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I know that the involvement of par-
ents is good, but I’m not sure about
how to get started with a family-

involvement program,” says Svetlana (all
names are pseudonyms). Silvia reports,
“Families of children who are doing well
are very supportive. However, there are
some that just won’t respond. They don’t
show up for conferences or meetings;
they don’t respond to my notes; they
don’t seem to care about helping their
children with their homework.”

Comments such as these can be heard
in schools around the world from teach-
ers who value family involvement, who
spend time trying to find ways to make it
happen, and who are frustrated with a
lack of consistent results. These teachers
know something important: Cooperation
between home and school is crucial for
the most effective learning to occur. Their
beliefs are supported by substantial and
convincing research delineating the
advantages of family involvement in-
cluding “higher test scores, long-term
academic achievement, positive attitudes
and behavior, more successful programs,
and more effective schools” (Henderson,
1988, p. 60. See also Edwards, 2004).

Family-school collaboration becomes
even more crucial in communities where
schools are changing. When views about
thinking and learning are changing, it is
particularly important for parents to be
aware of, understand, and be a part of
the new ways of teaching. This is espe-
cially true when the lessons involve
critical thinking and critical literacy.
Critical thinking and critical literacy are
concerned with creating a “community
of thought and understanding”
(Meredith, 2002). Therefore, students and
their families need to have opportunities
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to become aware of and involved in
these new types of communities. Like-
wise, once parents have learned about
the new methods, it is important for
teachers to know the kinds of “new
environments” (Chorgolashvili &
Salukvadze, 2002) that families, in turn,
have (or have not) created at home.

The ways that teachers communicate
with families can affect parents’ re-
sponses as well as the level of respect
they hold for teachers. When teachers try
to connect with parents by transmitting
information only about the school pro-
gram and about tasks that they would
like parents to perform to support the
school, not all parents respond. Some
teachers assume that a lack of response
means that the parents do not care about
either the school or their children’s
learning—that they are too busy or too
caught up in their own problems to focus
on these things. However, research
findings contradict this negative view of
parents. Most parents, regardless of
educational level, class, or ethnicity,
believe that involvement in their chil-
dren’s education will help their children.
Furthermore, most parents recognize the
importance of a positive home learning
environment (Auerbach, 1995).

What, then, keeps teachers from
establishing productive ties with fami-
lies? In some parts of the world, one
factor may be a tradition of formalized
separation between home and school.
Another may be teachers’ lack of knowl-
edge, experience, or professional devel-
opment about how and why to connect
with families (Jennings, 1990). In the
latter case, teacher-preparation institu-
tions, and schools themselves, can offer
teachers help in reaching all families.

“

© 2004 International Reading Association (pp. 20–26)



What’s New?

THINKING CLASSROOM  VOLUME 5  NUMBER 2  APRIL 2004  21

Communication and collaboration are
the heart of strong family-school pro-
grams. In fact, Joyce Epstein (1998), one
of the most well-known researchers in
parent involvement, claims that the
single most important factor in building
collaboration is the teacher’s approach to
parent involvement, regardless of the
education, marital status, or workplace
of parents. Compton-Lilly and Comber
(2003) add that all parents have a range
of experiences that can contribute to
their children’s learning. When two-way
communication (home to school and
school to home) is established and
welcomed by teachers, students begin to
realize that what they do at home has
value for their learning at school
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). Collaboration
also ensures that both educators and
parents share ownership in children’s
education (Epstein, 1998). The responsi-
bility for making the first move toward
cooperation lies with the educator.

“School has always been an initiator of
change and should take the lead in
school/family cooperation. The goal of
parent–teacher cooperation should be
to bring up healthy, wise, and good peo-
ple…. Teachers should not wait for the
parents to take the first steps; parents
are expecting the inspiration to come
from the teachers.”

Luba, mathematics teacher

Where, then, should educators begin?
Because communication is the founda-
tion of most partnerships, building
effective methods for exchanging infor-
mation is a good place to start. The
purpose of this article is to describe some
communication practices that are effec-
tive in building cooperation with fami-
lies. These efforts may result in parents’
becoming a major part of the community
of thought and understanding initiated
by the school.
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One of the easiest and most powerful

forms of communication is the positive or
informative note sent home by the
teacher (Berger, 1999). While in the past
teachers may have sent notes home

telling parents what their children
needed to be doing, or what they were
doing wrong, a positive note tells the
parent about something the child has
accomplished. The accomplishments
may vary, from completing an expected
task for the first time, to going beyond
expectations.

