacher,

or principal), the teacher extends his o1 her atthority. 1f handled properly,

+ an appeal can help to alleviate tensions and may lead o0 a solution 10 the
+ disagreement. I handled poorly, however, an appeal may exacerbate exist

ing tensions, s in the following exanple.

Farent You keep saying that John is “right on target” in his reading
placemert, but I divagiee with you As I've said before, my sister is a
teacher, and she has 1old me that John could wark at least one level higher
than you have him. I don't undeisiand why you will not¢ change him!

Feacher: We have discussed this prablem for 20 minutes, and apparent
Iv you will not accept my judgmertt regarding John's placement in
reading. I suggest that vou talk 1o the principal. Possibly he can have the
resource teacher do additional testing. Maybe that will convince you that
John is carrectly placed.

The teacher in this case would have retained more credibility with the
parent if he or she had offercd to contact the prindipal 1o secure additionat
informativn, with assurance that whatever was fearned would be honesuy
considered. A reconsideration uf the problem could then take place during
anather conference at a later date. At that time the teacher and parent
could review the information and decide on which parts they bath could
agree. They could then identify alternatives and, afier allowing a few days
fur contemplation, make a mutually acceptable decision.

To wark successfully, appeals shouid not be made in anger or Qut of in- .
difference, nor should they be viewed as a means of dumping a problem
into the lap of someanc else. The appeals process allows time for both
partics to reconsider and modify their positions and, thereby, will often
lead to resolution of conflict without further action being necessary,
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Compromise

Compromise has an honorable history in pulmc.ai affairs, where it per-

mits groups with contlicting interests o achicve at least some of their ob-
jeetives. In human relations. compromise is not the ideal means of resolv-
ing conflict, since neither party <an attain all goals. Comipromise may not
be necesary if sufficient communication takes place between the pariies.
The following scenurio illustmg this point.

Purent I o not understand why vou insist on keeing John in the
reading grou: you have put him. As T have said, my sister iy a teacher, and
she is vertain that he van work at least one level higher.

Teacher: Based on the data 1 have on John's pexfumunce and my
observations of him, I do not concur that John should be placed in a
higher group. However, [ am willing 10 place him with the higher group
tor a twolweek trial. But Laiso want him to continue reading with his pre-
sent group until we make a final decision. He can work with the higher
group in place of goingto the library or working on independent activities
in language arts. '

Parent: 1 gucss that might be O.K., but 1 am concerned about John hav:
ing to attend two reading groups cach day and miss out on the other ac-
tivities, )

The parent and teacher have reached a compromisé agreement about
which neither is totally happy, alihough the compromise has the possibili-
ty of leading ultimately 10 a satisfactory solution. If the teacher had per-
mitted the discussion to continue rather than attempting to reach a quick
wolution through compromise, the following dialogue might have taken
place.

Parent. 1 sometimes think you teachers just place students for your own
convenience. Also, you get so concerned with test data that you forget the
feclings of students. John has been miserable in his reading group. All of
his friends are in the next higher group.

Teacher: Possibiy John would prefer to be in Ms. Becker's Homeroom
bccausc several students in Level L are in that homeroom. That way he
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could be with his friends during physical edus ation, art, music. sicnce,
and social studics, '
: . ‘
In this exchange, the purent’s hidden agenda  John's being isolated
frum his friends  has emerged. Once this concern has been identified,
» teacher and parent can work to seck a resolution without changing the stu-
dent’s reading placement. By encouraging honest mmmqn‘tca:iun and
carcful listening, teachers and parents cah find ways of solving problems
that meet (Q' objectives of both parties.

Rational Decision Making

The majority of parental complaints deal with a relatively small
nuinber of issues. The most common issues raised by parents who visit

. teachers are grades, teaching methods, homework, placement, and keep

ing parents infurmed. Discipline is another area that generates a number
of parental inquiries, although most of those are dealt with by the school
administrator. ' .

