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- INTRODUCTION "~ . .
N . ’

?v[at)?' Hinton has a student in her class who rarely complétes.an
assignment and complains of stomach aches. Jon Bowles has a student
in his class who has exceptional ability but spends a great deal of,
time daydreaming. Sherry Atwater tells of -a student in her class who
has-a temper that can be ignited by che slightest spark. David Williams
aotes that many of ‘his srudcms are doing outstandmg work and would
like 'to share it with -their parents.

Have you. ever worfied about how to handle these and similar
situations and, more specifically, how to involve parents?* Have you
wondered how to approach parents most effectively or how parents
might.react to messages from the teacher? Have you ever questioned
your. own adequacies in relating ‘with parents? Many teachers have
expcrlcr{ced such concerns. This publication is intended to help these
teachers and all who would like 10 1mprove their parent-teacher
confcrencmg skills. First, it examines (he “historical background and
research  relating to  parent-teacher conferences. Then, it suggests
effective ways for teachers to improve their- communication skills
with, parents and involve parents in the educational, personal, and
social development of their children.

NEED FOR EFFECTIVE PARENT-TEACHER
CONFERENCING

It is well established by research thac children enter & ool with
very different skills and learning styles (9, 2, 34).** The sotree_of

these differences has been traced t environmental, behavioral, and

_.genetic factors (2). The face that 95 percent of the children who enter

schocl can learn the same amount of material to the same level of

difficulty may at first appear to contradict these two assumptions (9).
. With study, however, it becomes apparent that when these differences

arcwigken into account 1n the teaching process, “equal educational out-
comes” can and do occur {34). Despite this notion of equality and
the obvious contributions of environment, learned behavior, and

~ genetics, it bccomes quite evident that influential as teachers are,.

perhaps the most influential factor in the Iearnmg process i§ the home
environment (55). Teacher-parent cooperation, however, has been—_.
demonstrated to be an effective means of maximizing learning (5,
26, 37). , - :

“~

¢

* *The word “parent(s)” is used throughout this publication o refer to the
primary carcnkcr. whether parcnt(s) or guardian (s).

**Numbers in parentheses appearing in the text refer to the Bibliogtaphy
beginning. on page 30

rar o
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Anorhcr reason for the need for effective parent-teacher confer-
encing is the continuing demand and legitimate right of parents fo
have a voice in the education of their chlld From both legal
and social ‘perspectives, parents have become more interested in the
day-to-day activities of the school. For the most part, this is a
welcome development. But unless parents. and teachers are open
with each other, problems may arise. In order to achieve the goals of
education, an effective partnershlp between the school and the home is
imperative. When teachers and parents view the educational process
as a collaborigive effort, the parent-teacher conference becomes a key
instructional strategy that will enhance the child’s growth and promote
more_ effective learning (35).

ROADBLOCKS AND GREEN: LIGHTS'

The roadblocks to effective parent-teacher conferencing are made
up -of the anxieties of the teacher, the parent, or both (36). As a
result of these anxieties, whatever their source, needed contacts
between home and .school are.cften avoided; and, unfortunately, many
unanswered school-related problcms become compounded by neglect.
Just as the rumor transmision process tends to distore a message, s
it is with an unresolved problem.. Out of fear of reprisals many
teachers avoid the necessary parent contacts to deal with a problem
before it becomes more serious. The irony is thac one-third of these
problems can be eliminated through facesto-face discussion by the

“parties involved.

One caution, however, is that interactions between parents and

,
-teachers can be for better or worse. Placing parents and teachers in

the same room does not make the Expcricncc fruitful (33). Inap-
propriate procedures and inadequate skills and knowledge can create
greater problems than may have existed before the meeting (35). This
critical point alone should convince teachers of the importance of
a set of appropriate skills for parent-teacher conferences (1). Teachers
who acquire these skills can improve their interactions with parens.
Teachers who fear the wrath of hostile parents can prepare themsélves
as facilitators of successful interactions with parents. Left alone,
problems may go away; more than likely they will get worse. So it
becomes a matter of beiig “condemned if you do and condemned if
you don't” This publication suggests some ways to avoid the con-
demnation: syndrome. .

_ One of the myths of parent involvement in schools is “What they
dont know won't hurt them.” Another myth is "Parents do more harm
than good.” In isolated cases, perhaps, these notions can be and have

- i

NG L 7



PAruntext providea by enic [N

. s
o~ ' “

been docum?ntcd In general and when teachers are adcquatcly trained
to work with parents the opposite is the case. In fact, the impact of

_parent involvement surpasses expectations.

When parents are familiar with .school -programs and activities,
especially as they -affect their childten, chey are less likely to become.
defensive or to show hostility. Parents can be the teacher's greatest
allies, and when invited to become involved, they tend to become
allies. When parents and teachers talk, a ripple effect occur§ — that
is, students become more positively involved. As parents become more
aware of the school's goals, so do teachers become empathic o the
home situation dnd the impact of the home environment on the child's

_success (45).

’

N b & -
« ~ HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS

Since the United.States established an organized system of educa-
tion, the preruise has beun that parénts and teachers work toward the
cooperative goal of educating children. Athough most individuals
would still agree thac this is a.realistic appraisal of the parent-teacher
relationship, in fact, many, changes have evolved smcc the begifining

deserve consideration’ if one is 1o understand the parent-teacher rela-

nonshlp of today. They are based in three broad areas: changes in

society in ‘general, resultant changes in organized education, and'

specific legislation that has affected the school and. the parent-teacher
telationship- in particular.
David Tyack writes of a time in our hlstory‘ when the parent-

teacher relationship was based on mucual experience as this excerpt o

from a teacher’s diary shows:

Monday: Went to board ac Mr.B's; had baked gander for
dinner; suppose from its size, the thickness of the skin and other
venerable appearances it must have bee one of the firse setlers
of 'Vermont; made a slight impression ~n .he patriarch’s breast.
Supper — cold gander and potatoes. Family consists of the man,
good wife, daughter Peggy, four boys, Pompey the dog, and a
brace of cats. Fire. built in the square room about nine o'clock,

and a .pile of wood lay by the fireplace; saw Peggy scratch her .

fingers, and couidn’t take the hing; felt squeamish about the

stornach, and talked of going'to bed; Peggy looked' sullen, and-

put out the fire in the square room; went t0 bed and dreamed
of having eaten a quantity -of stone wall. (56)

Even rhrough the.turn of the ccntury and into the first half of
the twentieth century, this common experience level was high. The

complete dependency of the teacher was perhaps not as intense or
~

: _8.,,7
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as,_traceable as it had been in earlier history, but for -the most part
teachers and parents shared’a community focus. They lived in the
same, neighborhoods and attended many of the same social events, so*
that communication between them was facilitated by the neighbor-
hood- concept (49).