“My son brings home mostly negative
notes from his teachers, when he for-
gets an assignment or when he misbe-
haves. In elementary school, he some-
times brought home a positive note, and
even if it was very brief, something like
‘Great artwork!’—he felt proud. I think
teachers should apply positive reinforce-
ment more often than negative. Posi-
tive notes are much more motivating.”

Viktoria, mother of a 13-year-old son

A positive note is easy to write because
it is brief and informal. It can be power-
ful for two reasons: 1) It reinforces a
student’s positive behavior; and 2) It
informs the parent about a school expec-
tation and how the child is meeting that
expectation. Many parents who have
previously read or heard only criticism of
their children are pleasantly surprised to
hear about something they can celebrate
with their child. Parents are typically
quite pleased to receive this type of
correspondence. They are grateful that
the teacher is taking a personal interest
in their child and can see the child’s
positive attributes. These informal notes
often help establish trust between parents
and teachers.

Some examples of notes written by
teachers can serve as models. One
teacher wrote, “Let’s celebrate! Janis has
finished his ethics homework five days in
a row!” Another teacher remarked, “After
reading the text, ‘The Human Heart,’ Eva
led her group in creating a drawing of
the heart and explaining its functions to
the class. Everyone learned a lot!” Yet
another teacher wrote, “In the paper that
Nicu wrote about the castle, he included
a number of facts that he learned by
doing research on the Internet, including
the various attitudes toward restoring the
castle. As a part of his report, he and
three classmates engaged in a debate
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about the restoration, providing the class
with a very good example of listening to
others and respecting their views. Well
done, Nicu!”

“I communicate regularly with parents
about life in our class. I write 3-4 letters
in a school year. I write about what we
do, what we plan to do in the future, as
well as about our problems. The parents’
responses are positive—many of them
have said that they liked the letters.”

Anna, English and mathematics teacher

Many teachers (or teams of teachers)
try to reach the parents of all their
students with this type of informal com-
munication during the first month of
school, in order to establish a positive
tone for the year. Some administrators
even require such communication. Often
parents will write back, thus initiating
two-way conversations about the stu-
dents’ progress and the curriculum.
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 “Open house helps me visualize the

setting in which my children spend their
day…. This is an awesome way for
families to make connections with staff,
teachers, parents, and other students.”
(Camilla, mother of two students)

As this mother indicates, another
practice that can create positive connec-
tions between the school and families is
the school open house. Open houses are
informal events that are typically sched-
uled after school or in the evening within
the first months of school. All families
receive a simple written invitation to take
a self-directed tour of the school and
meet the directors, teachers, and other
families. Parents with students in the
upper grades are sometimes invited to
experience the students’ exact schedules
in abbreviated form. In each class they
sit where their child sits and the teacher
briefly explains what happens in that
subject, or leads the parents in an inter-
esting activity related to the subject
matter.

It is important that schools provide a
welcoming environment for the open
house and, thus, establish a positive
association for parents with the school.
The open house serves to communicate

to parents that the school promotes
their involvement in their child’s
education.

Parents may be included in the
planning of the open house and may
act as hosts to welcome families as they
arrive. Bilingual hosts are especially
valuable when the school includes
speakers of various languages. To give
all families an opportunity to partici-
pate, some schools schedule open
houses at two or three different times so
families may choose the time that best
fits their schedules. When relations
between families and schools are
poorly developed, it may be helpful for
the teacher or other parents to make
personal contact with families to
encourage them to come. While this
may seem like a lot of additional work
for teachers, many teachers believe
that the relationships that develop are
worth the effort.

Dye (1989) points out that students
benefit when “adult-child language
interactions at school…successfully build
upon the child’s existing knowledge and
experience” (p. 21). Teachers may invite
parents to share what they feel is impor-
tant in their children’s education by
means of a survey made available
during the open house. Such a survey
can also provide information about
learning activities that the parents are
doing with their children at home. Listed
below are four basic questions that can
be adapted for use in a survey about
learning activities at home:

1. What learning activities do you cur-
rently do at home?

2. What would you like to do?
3. How may we help?
4. What types of activities are not possi-

ble for you?

Teachers may also decide to hold open
class during a week of school. Parents
are invited to visit their students’ class-
rooms at any time during that week.
The parents observe and participate if
they wish. Many parents believe they
learn a great deal during these visits
about how to interact with their children
at home so as to move them forward in
their learning. Teachers may also gain
insight into how certain parents interact
with their children, and how students
learn at home.
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“I started ‘Open Class Week’ five years
ago. Since then, I have been inviting
parents to visit our class twice a year….
Parents can see their children’s progress
and compare their child with his or her
classmates. The parents are invited not
just to observe; they can also partici-
pate, helping children with writing or
reading.”