Teachers who deal with unhappy parents need 1o remember three sieps
of the L E E wiangle 10 reach’a satisfactory solution to most prableras.
The triangle looks like this, :

Explai
P xplain
A~
A )
(,r' ‘ LI
. / \ 4
Lister —€ Explore
< The teacher starts by listening. Listening means the teacher actively at-

tendr to what the parent is saying and helps the parent to make his or her

meaning clear. The teacher can do this by questioning the parent to draw

out additional information, by paraphrasing, reflecting, and summarizing,

and by wing body language that shows interest and understanding. Ex-

amples of body language that convey understanding and interest are eye
- contact and nodding the head. .
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xh;;‘hunuu matuie to explain one’s actions before truly heaving the
o

wrty’s complaint. There are at least two reasony why g important
to histen to the parent belore siarting ta explain. First, parcats may process
their awn gricvances while thes talk. For exaniple, Alice’s mother com
plains that her daughter hav too much homework, but as the teacher
Tistens, the mother admits that Alice does not know huw to organize and
we her time and that bomework 1s one way she can leam to do that.
Rodiiey's father complains that be was not given a warniog that his son’s
grades were slipping in mathematics, but as he talks, he recalls that he did
see acveral papeis with low grades.
A second Teason tar antgntive listening is that the true grievance is often
nut the one the parent first describes. The following scenario shows how

the true complaint cmerges after the paient has been talking awhile.

+
-

Parent Gieg and Jimmwy are such good friends, Greg cried when he
found aut they were not going to be in the sanie room this year. They've
beei in the samie <ddss ever since they started school,

Teacher Tt sounds like they préfer being together.

Parent. Yes. Well, they live just a tew doors from one another, and they
play together after schoul, so it's natural they want to be together at
school.

Teacher Of course. they are able to be together on the playground.

Parent. Yes, but that's nut the same. They are doing different work in
their classes and cach thinks ke's ahead of the other.

Teacher I's a comcern of theirs who is ghead, then?

Parent- Oh. yes. And mine, too. 1 don't think Jimmy is that much better
thaw Greg that he shouid be in a higher group.

As the parent has talked, the true nature of his concern appears. He is
unhappy about the separation of his son from a friend - but also for what
the separation implies about his son's achievement and ability vis 3-vis

* that of his friend. The teacher’s explanation will deal with Greg's instruc-
tivnal level and how the decision was reached to place him.

Only after the parent has explained what he or she is unhappy about
does the teacher explain. An effective explanation should be brief and

Q
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* clear. The more drawn out or detailed the explanation the more defensive
it sounds and the more hkcl) the parent is to suspect that the teacher is not
leveling. .

Four examples of explanations follow. Two of the explanations are
u}jdhrmry‘ but the other two can'hé improved.

"

A. Teacher: T asked Juan tg remain in the room during recess so that
she could finish her arithmetic assignment. She failed to complete it dur
ing study time because she was t.nlkmg

B. Teacher. 1'm sorry, Mrs. Jones, but it is our policy that Mary can't
check out another library book until she retumy the one she has. We allow
children to take anly one book at 4 time. Cur collection is small, and more

children are able to take buoks if each one takes only one book at a time.

C. Teacher: Jimmy's placement is based on his test scores, I didn’t put
him in this group, and there is nuthing I can do about changing him.

D. Teacher: We felt that it would be better if Robin and Nuancy were
separated. They do better work when they are not in the same room.

In example A, the teacher has given a clear and concise explanation of
the reason for her action. The dialogug with the parent can continue now
with both parties understanding what @etion was taken and why. The
parent inay still object that Joan was singicd out for discipline and other
guilty parties were not disciplined or that the discipline was harsh. The
teacher may then cxplain how the discipline was determined.

~“Tn example B, the tcacher cites policy as tHe basis for a decision no ‘o
permit Mary to tuke out (wo library books, but she goes on to give a
reason for the policy. When rules or policies are cited o justify actions, it
is important to explain why the rules or policies exist. Parents who are
told simply “it’s policy™ feel that an action is arbitrary.

 Example C shows a teacher’s response that is unsatisfactory. Although
some information is given (placement is based on test scores), the teacher
does not attempt to justify the decision to the parent and refuses to assume

-
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any :np‘mul’nhty for it. The parent is left fecling confused and unsure of
what tu do next. To chage C to a satisfactory explanation, the teacher
musi explain wh) test scores are used for placement parposes and show
heain j:mmy s cane the placement décision is supported by his scoreg,

Teacher D has explained the reason behind a decision, but additional
claboratiun s needed. The parent at this point must be wondering why
Robin and Nasicy do better work when separated. Teacher 1) also makes
an error by using the unsttributed “we."” Itisn't clear who *“we™ refens to;

* therefure, it is difficult for the parent to pinpoint'whu is responsible for the
decision to separate the girls. Explanations should be brief and
understandable and should help the parent understynd why an action was
taken.