-

.

Changes Affecting Parent-Teacher Relatio.nships

Although many changes occurred in society before the midpoint .

of this century, they are almost like a train. At first, as the wheels spin
on the tracks, the train ‘seems to take forever 1 start, but once started
the speed accclerates, not at 8.00NSNC rate but pronomonatcly greater
with each new -click and clack of the wheels. So it seems with social
‘ changes The great rush o che populanon centers, the great advances

in technology that affect every part of the social structure, increased

leisure time, dncreased affluence, increased mobxlxty, tclcvxsxon, space
exploration *— all remind the observer of the breakneck speed with

which society’s train has beet moving in this century. As thesestech-
nological changes have occurred, their impact on the social structura .

has been considerable. For example, the family unit changed, first from
_ the extended family into the nuclear family and then into a-number
of different-type units such as thé one-parent family (which in 1976
reported 7,242,000 single female heads of household) (15).

These changes insociety were quickly reflected by the schools.
As the ‘population became more centralized, so did the schiools. Con-
solidation occurred not only as a resalt -of Brown 'v. the Board of
Education of Topeka, Kansas, but also as a result of rural schools
losing vast numbers of students and new urban schools becoming
overcrowded. The mobility of ‘populations increased and the com-
plexion of neighborhoods changed as they experienced’ immigration,
migration, and .assimilation patterns. The combined results yielded
schools with teachers and parents moving in and out, coming from di-
verse backgrounds, and often living in communities many miles apart.
No longer do parent and teacher share a sense of common experience,
not are the opportunities to interact on a day-to-day basis an integral
part of home-school life (49, 50). This unintentional wedge berween
teacher and Rarent has creatcd a gap thar manv researchers feel must
be filled (20, 28, 33).

Because of the loss of fiesthand experiences shared by parents and
teachers, communication becomes a process that must be fostered,
not just allowed to happen (40, 41). This has_been the underlying
principle of recent legislative efforts at both the national and local

levels (50, 54). For example, Public Law 94-142 and ESEA Title I

]
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have stressed the ‘collaborative role of. parents and teachers in the
educational process (50). Much of the liceracure has heralded the
intent «f not actual legislation (50). Indeed, the current litcracure
repeatédly stresses the need and possible bénefits of increased parental
involvement (5, 14 28, 29 33 35 40, 44).

In. recent years «morhcr perhaps more negative rationale, for betcer
cooperation between ‘parents and teachers has come to the forefront.
Increasing criticism of the schools for got téaching the basics, for
being havens for teaching secular humanism, fof ' uddermining parental
rights has been more prevalent’(39). Such- charg ges Often stem from
hard times and eras of great social chnngc. As an insticution readily
accessible to the public, the schools must be prepared to deal with
criticisim, buic théy dte an easiér target if” parents are not involved (39).
When meaningful communication .and collaboration s occurring
between parents and teachers, such charges do not hold the attention
of the schogl patrons; when parents feel alienated or isolated, however,
1rrcprcssnblc and unfounded criticisms grow out. of: proporuon (39).

The nzed for effective communication between teachers and }mcnts
is clear. Although many roadblocks exist, the mutual benefies of
.cogperation outweigh the obstacles. The historical roots for a collab.
orative relationship are strong, but changes over time requite that
teachers discover ° ‘new ways t revive that rclauonshlp Cerainly the
cuffent. support for increased teacher-parent, contact is evident and
-the current social -pressures on the schools-can -be handled- chrough
effective parent-teacher inveraction in the conference.

° .

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION SKILLS

At the hearc of effective parcm-tcachf-r conferences spccxﬁcally
and the parent-teache. relationship in general are interpersonal com-
munication skills. "Communi.cation . .. is the key to good home-school
relations” (7) and “the parent-teacher conference is the most direct:
and most meaningful mode of communication between the home and
the school” (32). There scems to be a consensus-in the literature that
in one way or another communication skills are the essential elements
thac determine the success or failure of the conference (26, 32, 35,
40). It should also ke noted that many researchers have pointed out
the lack of attention paid to assisting teachers in .developing their
- conferencing skills in eichef pre-service or .in-service education (43,
44).

Ideally, the maximum bcncﬁ(s result when both parcnts and
teachers have adequate interpersonal communication skills and- come
together to meet whatever goal may be essential to a child's con-

¥
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tinued ‘growth. and development. However, most educators aré used

"to less than ideal situations. Although paregts know what constitutes
a ,meamn;,ful parent-teacher confarence and often have constructive

su;,é,esuons for this end (32); the burden for success falls upon the
‘eacher (14, 26, 35, 47). This is not to_suggést that the, teacher 15
to blame for a-conference that goes awry. Parents often bring to an
interview with the teacher a number of hidden agendas — frustrations
from their own school experiences, unsuccessful past conferences, or

,rersonal concerns or problems that interfere with any meaningful

process that may occur in a conference with even the most skilled
and <oncerned teacheg- (36).'It is reasonable to assume, however, that

of the two parties” involved, the teacher is in a position to control.

more intervening variables that inhibic productive conferences (41).
Furthermore, the teacher is the paid professional in the relationship
whose job, in pare, is to seck ways to promote the success of the child
in the educational process, and ~effectivé sparent-teacher relationships
have demonstrated this outcome (40, 43, 50, 55). To the extent
thag the teacher | is knowledgeable .concesning the general characteristics
of,.effective’ conferences and has the interpersonal skills necessary o
promote effective communication wathin the conference structure, the
chances for success are.greacly increased (3%, 41, 49). A lier section of
this publication deals at tength with the 5encml conference characteris-
tics. This section addresses the heart of the conference itself — the com-

.mudication skills. First, it addresses the global elements identified in
the literature, as essential to effective communication w. the interview

seccing; then it#focuses on the specnﬁc%skllls and elements, involved.

In reference to the parent conference, Ostrom states thac * to,do
Well in communicating we must count on relating to others w:;h an
attitude characterized by trust, openness, and hopefulness™ (4} ). Losen
and Diament stress the "need to show genuine respect for the parents’
point of view" and the neea fqr the teacher to remain “nonjudgmental”
when addressing the parents attitudes and values and to ke Yem.
pathetic, i.e, to try to identify with and respond to the feclings the

parents might havé about coming in for the conference” (37).