Maria, elementary teacher
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“If parent–teacher contact is to be

informative, it must be open-ended,
flexible, reciprocal, responsive to topics of
individual interest, mutually constructed,
and richly contextualized” (Snow, 1999,
p. xiv). The parent–teacher conference is
an opportunity for teachers and parents
to have a conversation about the stu-
dent’s progress. Often schools schedule
two or three parent–teacher conferences
during the school year. These conferences
can and should be much more than just
the teacher telling the parent how the
child is performing academically.

One of the primary goals of the confer-
ence is to build a trusting relationship
between the teacher and the parent(s).
“Many parents come to school, to a
teacher, with some previous experiences. If
these have been negative, then it is up to
a teacher to win the parents over… be-
cause both parties want the same thing: to
prepare children for life in the best possi-
ble way.” (Katarina, first-grade teacher)

“A teacher will not win parents over by
talking only about negatives. If the first
meeting parents have with a teacher is
pleasant and interesting, it will open
the door to good teacher–parent co-
operation.”

Katarina, first-grade teacher

In light of research suggesting that
teachers talk no more than 50% of the
time during conferences (Berger, 1999),
teachers should engage parents in con-
versation as equal partners. An agenda
can be sent to parents at least two weeks
ahead of time, listing topics the teacher
will cover. The agenda can also provide a
list of questions that the parents might

consider asking, such as: Is my child
giving his best effort? What can I do to
help my child? Is she being challenged
enough? (Stanton, 1996). A tear-off
portion on which parents can write
questions and topics they would like to
cover during the conference could be
included. Sending the agenda at least
two weeks in advance allows time for the
teacher to follow up with a note or call to
encourage participation, and gives
parents time to think about and send
their questions.

A variation of the parent–teacher
conference is the “planning conference.”
Early in the school year, parents and
teachers (and sometimes students) col-
laborate to set goals for the student. To
prepare for a planning conference, the
teacher assesses the student’s strengths
and needs and assembles samples of the
student’s work. At the conference, parents
are invited to share their goals for their
children, and teachers share the data
and anecdotes they have gathered.
Discussion focuses on how these goals
could best be met within both school and
home contexts, further enhancing the
home-school learning connection.

Chrispeels (1988) offers important
considerations for a successful conference
experience:

1. If parents live separately, be sure both
receive information and clarify who
will be attending the conference.

2. The school should arrange for
childcare so parents can attend the
conference without distractions. Hav-
ing a comfortable place where parents
can wait adds a welcoming touch.
While parents are waiting, ask them to
fill out a questionnaire about their
satisfaction with school programs.

3. If needed, arrange for a translator and
let parents know a translator will be
available.

4. Negotiate the best times with parents
who have several students at the
school or who have conflicting work
schedules (p. 85).

Parents should be invited to evaluate
the conference. Sometimes teachers fear
that this will elicit criticism; however,
teachers who want to establish positive
connections with all families welcome
feedback and respond positively to
suggestions.
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“Traditional parents’ meetings, which
give a parent only brief information
about a child’s marks and behavior, do
not serve to encourage the family-school
cooperation we are seeking today. So I
decided to organize parent meetings
differently. I surveyed parents to see
whether they were interested in spending
time in the classroom with me and the
children. When they responded posi-
tively, I started preparing the meeting.”
(Magda, elementary teacher)

Educators cannot take for granted
what parents may or may not know
about learning (McCaleb, 1994; Nistler
& Maiers, 2000). Besides telling parents
that their involvement is important,
teachers can suggest what parents
might do to be involved. For example,
many educators encourage parents to
read to their children, take them to the
library, or supervise their homework.
However, parents need more than just
encouragement. Many parents want to
know how best to work with their
children, and they want to be able to
give input to the teachers. From her
research with thousands of parents all
over the world, Joyce Epstein (1998)
concluded that almost all parents have
concern for their children’s academic
success and would like assistance in
knowing how to help. Maiers (2001)
came to similar conclusions:

Parental participation in learning
activities with their children can change
the nature of interactions adults have
with their child and serve as a catalyst
for a variety of learning opportunities.
Based on the model that learning is
social and interactive, the workshop
approach is an effective way to continue
your pathway toward partnership with
families (p. 120).