Between the second and third apexes of the L-E E triangle a question
mark appears. It is there because the teacher needs to pause at that point
to ask whether the problem has been resolved satisfuctorily - that is, 10
the satisfaction of both parent and teacher. If the grievances are resolved
by listenifyg and explainiiig, it is not mgcnary té pmcccd tu the third step,
explare.

What if the situation is ane that is not under the teacher's control or if
thete are no viable alternatives? Following is an apparent example of such
a problem. )

Parent: Angela does her best work in the mnorning, and by afternoon she
is tired. 1 think she would do much beteer if she could be scheduled for
academic subjects in the moming and 1ake electives and physical activities
in the afternoon.

Teacher- 1 understand how you feel. It scemy a shame that it's not
possible to reverse Angela's schedule. However, all seventh- -graders take
math, English, and social Studies after lunch. There's no way we could
change her schedule without also changing every other child's schedule.

‘I'he teacher has closed the convensation without having explored.

Although the parent may pgil act*epi the teacher's explanation, the prob-

Aem is nut resolved. But sup the teacher had tried exploring. The con-
vérsation might then have gonc something like this: ~J

]:KC . 48 317

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC

%

S ¢



-
¢ 4

~ Teacher: 1 undersand how you feel. At present, all seventh graders
take math, English, and social studies after lunch. Most of them are peeity
Rroggy by that time, and we don't get the beat work out of them. Maybe
you can suggest something )
Parent. Maybe it would be powsible for you to alternate schedules by
weeks or even by scmiester.
Teucher: That's a possibility. T wonder ulsu if a brief fresh air break or
even 4 jog around the building might help liven up the students.
Parent. Angela complains sometimes that the classrooms are stuffy.
Maybe the therimostais could be set lower or more wirldows opened.
Teacher: These are good ideas. At the next faculty meeting, I'H suggest
. we try them.

The techinigues described (use of authority, appeals w others, com-

promise, and rational decision making) are ways of dealing with conflict
that vary iit elicctivencss depending on the situation and the skill of the
- persor using them. A rational decision making approach (listen-explain-
explure) permits more information to be considered and has the most
promise of Tesulting in effective and mutually acceptable solutions to
disagreements. '
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Reporting Test Scores

Childm_\ arc introduced to stundardized texts almost from the day they
enter school. The tests are duly wored, results recorded and filed, and
decisions made on the basis of those results. Yet parents for the most part
have vnly hazy notions about what tests are givg\. what they mean, and
how they are used. Needless to say, with tests playing the prominent role

they do in the lives of their children, parents’ need to be betger informed -

about them.

Most teachers will at one timic or another discuss childrer's test scares
with parcnts. Before they do, they should be prepared tu answes these four
questions:

1. What does the test measuie?

2. What is the meaning of the e?

3. How accurate is the score? ‘

4. What effect will the test have on the child's schooling?

The questiona dre discussed below.

Tess have been devised to measure almost any behavioral, attitudinal,
_ or mental characteristic that can be’imagined. Tests thar are commonly
given to schoolchildren measure scholastic achicvement (how mucK the
child knows about a subject): mental ability (the child's capacity for lear-
ing); and aptitudes or intereaty, In special cases, test. that measure per-
sonality adjustment, emotional maturity, and perceptual skills can be ad-
ministered.

Test scotes are reposted by using a number that relates the individual's
performance to the performanée of some larger group. The larger group
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may be the cLas, the schoal, the disfficr, ur more conumonly in the case o™

satilardised tests, the nation. Whichever group is used for comparison, it

is called 4 norm group. :
Scores are n-pun;*d as pereentiles, stanines; or grade-level eguivalenty.