Prichard stresses the need for teachers to be aware of the possible
defensiveness of the parent(s) in communicating with them. In a
major study involving 400 teacher$ in urban settings, Prichard con-
cludes that «che majority of these educators fele better about their
conferencing abilities after rccmvmg some training in specific skills
that provide open communication (43). Birnic indicatéd that the
teacher needs to communicate in a nonauthoritarian_ way that shows
undérstanding, empathy, and caring (7). )

“The literature on communication -skills in parent- -teacher confer-

1C) 1i .
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.. ences, although limited, shows a “dicect rclauonsh:p tO that body qf
lcnowledl,c sometimes referred to as human refations’ dcvelopmcnt L
skills. At its.core are those skills which havé beeti. demonstratcd 0o

+ provide-positive outcomes for a wide variety of humag interactions. ’w e
The base of these skills i§ communication. This body of knowledge: RV
hasbeen successfully applied to the business world, medical. ac.encc, FENE
and education (3, 11, 23, 45). A number of authors have noted the ™
importance of the general interpersonal communication sk:lls con-
tained in htman felations development models .as they relate to the .
parent-teacher conference (1, 43, 49). N;hough many models exist; "‘-L
most suggest that there are certain conditions which the teacher must_ '
communicate to have a positive effect in a conference. These conditions ’\ IR
include warmth, empathy, respect, concreteness, genuineness, self-

\__:sclosurc, immediacy,.and confrontation (21, 24, 45). Their presence
has led to lﬂsmvc outcomes in the parent corfference (43, 49). Thcy
are conveyed through skxlls than can be learned (51, 58, 59), includ.
ing liscening, attcnd1n5, perceiving, responding, and intiating (22,

. 24). If these conditions and skills are important in the interpersonal

cotmunication process, it is necessary to understand their meaning

when appllcd to the specific context of the- parcm-tcachcr confcrcncc

. .
4

- e Warmth is caring for the person as an individual. It denotes neither  *
apptov:fl nor disapproval of any particular action, but rather a valuing
of the individual as a person (22, 24). Warmth is communicated .
pritharily through nonverbal behavior. A touch, a smile, a concerned ..,
look, or a particular tone of voice can all show a caring attitude. The 4 ¥
very face*that an individual listens to another attentively ‘with the. "
whole presence demonstrates a valuing of the person (46). ;
L‘mpat‘{ay is fcelm& with another. Dymond described it as “the
P imaginative transposing of oneself into the thinking, feeling, and 4cting :
of another, and so structuring che world as he does” (18). Although ’
, it is perhaps unrealistic to think. thae one. :qdmdt.nol can torally ex-
pcnencc what angther is thinking and fecling, the essence of empathy
is atterpting to-understand parents frory their pcrspecnvc (22). The
. * cacher’ can do this_primarily by responding to pafents in a way that
* lets them know that the teacher heard annd understood what they "
were trymg to commumcatc — both content and aﬂ'cct. “The response
must not b a mechanical reftatement, but a statement from a_ personal
orientation that reflects the.tedchei's sincéfé effort to understand the
»individual parent (11, 22; 24).

- Re:peci is Bascd on a bellcf that parents kave the capabxhty 0] A
N -t , ‘
ERIC | . 1

"

Conﬁitiof# of Effective Communication

-

‘e 4




B A .

solve tneir®own problems. As Hertel has stated, “Parents have the
right and the duty to know about the child's progiess in’school. They
also have the right to remain ‘uninvolved if they so choose (32).
Respect is communicated by not denying the individual parent a
parucular perception- of the child or of a problem. The fact that
the parenc's. perspective may differ from the teacher's does not mean
it is wrong, nor does it mean that the two caanot reach a mutual
understanding. But judging or denying the parent’s perception will
most ceftaiy have damaging effects (46). Respect also means not
doing for pareats what they can do for themselves; it means supporting
them in their efforts. In short, respect communicates a collaborative
racher than an authoritative or dependency relationship (10, 24).

These three conditions constitute the most basic elements of
effective communicaticn in conferencing, and they are the most
netessary in the beginning stages of an interpersenal relationship. An
effective level of these three conditions offered by the- teacher will
allow a meaningful exploration of the issues to occur and will help .
esr(;}ilish a sound base for the teacher-parent relationship characterized :
by a positive psychological climate of trust, caring, and respect (22, \:3
25, 49, 57). A\

Concreteness is the ability to be specific in communicating. The e
teacher can be“concrete by reinforcing parents’ attempts to be specific
in discussing their concerns or problems that relate to the conference
goals. In this way the teacher demonstrates a willingness to help
parents with their concerns regardless of positive or negative connota-
tions (11, 24). Accordigg o Ostrom: ’

v

., Even a passing remark can trigger a chain of associations that
generate intense and inappropriate feelings. Imagined idsults have
led to irreconcilible conflices . . . . Effective communications
require that one be courageous. It demands going to -the, front
~. . the firing line, getting to where the action is. ‘This allows
for clggiﬂca_tioq, definition, and viggg;q)c{!iatlon of both imagined
and. real . differgnces. (41) PSR

. This deécri;;:gipxj\ reflects the'meaningroif cong;etédqss. Fo/r the teacher

/ this invdlves placing understynding, above sclf-defense;’ Seeking- mean-

ing for both parties to replace frustracion, anger, or, pegsimism; and

- cutting’ through to ‘the sources of ' ‘these feelings. The teicher, can

communicate .concreteness by clarifying as specifically as possible all
that is essential in the ma;trg’r under discussion (11, 22).
.Genuineness is the teacher's ability to be real, w0 be congruent —
not performing a role or dutifully carrying out a- directive but in.
volved with the parent(s) in an honest way. There must be a harmony :
o hetween feelings, and verbal and nonverbal behavior. The teacher can. -
ERIC, L g
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communicate this ‘quite simply by meaning what ‘he/shé says and
saying what he/she means, still mindful of the best .interest of all
parties (22, 24). N

osely related to genuineness is :elf-di.rclo:urev (45). This is the
abilityto convey relevanit pessonal experiences that the teacher feels may
help parents realize that they.are not alone with their problemsror con-

cerns, that.othéts have ‘had similar experiences and have found solu-

tions. To be. helpful, the teacher must be genuine in sharing the

experiences .and guard against shifting the focus of the conference
from the parents -concetris to personal history (22, 24).
Immediacy is pointing out what is taking place between parent.
and- teacher in the present relationship. It is threatening_ because of
its present focus. on-the; parties ifivolved in the conference. Prichard
notes that it is not surprising, therefore, to find parents artiving for
conferences already feeling defensive” (43). Parents may exhibit
a range of feelings and attitudes directed not toward the problem or
conference topic but toward the teacher. This happens for a number
of reasons.- For example, the parent may be afraid of failing in some
task with_ the child, and thus gives way to frustration and anger.