Family workshops may vary in topic
and purpose, but the goals are always to
validate the expertise parents already
have about their own children, to add to
that expertise, and to support them in
using that expertise to help their children
learn. Workshops provide an environ-
ment in which parents and teachers
(and, sometimes, the students) think
together. They can explore learning
opportunities, engage in discussions, and
think critically together about school and
community issues. “We meet to partici-
pate in some structured activities, which
help us all to get along better, and help
us to solve problems at school, at home,
and in everyday life.” (Martina, math-
ematics teacher)

Parents can benefit from active
participation in the workshops in the
same way that students benefit from
learning by doing. We have found that
the ERR framework (Steele & Meredith,
1995) can serve as a template for suc-
cessful, dynamic family workshops. This
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framework comprises three phases of
learning: Evocation—introduction,
thinking, discussion about the topic,
and personal goal setting; Realization
of meaning—involvement of the partici-
pants in the study of the content; and
Reflection—making meaning and
personal connections.

Family workshops are most relevant
when they involve topics that parents
consider important, topics based on their
needs and concerns (Delgado-Gaitan,
1991). The parents may be invited to
select topics, or the workshop organizers
can identify important topics mentioned
in the parent surveys. Usually the organ-
izers can find a nucleus of parents who
are interested in helping with the plan-
ning, advertising, and delivery of the
workshop. If most of the children in the
school live nearby, parents can use
existing networks in the community to
reach parents who do not commonly
connect with the school. Consequently, a
secondary outcome of family workshops
is the opportunity for parents to
strengthen and negotiate community
networks. Many teachers have found
that as workshops continue, relationships
flourish. Another idea for reaching
reluctant participants is to offer work-
shops in locations outside the school,
such as clubs, or to couple workshops
with other school events.

In order for parents to benefit from a
workshop, they must be actively en-
gaged. One way to help parents feel
comfortable enough to participate ac-
tively is to begin each workshop with an
icebreaker, such as those described by
Melvin (2001) in an earlier Thinking
Classroom issue, or compiled by Steele at
http://www.kimskorner4teachertalk.com/
classmanagement/icebreakers.html.
Icebreakers help build familiarity and
encourage the parents to want to work
collaboratively.

Although workshop topics are best
supplied by parents, it sometimes helps
to have some suggestions to get started.
As an introductory workshop, parents
could participate in a brief, yet engaging,
lesson designed to introduce interactive
teaching methods. For example, parents
and students could read a short, interest-
ing, and provocative text, and then
engage in making predictions and dis-
cussing their perspectives.

“I liked this workshop much more than
our previous meetings, because we
could talk more. Everybody could ex-
press his or her opinion, and we learned
more about each other.”

Iveta, sixth-grade student

“Meetings like this should be organized
more often. They contribute to the im-
provement of parent–child relations. I
personally benefited greatly from hear-
ing the opinions of other parents, teach-
ers, and students.”

Jozef, father

After the lesson, they might be asked
to think about how they felt as learners
during these activities. They could brain-
storm about how they might apply
interactive techniques at home or make
connections with learning activities
already occurring in their homes.

Family education efforts, particularly
with parents of varied cultures or linguis-
tic backgrounds, can take many forms.
Some involve the creation and sharing of
family scrapbooks, the writing or collect-
ing of family stories, or the opportunity
for family members to practice reading
youth and/or adult texts to improve their
own reading skills and knowledge (e.g.,
Akroyd, 1995; Handel, 1999; McCaleb,
1994).

Just as there is no recipe for the perfect
family participation program, there are
no set rules for creating family work-
shops. The format of a family workshop
depends on the concerns and desires of
those involved. Using surveys and listen-
ing to what parents and other adults in
families say can provide information
about what families want from schools.


���������
More than ever before, societies today

need help from schools in preparing
students for tomorrow’s challenges.
Schools introducing a culture of teaching
that focuses on the thinking processes of
students need to be supported by their
communities. Through participation and
collaboration, families can become part
of a thinking community. In order to
initiate and build such collaboration, it is
important that educators share ideas for
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positive and effective partnerships be-
tween home and school. With an empha-
sis on the value of two-way communica-
tion and congruence between home and
school learning (Paratore, 2003), we
have described four school practices that
can increase family involvement: infor-
mal messages, the open house, parent-
teacher conferences, and parent educa-
tion workshops. It is our hope that the
ideas presented here will stimulate
teachers to meet the growing need for
successful partnerships between families
and schools.
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