These s are defined below:

Percentile vane is based o a scale of HI unigs. A paint on that scale
uddicates the pereentage of peaple taking the (o who scored below that
pant. And the point an the sale subtracted from 100 indicates the
percentage whao scored above the poiat. A percentile seure of 75, for exam

Pe, indicates that 75%.0f the norm group made scores that were lower

antd 2% made smores that were higher.
Stanmes divide the test population inte nine grovps as shown below:

F 3
Ntarnrte

4 1%

8 7%

7 12%

n 1 7%

) 5 20%
1 17%

’ 3 12%
2 A

i e

-

Stanine 9 ix high, stanines 7 and 8 are abuove average, and stanines 4
through 6 are average. Stanines 2 and 3 are below average, and stanine 1
is low,

Grade level equizalent scores equate an individual's perfunnance to
that of a comparisin group at-a particular grade fevel, A scote of 2.3 in
dicates that the student’s performance is similar 10 what would be ex-
pected of a child in the second grade, third month of school. Grade level
equivalent scures are the least accurate of the three ways of reporting test
results, although they are one of the most popular. A student in the
seventh grade who receives a grade-level score of 3.5 on a subtest probably
performs tasks beyond the capability of a third grader, yet he is equated
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with & thind yrade child 1n the soring. Similarly, a student in grade 7 who

reveives 3 sove of 10.0 cannot do many things an average student in grade

10 can du. The score doos st tell what proportion of the n&udcmu who

wore tested scored higher or lower.,

| Tesunakers didtinguish two factors in a test: :th.lhduy and validity.
e Rardiabibiy means the est yiekd'a similar score each time it iv-administergd
to a person, and- validity refers to whether the test measures what it is in-
tended to measure. No text B-gnolutely reliable or valid, but some st
are considerably more so than othens. The choice of 1est should take into
account both factory, as well as how the test will be used. '

Many teachers do not have sufficient background o interpret test

_ results to parcnts, and in those cases, it is better to admit that fact and call
va i espert for help. Pasenis should be reminded that no test is perfectly
reliable und that if 1t were given a second time, some children would score
hixher and some lower. Although scores in most cases would be close to
the score from the first administration, there would be a few cases in
which sizable differences would be obtained. If the parents or a teacher
feel a scure ix inaccurate, a retest should be prdered.

Parents have legitimate comerns about placemment practices based on
resulty of standardized esis, particularly when the tests in use have a low
ichubility. The schaol has & responsibility to explain and justify such
placeinent practices. Placement decisions are most subject 1o question
when a small difference w scores results in two students being placed in
different instructions! tracks or when the phccmcm. results in one child
losang out on apponunites that are available to others., g

Mike scored 2 few poinn jower than Deborah on a standardized
achievement test at the end of seventh grade. Mike was assigned w a
general mathematics class in the eighth grade, while Deborah went into a
pee algebra class. Both are required (o take gor year of mathematics in
high schoul, but for Mike the opuion of taking algebra has been effectively
foreclosed by his placement in 4 low mathematics section. Deborah retains -
the opuon of saking cither general mathematics or algebra in ninth grade, ’
and since algebra is prerequisite for taking other mathematics courses in
high school, thuse possibilities are still open to her. If you were Mike's
parcnts, what would you have to say to the school?

Most parents of a child like Mike would want to be reassured that
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- Mike’s assignument to a lower group was an educationally deferuible deci- .
sion and not merely an expedigncy to maintain balanced class sizes. Such
reassurance would be credibie only if the spread of scores on the test war- "
tanted different placements and if the test were sufficiently reliable to
distinguish genuine differences. ,
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Conducting Group Conferences

T he majority of conferences between parents and teachers involve
one parent or set of parents and one teacher. On occasion, ather types of
conferences are held. The most commen of these is the three-way con-
ference involving one parent or set of parents and two school people. The
school people may be two teachers, but more often they are the teacher
and the principal or assistant principal.

Three-way conferences have advantages and disadvantages. If the
paserk has @ request that requires the principal’s appsoval, it can be given
on the spot. The principal may also be able to explain details of school
policies with which the teacher is unfamiliar. The prindipal’s presence is
helpful in cases in which a problem invoives other teachers or in which the
- principal has information abeut a chiid or problem that the teacher docs
nat have. For these reasons, including the principal in a parent conference
can be useful. ‘

The disadvantage of including the principr] ie that his or her presence is
likely to arousc parental defenscs, particularly among parents who hold a
vicw of the principal a5 a police officer. The defensiveness is likely to be
greater if the parent has not been informed that the principal has been in-
vited to participate.