Feariug that in the conference the teacher may discover these self-

doubts, the parent attacks the teacher on a personal level. The teacher
can communicate immediacy by pointing out this personal aspect of

the conference (24). =

Confrontation is.pointing but discrepancies between enacted and
verbal behaviors, self- and ideal concepts, insight and action, potential
and present behaviors (24, 46). It can be the most threatening cle-
ment of communication and must therefore be used with caution
only after the teacher bas established a positive environment (22,
24). If used correctly, confrontation can lead to growth, change,
and problem solving (43, 58). Positive aspects should be stressed in
cenferences — that is, pointing out discrepancies between what is
and what could be, or one’s potential (24, 57).

Skill Areas in Effective Communication

The incorporation of these conditions ifito a systematic inter-
personz:i communication .model constitutes an effective parent-teacher
conference intervention scheme (43, 49, 50, 54). According to Brown _
et al, the model is fundamentally neo-person-centered, tracing its
origins to Carl Rogerss work in counseling and therapy (10). At
present, however, the range’ and scope of the model is eclectic. Wilson
notes that such a model of .interpersonal communication secks to
establish and maintain .a relationship with the parent, and, on the

13 .
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strength of chat. relacionship, facilitate movement from explpration
to- understanding 1o change, problem solving, or other appropriate
goals (58). This is done through the skills of listening, auendiqg, .
perceiving, responding, and initiating. \
Listening formns the foundation of all interpersonal communication
models. Most people feel that if nothing else, listening is something
they can do well, but research indicates otherwise (16, 46). Adults
are typically involved in communicative activities for 70 percent of
the day. Of this amount, they spend 32 _percent talking, 15 percent
. reading, 11 percent writing, and 42 percent listening (16).. Even
-with so much practice, DeVito notes that "in actual practice most
of us are relatively poor listenérs ind our listening behaviors could
‘be made more effective and more efficient” (16). Effective listening
is not a passive process but an active one that requires hard work and
concentration (57). A number of specific reasons have been identified
as to why listening is not as effective .as it should bé, Teachers who
wish 0 make parent-teacher, conferences more effective will' find
these reasons most helpful and will think of possible wavs to overcome
them ‘when listening to parents. .

First is che attitude with which one listens. If one views the
Ce parent as an infringement of the educational process rathez than as
_an integral part of i, then listening_is_difficult and_usually_less-chan
adequate (46). Second, when listening to others, listeners often make
the mistake of concentrating on what they wish to say rather than
on what the speaker is saying. In such cases, a list may help. A related
situation, and even more difficult to deal with effectively, is listening
o only part of what the speaker is saying. For example, a parent
may be halfway through talking when he or she hits a nerve or sparks
an idea chac the teacher wishes to respond to, and rather than con-
tinuing to listen to the end the teacher is formulating a response. The
¢ real danger is that the end of the message may change the context
of what was said earlier, thus making the listener's response inappro-
priate or unneeded, yet the listener failed to hear that part of the
message (46). It has been demonstrated that most people respund
to another’s communication before they have had the opporwnity
physiologically w0 decode the entire communication (16). .
A third pitfall is letting the mind drifc off to other concerns while
appearing to listen. Perhaps everyone has mastered chis technique® for
‘self-sirvival —~ w0 escape from the boring oratory of someone
droning on and on, for example. This is a real drawback in the .
Eonfcrencc,' however, if the teacher wishes w0 effect mutual under- N
standing. It may be helpful o identify some of the reasons for mind
wandering in order to avoid them in the parent interview:
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1. Insufficient time. Allov. enough time for the conference so that
the next commitment is not too pressing.

2. Distractions. Avoid physical -settings that may be distracting;
avoid times that may be distracting (such as the last hour before
Christmas break begins). . —_

«

A fourth concern is prejudging the individual or his/her intent.
f is difficute o hsten and really hear what a person is saying_if one
thinks one has heard it before or if the person:trns one off (46).
Related to this concern is self-understanding and the filter one listens
through. Every teacher hears things that are filtered through personal
experience, beliefs, and background. For example, “If he gives you
any trouble, -just hit him.” Such a.statcment may wrn a teacher off
to.the parents because of the teacher’s values. As a result, the teacher's
ability to, work with the parents to.help them develop more efiective
ways Aeal with the child will be dimirished. Thus the teacher must
not suspend listening because of the content of a parent's message
or itsieflect®on him or her (22, 46). N

When teachers listen actively, they listen not only with their cars
buc with their eyes and, in fact, with their whole being (57). This
aspece of listening is a part of atcending skills. :

Anending skills are related © the’ phys:cal aspects of listening
and valuing the individual, By facial expression, eye contact, physical

touch, vo.ce tone, and gestures the teacher receives as wellas sends
many messages. “In effecc the teacher is saying, because you are 2
person of wortl. and value I give you my complete atcention. My
physical being is focused on you.” (57). Under such circumstances
the teacher provides eye contact, facial expression, and a tone of voice

.appropriate to the emotional level of the conference, and a presence,
_ not separated by artificial barriers such as desks, that physically says

to the parent, "I care and 1am listening.” Physical touthing, such as
a handshake, an arm around the shoulder, & pit on the “back, may be
appropriate depending on circumstances and-socially acceptable norms.
Several studies have demonstrated the importance of touching (24). -
To realize the importance of attending in the commurficating process,’
one need only recall talking about a serious concern to a person staring
out the window ac far-off places and playing with a paper clip.
“perceiving differs from listening and atcending in that listening
and atcending{involve collecting all the cues that the [parent] provides
— words, meagings, tones, expressions and gestures ftom an intellect-
ual standpoinyf whereas perceiving is bringing all the cues to personal
awareness ingn acempt to comprehend . . " (22). Perceiving skills
focus on undyystanding all thac the individual has attempted to com-
inunicate — wWords, feelings, meanings, and emotions. Understanding
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’ what is communicated is perhiaps tie most difficult.of all communica-
tion skills: "Understanding another is not simple. It is something of
a reciprocal process of understanding self, understanding the other,

", and being understandable.” (41). The latter part of this thought from -
Ostrom bridges the gap from perceiving t responding skills,

. Responding is the culmination of the three previous skill areas.
To respond most effectively, the -teacher must first be aware of. and
responsive to- the affective meaning, the content, the nonverbal cues,
and the emotional level of all that precedes the résponse: (24). A
response must convey that the teacher heard and understood what®
the parent said ac the deepest level. It should not imply whar is not
there or go beyond the intent of the parent's statement; nor should it
be more shallow than the parent's statemient. . .

Inisiating: skills aid the teacher to summarize effectively, state goals

. clearly, enter into collaborative problem solving, or identify appropriate
“ - Tcourses of action (24),

o

o

e

Application in Effective Communication

Before examining some of the most common roadblocks to effec-
tive communication, it may be helpful to give some examples of the
application of ‘these conditions and skills, paraphrased from several

=~ =differenc-sources (2, 43, 467 T

Parent:  (With eyes downcast, hands nervously interwined, and
. Voice tentative) I'm never sure if I have really helped

| Gary with his schoolwork. I have so little time :at -home

;»- : . since T started working;

\

\

|

|

Teacher: Thé time pressure makes you feel a little doubtful about
how effective your help really is since you have.so little
time to be with him..