As a matter of common courtesy, parehta should be asked before -

another persoa is invited to participate in a conference, and the reasons for
including that person should be made clear, The scenario below illustrates
how ane teacher successfully deakt with the issue of including the principal
in a conference. The conversation takes place by telephone.
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Parent: Alvin's grades have dropped thiv year, and I don't understand
what the problem is. I wonder if 1 could talk with you about it. -

Teacher: 1'd be happy to mect with you to discuss Alvin's pru!;tt“. I
feel he hasn't been working up to his ability, and | hope we can fipd out
what the problem is. Iv it possible for you 1o come by schoal one afternoan

oty

T,

thisweek?® e

Farent. I work every day, but I think 1 can arrange to leave car}[y one
afternoon. How about Thursday? |

Teacher: Thunsday would be fine. Would you mind if 1 ask Mr. Pinson,
vur peincipal, to sit in?

Parent: Why? Has Alvin done something wrong?

Teacher: 1t's not thax. 1 think Mr. Pinson knows our students uite
well, and he’s guod at finding out what's on their minds. I think he ight
help uy identify Alvin's problems.

Furent. That would be fine. I'll lovk furward 1o seeing you on/Thurﬁ-

4

The parent’s initial reactioa to the suggestion that the pricipal be in-
cluded was guarded and reveals an assumption that many V:{renu hold ~
that when the principal is cailed in, a discipline problem if involved. Had
the principal been included without the parent’s knowledge the conference
might well have failed. /

Parents often feel intimidated when cmfmmﬂ;/ with two .or more
edygators, since they assume the educators have previously agreed on a
position and will use the weight of greater numbers to overwhelm the
parents. In such an atmospherc, parents either behave docilely and say lit-
tle, or they react militantly and behave in 4 hostile manner. In cither case,
genuine problem solving is unlikely to occur.

The arguinents just advanced regarding the disadvantages of three way
conferences apply even more strongly ta cunferences involving larger
groups. An acquaintance of one of the authars related an account of a visit
to a school to confer with her son's teacher. On arriving at the school, the
parent found henelf face-to-face with four teuchers who composed the
boy's inuructional team, an aide, a resource teacher, and the principal.
The mother commented: *“There was no way 1 could take on that gang,
although I did not agree with what they had 1o say."
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Large group mectings are an efficient way to communicate with many
peaple when time doesri’t permit individual meetings. Rasher than repeat
u mexsage 25 timiey, it iv said oice (o 25 people. The questions all parents
want answered can be dealt with in a lurge group, and the time that is
saved cap then be used for more intensive discussions with individuals.

’*‘—J— To~ be—vurtewstul; - group conferences require—careful planning .and.. .
‘ adherence to a few simple rules. In phnnmg a group conference, consider
these four questions.

1. Who will participate? The partic lpa.rm sheuld be people with similar
interests. They may be parents whaose children have the same teacher, or
they may be parents of all first: or third grade children. In any case, the
participants should be cleasly identified in advance so that everyone
konows who is included.

2. How many will participate? Generally, the more successful group
conferences involve fewer people. Twenty-five is the upper limit. If it is
necessary to exceed that number, break the meeting into several short
segments. : :

3. What will be the furmart of the mecting? Decide before the meeting
who will speak and when, Make sure speakers know what they arc ex:
pecied to cover and how much time they will be allowed. A moderator
who can keep the meeting moving without alienating people is a valuable
resource person for ggoup meetings. Assist the moderator by providing an
order of events thatw&ms who will speak, on what topic, and for hiqw
long. Question-and answer times should also be planned. One long session
is usually more easily managed than several short ones, which frequently
run longer than intended. It is permissible to depart from a preplanned
schedule if audicace interest merits, bus the decision should be one the au-
dience is aware of and concurs with,

4. How will fullow-up be handled? Group meetings of necessity deal
only with topics of general interest, and they do not permit individuals to
discusy matters of concern only to themselves. It is wise 1o plan to give
parents the oppurtunity to discuss their questions in greater length at
another time. This ean br done by means of small group seminars or, if
the questions parents wani to ask are personal, in indivitua} sessions.
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Reaching Disinterested Parents

A common cuimplaint of teachers is about parents who are oo busy or
too disinterested to come to school for a conference. These parents have a

» generous supply of excuses for refusing repeated invitations to. con-

ferences, and after a while teachers give up trying to get them to school,
Telephone conversations and unanswered letters will be the school’s only
link with many of these pients, but it is possible toatuactsomcnﬁhcm
to schoul if teachers are willing to make the effort.