Taking in'all the cues provided, the teacher perceives the doubt

the parent is experiencing. Perhaps beneath are feelings of .guilt or

* inadequacy, but these are only tentative hypotheses and go- beyond
the actual communication. Understanding both the content of the
message and the emotions then, the teacher responds —

and, it is presumed, facing the parent with-an expressicn of interest

|
| . s
! : Communicating warmth by listening o all that the parent said,
|
| and using an appropriate tone of voice.

\

Expressing empathy by attempting to understand and by accurately

| reflecting both the content and affective elements of the parent’s
1 statement, ’ :

- : . :

| Commuinicating 'respect by what is unsaid: *1 think quality is
‘ more important than quantity.” True.or.not, such a statement would

» 1’7




deny-the parent’s right to personal misgivings, to a pefception of
_the current dilemma. It is easy to argue that such a statement
might be encouraging, but it neither helps the parent deal with.
the cause of the conéern nor ‘helps her move toward. resolution.
The teacher also communicates respect by not taking on the task,
by not saying, for example, "“Mayb¢ 1 can work with Gary a
little bit after school.” “This may be a part of a conventional collab-
orative solution; but here it _is important .that the .teacher not
take on a problem that is not hers or indirectly tell the parent,
“You can't handle ir, so I wiil,"

Let us now assume that . the parent’s statement occurs after the
teacher has had an opportunity to work with the parent for a while

‘and the teacher knows some additional circumstances. A pesitive

‘confrontation:

Teacher: The time factor still bothers you, but Gary's work has
been much improved the times he has said you were
able to ‘help. . :

This résponse still recognizes that the parent has doubts' but_con-

fronts them on the basis of observable data. It is a positive rather
than a,ncgative, confrontation. Other possible responses:

.

“Teacher: When Gary hasn't had help, he does poorly,
or

~

He always does well, you just worfy t06 much.

An expression of immediacy may be warranted if the parent has
added to the communication, “I certainly don't have time to waste
here.” To the teacher’s original response might be added “and you're
wondering if I can really be of any-real assistance.” Confrontation
and immediacy can be a threat to both parties, but without them often
no real progress is possible. Teachers must be willing to take such

risks after first being sure to have listened and provided an environ-

ment where warmth, empathy, and respect dominate. In must confer-

" ences they whl not have to 80 beyond these three basic conditions,

but in some cases more may be nccessaty (49). .
The final phase of helping parents deal with issues raised in parent-
teacher conferences involves intitiating skills. These include summariz.
ing, problem .identification, and goal setting; Assuming that the teacher
in the preceding example has established,a basis of mutual under-
standing with the parent, an appropriate initiating statement would be:
- p
Teacher: Your greatest concern is that the time you- spend with
Gary be of the highest quality. Since' you work, it is
very difficult to feel that encugh tjme is available for
all that is required of you with Gary, .the other kids,
the job, the house, and so on. We share a concern over
. ¢ {
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: Gary's. current: school pcrformance and we both want
more for him than he is currently giving. Together

take little monitoring - but lec us both kecp tabs oo his
progress. Lo

~

This particulai example demonstrates both summarization and
goal setung. It is ifportant to remember that one does not abandon
the previous conditions of ‘warmth, empathy and fespect and go on

- to higher order skills when initiating soluuons When initiating,
active Ilstenmg, attending, and perceiving are still necessary (22).

"

Roadblocks io‘ -Effective Communication :

The roadblocks to effective commnications are numerous. Some
have described one group of them as the dircy dozen (27, 41). These
include commands, threats, preaching, lecturing, 1udgmg, and' name-

. calling — behaviors that usually block comunication. Sevcral “general _
categories ar¢ prying, judging, glossing, denying, and escaping ot
pushing off (46). When a teacher asks many questions, pamcularly
closed questions, the conference can be less than rroducuvc* (22, 24).
_ Parents will share what is comfortable for them to share given the
" curtent relationship between them and the teacher. Prying makes

—_people_feel yncomfortable .nd they may try to avoid the one who

perhaps we can develop some activitiesifor Gary that

4

pries in the future (46). If ‘questions must be asked, they should be
as open as possible: “Questions that begin with gould, wbat, and
show tend to be more open-ended” (43). :

Another roadblock to avoid is communicating a negative judg-
ment about parents’ behavior or attitudes. It is perhaps not poss. :ble
o be non)udgmenml in 4 ¥nse of being neutrally affected by those
around one, but it is possible to suspend communicating judgmients,

A particularly in the beginning. The key scems to be to value the: worth

v of all people to be heard. Trust must precede and accompany any
judgment or- confrontation (24).

* A third major roadblock to effective parent-teacher communication

s a tendency to gloss over problems or deay thac they exist. Teachers

are in the_profession because they want to help others. Sometimes .it

is painful to deal with the problems of others or to see and experience

their fears, anxeties, and turmoil. Statements such as "It can’t be that”
v . bad.” or “Things are bound to get better.” are no subsmutc for dealing
- with issues that must be faced to find real solfions (46).

«  Often some concerns shared by parents in the conference may
make the teacher uncomfomble on a personal ‘level. Perhaps the
teacher feels inadequate to deal with the problem or the content and
ignores it, trying to escape or push it off or the teacher does not have

l 13,
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| ‘the’ expertise to solve it. But if a problem is rclatcd to the goals

. of ‘the conference, it should be -dealt with, .however unpleasant )

: (8, 41). -

_ This has been a brief review of the interpersonal communi-
cation skills demonstrated ‘t0- be most effective for teachers in the
parent-teacher conference or similar-type interactions: The research for
the effectiveness of such skills is exhaustive. In the educarional setting
alone, these skills have been demonstrated to improve the school
climate, teacher-teacher communication, teacher-student relationships,
:md~ teacher-parent relationships (3, 10; 25, 51, 53). Tcachqr training
in these skills has led to fewer disruptive problems and increased
school achievement, student self-concept, and teacher self-concept (4,

. 31, 37, 53). Teachers have reported -increased satisfaction with their
skills in the classroom and have been judged more effective by others
(4, 6). It has also been demonstrated that teachers can.learn_thése
skills and apply them to 2 number of different settings iacluding the
parent-teacher conference (4, 43, 47, 59). ~

x
7

-

Developing E}fe;tive ‘Communication Skills

. Teachers can acquire, effective communication skills in different

[~ ——ways.-Somchave-acquired themrthrougt models in- learning situations - -
(3, 50); most educators, however, must set out to learn how to be
~effective in interpersonal communication. Among the resources avail-

able, the_most effective seems to be a training group led by an indi-
vidual who'lias a hngh degree of mastery (12, 22). Such a group allows

for modeling, practice, and a safe environment to unleain roadblocks

and' acquire new modes of ¢ commumcaung (24, 45). For those who.

do not have- the opportunity to work with a-training group, several

books are available. They include Human Relations Development 4
Manual, for Educators (22) and The Skills of Teaching: Interpersonal
Skills (11). These works attempt to provide a systematic guide to
learning the skills of interpersonal communication.