Same of these parents have unpleasant memories of their own school
yeary and are unnerved by the prospect of talking face-tc-face with a
teacher about their children; but they are no less interested than other
parents in their children’s success, and careful, patient effort with them
will pay off. Teachers can initiate contact by means of brief written or
telephone messages praising commendable achievements of the children,
- and by following up those messages with requests for information about
the children. Telephone discussions of the children’s interests and
achicvements may also help. After some trust has developed, an invitation
to visit the school to cat lunch with the children and to view a display of
classwork can be extended. Some parents are more likely to come if other
parcnts also are invited.

An approach such as this takes time, and the school year may be nearly
over before the parents finally enter the building. Once started, these con-
‘tacts should be continued fron year to year, passing from one teacher to
. the next as the children move through the school. In working with these
parents, it is important dmmherﬁpmjmanmgeofhclpcrmﬁmdm
of critic or judge.
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Not a few parents feel a sense of inadequacy in coping with the behavior

% of their children. They see their childsen as being out of control. They ig- &
nore requests trom the schoul for assistance in dealing with the children’s
behaviur because they believe there is nothing they can do. An effective
way to reach some of these parents is to offer a class or discussion group
conducted by a qualified psychologist or counselor to help parents under-
stand and change the dynamics of their relationships with their children.

All teachers ktiow parcats whose fantasies of their children's abilities
far exceed reality. Although a youngsier's grades and test scores indicate
nuthing more than ’;wtmge ability, these parcnts insist that the child has .
enonmous talent waiting to be tapped. They suggest that if tcachers were
mure competent they would have brought out the child’s latent genius.
The harnt in such fantasizing is that the child learns not to be content with

. what be or she is able 0 do and instcad sets unrealistic and unattainable
goals. The frustration resulting from the failure to reach those objectives
may turn the child against learning and destroy his or her ability to ap-
preciate and accept self.

Unfortunately, teachers have little luck dissuading such parents from
their opinions. Nevertheless, fos the child's sake, the effort must be made.
It is dune by calmly pointing vut what the child is capable of doing and in
what areas improvements might reasonably be expected. The partnits can
be reassured that they are not alons in holding dreams of great ac-
complishments for their children but should be reminded that it is impor-
tant they praise the child for what he or she is capable of doing at present.
It is equally important to stress to these parents that children should be en-
couraged to explore many interests and to select a vocation based on their
own, rather than on the parents’, interests.
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Evaluatmg the Conference

thu the conterence is over, it will be worthwhile to reflect on what
happened and to review the conference fur clues to help improve future

perionmances. The questions in the following checklist, which is divided -

into pusitive and negative considerations, may be helpful in an evaluation
of parcnt teacher conferences.

Positive Ccmldmuom

(A “'yex” answer to these questions is desirable.)

1. Was the conference “opening” designed (o help all persons feel
comfortable?

2. Could the conference be described as a problem: .uivmg mun?

3. Were any commitments made during the cunference? Were they ade-
quately communicated and reinforced?

4. Was there an equal distribution ¢f power ameng all persons present
during the conference?

3. Wesre appropriate principles of conflict managemnent empkz;x-d dur-

ing the conference?

6. Did the professionalis) remain prufmmnd throughout the con-
ference?

7. Was the emotional climate of the confebence pasitive?

8. Waus the tone of the conference constructive?

9. Was there & balance between positive and negative remarks?

10. Were any personal remarks made by the professional(s) 10 the
parent{sX’ Did they scem genuine?

.
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1. Were the goals of the conferonce understood by all pervons present?
Were the gowlds met?
12, Were facts and all infosmation related to the canference adequately
bhandled? = \ .
- 13, Was the closure x‘r‘\iht conference appropriate?

' {A "o’ anwer 1o these questions is preferred.)

Was ihe inood of the conference defensive? <
Was educational jargon used during the conference? :
Did the conference turn nto an argument?

Did the conlercace become a win lose situation?

Did hidden agendas interfore with an honest examination of issues?

I differences in values were apparent, were they examined?

Were the parents talked down to?

N e
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