Human interactions such as those represented in the parent-teacher
conference can have a posituve influence on the course of education.
As the professional member of chis team, the teacher has.a respons-
ibility to assume the burden not for the outcome, but of assuring that
the encounter be as productive as possible. Interpersonal communicas
tion- skills form the base of success or failute in this endeavor. In
spite of many roadblocks to effectiveness, a set of conditions and skills
known to promote success can be learned and can provxde positive
results for children, parents, and teachers. ‘

»
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advance notice of the formal ccnract create special characteristics

" THE PARENT-TEACHER CONTACT® o

Interpersonal communication skills can be cﬂ'c'crivciy applied
whether the. parent contact is formal or informal. Informal contacts
are those times other than duripg a scheduled appointment when the
teacher meets with parents. They include being stopped by a parent
in the hall ‘lgcforc or after school or over refreshments. at the PTA
meeting, or sending a note home with the child. Formal contacts are
those “scheduled in advance, whether teacher- or“b_arcnt-ihitiatéd. The
main difference between these two kinds of comtacts is the amount
of preparation time. The spontaneity of the informal contact and the

which are addressed later in this publication.

Conferences are usually parent- or teacher-initiated, although there:’
may be times when the student or another adult initiates the meeting:
Teacher- and parent-initiated conferences have unique -characeeristics
as well as_elements common to both.” .. ) _

Finally, the nature of the cpnfc‘rcngc may differ depending upon
the age and grade level of the child. Generally, parents are more in-
volved in their-child's education during the early years; ac the high
school level the student is given more responsibility for his or her
educational development. Regardless of student age’and grade level,
the-characteristics_of-effective_parent.teacher_interactions remaia the, -
same. , -

.
w

Cpnference Characteristics

Parent: I-just wanted to stop by and tell you how much we
appreciate all the efiort you are putting into teaching
David math this year. .He, hated math last year, but is
so excited aboutthe things you are doing in class. I know
math can be a difficult subject to make exciting. But
you've triggered something ia David.

What 2 delight to hear. It certainly would be a joy if all parenc -
contacts were so gratifying. By requesting conferences for positive :
reasons from time to time, teachers can encourage suchparental contacts.

Parent:  This is the third,time I've had to come in to-this school

) " this year. I've had to take off work -— and lost a half

oday's pay. Each time -it's been because -of, this child's
problems. What is it this time?

*Portions of this section are adapted with permission from "Thc‘Parém-’fe/achcr ¢ 2
Conference” by E. H, Robinson and J. C. Rotter. In The ABC's of Clasécgom —
gi:cipli{tge.s edited by L. Baruth and D. ‘Eckstein. Dubuque, lowa: Kevdall
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This may not be a typical parental statement, but at least one
teacher has experienced it. Under ideal conditions, teachers would
never hear such negative utterances. However, reality guarantees at
least occasional negative reactions. Nevertheless, this type of response
can be reduced- through advance planning and effective communica.
tion skills. If ,and when such reactions become reality, a skillful”
approach to the upset parent can result in a harmonious resolution,

. One of the greatest compliments that a teacher can receive is a
request from a parent for a conference. Unfortunately, formal parental
contacts ate often avoided, — at the expense of the child — because
either the parenit ot the wacher feels apprehensive or inadequate.

Parent: I'm concerned about Beth's grades in social studies. She's
, always been a good student, but something isn't going
~ _ right in this class. 1 wonder if you can give me any
ideas why she’s doing so poorly? . N

In a nondefensive but concerned manner, this parent is secking
help from the teacher. The statement suggests @ collaborative effort
to help the child overcome a given academic problem. Again, this is
an ideal situation, But when a sincere fequest for help comes, it is

important that the teacher be prepared to respond in a fqéilitative way.
‘Common Elements of Conferences

When possible, and especially if it is the parent's first visity meet
the parent at the school office or, building entry. Nothing is more
distracting and frustrating for a visitor than wandering “around corri-
dors tiying to find the right classroom. To an outsider all rooms
look alike. . ’ -

One of the major complaints from both teachers and parents is
that there is not enough time to do everything that needs to be done.
"This -is pethaps the major lament about life itself. But rushing parents
through a conference can be both frustrating and counterproductive.
A lictle extra time taken for the conference itself can considerably

x

teduce the followup time needed to correct any misunderstandings

created by. sushing_ in the first place. According to the adage, there's
never enough time to do something right, but always enough time
to do it over again. One critical element in effective parer:c conferences,

_then, is to allow enough time.

A related issue — the changing roles of people in the world of
work and the increasing number of families with two working parents
— 'can make. scheduling some confetences more difficule. One solufion
to this problém. is to ask parents-at the beginning- of the year. for con-
venient times for conferences. If both parents are unavailable for day-
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time conferences bccausc of thclr workmg schedules, pcrhaps some
compensatory time arrangements can be made for teachers to meet
them in the evening. Gther options are certainly available. Usually
a bit of creative discussion -berween the school and the, pafents can
overcome these problems, The point is to make évery effort to provide
+ , time for ‘meaningful interactions between parents and ceachets.
Depending upon the issues-and the teacher’s professional judgment
of. the impact upon, the: child, the teacher must decide whether the
child would benefic from being. present during the confétence. Gener-
ally speaking, it is recommended. that since the child is the focus of s
\thc conférénce, he,’she should be present to take “full part and to
bencﬁt from the interaction. Furthermore, why make sométhing,
‘which has the child as its_focus, such a mystery to the child?
Another clement, at times the most difficult, is to keep an opew
sind about what the parents are communicating and avoid bccommg
defensive.

Listening is the teacher's best tool. By encouraging the parents
to convey their concerns and heating all the explicit and implicit
messages, the teacher can be in the best position to respond in a
facilitative manner. Listen to the words, the way, they are prcscnted
and the acompanying mannerisms to be cerain to hear not only the-
words, but the intended, message. The words themselves convey only a
small amount of the méssage.

If at any time you are.uncertin as to the message the' parent is
conveying, ask for clarification as soon possible. Confusion can
" compound itself very quickly and lead to misunderstandings, mis-
judgments, and ill-designed solutions.
. dvoid overwhelming the parent with the presence of roressential
school personnel. Teo many people can provoke defensiveness, if
not fear, in the parent. It is- important to remember that the con-
ference may be a very stressful expencncc for the parent. In some
cases, it may, however, be necessary, to. havc witnésses or someone
with special knowledge or sklllsm}srcscnt If 5o, avoid overwhelming .
the parent verbally or nonverbally, If the parent appears exceptionally
uneasy, it may be necessary to.make some adjustment or ask the parent
. what seems t0 be troublesome.
Educational jargon can be confusing and insulting to parents. Avoid
. terms such as crucnon-refercnccd tesnng, “personality character-
_istics,” and “least restrictive envnronment " Refer to specific concetns
“and use terms that are clear o parents to prevent mlsundersnndmgs
—  .The parent-teacher conference should be a collaborative event; when
. parents do not understand the terms, it becomes onc-sndcd (33).
Remam poised. Show parents respect and concern -—— rcspcct
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for them as persons and concern for them as patrons of the school
— maintajning a professional ' demeanor at all times. .

Be sure that the environment for the conference is conducive
-to open communication. Avoid physical barsiers such as desks, or
counters between teacher and parent. Choose a comfortable plage
in the classrdm or school building where interruptions-are unlikely,

When concluding the conference, part on & positive note. When:
ever possible, save at least one positive comment about the student,
.the school, and/or the parent for the end. If necessary, arrange for
followup conferences or referral procedures before the parent leaves,
and be certain to carry out any promised followup.

When to Have Conferences

Ideally, all parent-teacher conferences would concern positive
events. Realistically, howéver, many conferences are called because
something is going awry, Teachersshould by all means follow through
on these problem areus. 1845 a good ndc:\ however, for teachers to sur-
prise themselves and perhaps the studenc and the patent by having more
conferences for positive rather than negative events. Such confererices
can offset the negative ones and can thus be a relief from the
can offset the negative ones and can thus be a relief from the stressful
_nature of the latter. They can qlso help develop a mind set with parents
“and students that someone cares when things dre going well.~

Figure 1, the Effective Conférencing Scale, is offered to help teachers
become aware of their approach fo parent conferences, Simply place
a checkmark in the appropriate column after each item. Teachers who
check “"Always™ on all 10 items are probably having success in their
interactions with parents. Consistency is a ctitical factor. Those who
check “Sometimes™ or “Never” on some items may <have a clue t0
problems that occur during parént conferences. Afcer their next parent
conference they may want to refer to the scale and rate themselves again.

The scale items summarize some of the common elements of
parent-teacher cdferences whether parent- or teacher-initiated. Indi-
vidual teachiers can tifak of other clements. )

The following pages discuss “those elements unique to teacher-

initiated conferences. They are in addition to the common elements

just discussed.

~

Teacher-Initiated Conferences

When the u.fchcr calls the conference, the burden of responsibility
for its structure resides wich the teacher. In these parent contacts open-
ness and straightforwardness are essential, buc in a facilitative manner.
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N - Effective Conferencing ‘Scale . . |

C . N . Always (2) |. Sometimes (1) | Never (0)
__1. Prepare Tor conference. - - B ]

in advance.

2. Give patent(s) some idea in

advance of topic to be discussed.

3. :Allow enough time for*

- conference. a
4. Avoid becoming defensivé when
patents question ;udgment
5. Maintain an open mind to
<. .parent ideas. .
6. Listen to all parent is saying * . ~

(verbal and nonverbal) ‘

. before responding.

7. Avoid overwhefmmg parent(s)

with presence of other

school petsonnel.

8. Avoid overwhelming parent(s)
» with irrelevant material or

use of j jargon.

9. Avoid physical barriets such as
desk, uncomfortable chairs.
1ol Folm*on commitments.

. Teachér: Mr. Hope, you need to see me as soon as possible to

~ ~discuss John's pour study habits.

. What is wrong with this stacement? First of -all, the use of the
word “you™ implies that the parent has_the problem and places the
burden on him. Second, the urgency suggested in the - statement .can
arouse undue anxiety. Third, the negative thrust (the use of the word
“poor”) suggests little hope for improvement and cari easily be in-
terpreted as an insult to the patent — after all, John is his own ﬂesh

and blood. | @ : .o

Teacher: Mr. Hope, the reason I have called is to discuss with
‘you -how we might ‘work “together to improve John's
study habits.

Notice in this case that the teacher suggests a collaborative effort

. with the parent, at the same time pointing out the source of the

difficulty. In addition, the teacher implies through the statement that
thére is hope — the difficulty.can .be overcome.

. If the initial contact is verbal, attempt to resolve the concern

during the session if possible. If the nature of the-concern fequires
‘the parent to have some lead time before discussion, theri arrange

<
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~ " ~fora-conference In nny‘cnse;“mid“thrsuryrisgam&k; It may- arouse. - .
anxiety..and anger. . .
e - Prepare fot the conference in advance. Do not allow a situsiion
like the following to happen: o

) /k Teacher: Oh; hello Ms. . . . What was it we were, t0 talk about? ’
. ‘Plan for the meeting by listing the specific. points to bs made and

the questions to~be.raised. Take the time to plan ahead and much

of the needless followup time-will be reduced. In fact, as past of

the advance planning it is helpful to prepare a written progress repot:

to share with the parent that includes

ram oy

1. A survey. of student progress

2. Areas of concern : e

3. Areas of strength ) s o
- 4. A proposed ‘plan of action, whete appropriste.

. * When the parent arrives, structure the session for the patent. That -
is, explin the why, what, how, and when. It is helpful tc both
teacher and, parent to have an agenda cleatly outlining the puspose
and procedure of the conference. Include rime at the beginning for
the parent to review and discuss the written progress report.

Although most teachers have regularly scheduled confererices with
. parents, especially in the catly grades, it is important to deal with
concerns as they arise. By ‘waiting for the scheduled conference day,

when time ray_be limited, the problem may compound itself. Im:

mediacy without panic is the name of the game. T T T
Finally, by all' means avoid embarrassment. by t’natching child With L

patent, If there are three Jacks in a.class, be sure to talk abouc the -

right Jack. ) s .

. These pointers, togather with the common elements discussed

earlier, will not guarantee a smooth conference but they should: prevent,

many of the potential “rough edges.

N + N

Parent-Initiated: Confguncn

- A »

M.ny times, more likely in the elementary grades, parents will
request a conference. )

Parent: _ I'd like to stop by to talk to you about Rhorda's work
in social studies. She doesn't seem to understand the
. tnaterial. ‘

or . '
Jay complains of stomach aches in the motning before
school, especially on days when he’s going to have a
test. Can you tell me what to do?

. « e
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the wrong parent dnd child. :

% * » :- » »
Again, these are two examples from countless vossibilities. It is
not the intent of this section Jo discuss the cause-effect rclanonshlp

Q ___'._,
of these. incidents, but they are schoal-related concerns-t? thé parents

and thcrefore should be addresscd The question here is how to ad-
dxss /thcm .~
I‘Jrs}\of all, keep in mind the “Common eléments of parent-teacher
confércncc{) discussed earlier. In.addition, the following five elements
wxll cg gutc to a smooth and successful conference. R
el teacher-iniciated conferences,” make -certain to positively
:dermfy the parens requemng twve meeting. Lile can be more em-
barrassing to the teacher and disturhing to the parcnt than to match

Second, if the paren: shares the topic of concern in_ advance,
collect the necessary background information w0 expedite a fruitful
sncounter. In the case of the parent who is concerned about her

daughter’s progress in social studies, be prepared to share with her

the records of the student’s classroom performance and any observa-
tions you have made tha( may help the parent,.and .perhaps. yourself,
better understand the situation. In the.case of the student who com-
plins 6f stomach aches, in addition to academic data, it may’ be
advisable .to consult the schodl counselor or nurse. Regardless of the
concern, bave. the pertinent student records accessible for the con-
ference. ) &

As has been cmphas:zed all along, during the conference invite
the-parenits to fully express their concerns. Do not make asssmptions
before ‘obtaining all the facts and impressions from the parents, and
others when necessary. And, in keeping with “this last element of
parent-initiated -conferences, be persistent in getting the complete
story before suggesting any action or solution. Nothing can be more
harmful than _prescribing the wrong action — just as prescribing
Maalox for test anxiety does not solve the real problem.

To summanzc, then,” whether initiated by patent or teacher, all
conferences contain some common elements which enhance the poten-
tial for success. They also contain some elements that are unique to
each type. Figure 2 summanzcs thcse elements.

3

LEGAL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The interest of parents in the education of their children is not

new. Parents have long desired that their children receive the best
possible education; likewise teachers have been concerned tw provide

the best possible Jearning environment. Unfortunatcly, however, many

judgments, although made .in the bcst of mtcrcst of the child, have

El{lC‘;‘ | . . 2'} o
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Teachir-Initiated

~Prepare for confez-

Figure 2
Elements of Effective Parent-Teacher Conferences

Common Elemenis’

~Allow enough time.

2. Areas of concern
_& 3. Afeas of strength ~
—Don't wait for
regularly scheduled
conference if &
matter arises;
deal with it.
——Structure’conference
o o for parent(s) : why,!
S0, what, when; explain
=y purpose.
—Allow pagent(s)
. time to read and/or
N Jiscuss writren
7 assummary.
~ . N
o T
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ence in advance, —Determine.whether
B —Give parent(3) some student should
idea of topic. be present.
X ~Specify points -Do not become
; to be-made defensive; maintain
~—Prepare writen open mind.
progress report —Listen to all parent
.- toinclude  ° . is.saying, specifically
: 1. Surveéy of student and implied.
progress © ~=Seek clarification

when necessary.
—Avoid overwhelming
parent with presence
of nonessential
school personnel.
—Avoid overwhelming
parent with
irrelevant material or
use’of jargon;
« + be thorough,
~Meet parent(s) at
building entry point
if possible.
~—Show parent concern
and respect —
fespect as person, '
concern as patron
of school; maintain
"positive professional .
demeanor.
—Make environment
~ for conference
conducive to,open
communication;
avoid physical
barriers.
—Attempt to patton
s positive note; set up .
. future conference or
referral procedures
‘before parent leaves.
—Be sure to carry out
any promised
followup. N

Parens-Inssiated

—Positively identify
parent requesting
meeting: -

~If parent shares - “

topic, collect-

necessary background

information.

—Have pertinent ,
student records
accessible for .
conference.

~Do not make
assumptions; invite :
parents to express
concerns.

—Get complete story
before suggesting
action or solutions.
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not necéssarily. been made with the input of all parties — teachers,
parents, and, least-of all, students.

In 1974 Congress pgssed the Family Educational Rights and
Privacy Act, better known as the Buckley Amendment. In essence
this law and its accompanying guidelines state that parents of minor
students have* - ‘

[ N
. - - the right 6 inspect and review any and all official records,
files and data directily relaced to their children, including all
material that is incorporated into each student’s curulative:
record folder and intended for school use or to be available
to parties outside che school or school systcm‘,ﬁapd_spcciﬁcally
_including but not necessarily limited to identifying data,
academic work completed, level of achievement ( grades, stand-
ardized achievement scores), attendance dara, scores of stand-
ardized intelligence, aptitude and -psychological tests, interest
inventory results, health data, family background information,
teacher or counselor ratings and observations, and verified re-
pores of serious recurrent behavior patterns. (26a)

In addition, Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped
Children- Act, passed in 1975, guarantees the right of all children,

‘regardless of cthe extent of their handicap, to a free, appropriate edu-

cation. This act calls for specific policies and procedures to be adopted
by school districts to assure its implementation. Parents and teachers
are key parts of the process. )

Within the past decade, these two laws have perhaps had the
greatest jmpact on the importance of frequent and effective parent-
teacher conferences. -

N
ki

CONCLUSION

Many teachers would say that the one thing their training least
prepares them to do is to conduct parent conferences (8). Effective
parent-teacher conferences, however, have the potential to be the "single
most educationally valuable event” for the student during the school
year (44).

With increased parental involvement in the day-to-day operation
of the schools and greater parental awareness of the educational
process, it becomes apparent that educators need to be prepared to
respond to the renewed parental interest in the education of their

“children. From both an ethical and a legal perspective, communication

between parents and teachers is imperative. .
Teachers can acquire communication skills for effective parent.
teacher interactions and apply them in both formal and informal

-

RICE . 23

' {

P

[



B "2
" .

contacs. Listening, perceiving, attcndmg, responding, and mmatmg,
skllls can help reduce the roadblocks and anxieties apparent in many
parcgt-u cher interactions. The core elements of effective conferencing
identified in this publication, when applied with these basic com-
munication skills in mind, can wrn a porentially devastating ex-
pefience into one that is rewarding for all concerned.

As educators are being asked to perform more and more tasks
within »‘hc school seteing, the parent-teacher conference is becoming
a_ critical function of teacher effectiveness in many areas of their
rcsponslblluy As a resule of the conference, parents can become an
invaluable ally of teachers in their efforts to provide the best possible
education’ for children by helping them focus on whac is most im-
portant — the education and well-being of students.

RS
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