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TOWARD A CULTURALLY RELEVANT FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE
FAMILY-TEACHER TERM CONFERENCES IN DIVERSE URBAN SCHOOLS

Focus Point
Collaboration, Ethics and Relationships

Guiding Questions:
How can urban schools best connect the classroom to the multicultural community? In what negative ways might the community’s various ethnic, linguistic and cultural social groups perceive the education system, the school environment or the family-teacher dynamic?  How has this school accounted for these cultural concerns during fall, family-teacher term conferences? 

What are the core components of a framework for effective and efficiently run family-teacher conferences that support diverse learners and their families?
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Family – Teacher Diversity Disparity
Attendance at a Monday morning teaching staff meeting at an urban school.

Observing the meeting from the middle of the room, I am face to face with the fact that – while two of the school’s instructors are bilingual and have a Latino background and one Asian American female teaches a Grade 8 language course – other than that, the teaching staff is all-White.  The following graph is based on the school’s 2012 statistics.


Of the 50-plus teachers in attendance, not one was African American. I was the only Black person in the entire place. I am reminded of my grandmother who used to laugh about “the fly in the buttermilk.” Of course, things drastically changed once the school’s 500 students poured into the place. Children of color and other non-White students are fully 75% of the learner population. 

I do not yet know what steps have been taken by the institution to cultivate some measure of diversity in the staff and bring cultural balance to the building.  A cultural inquiry is in order. I do know that whatever has been tried – has failed.

If the diversity of the school’s instructors matched the diversity of the instructed, the self-identified ethnic background of the teaching staff would look like this:


Of the 50 teachers -- we would find that 22 are African American, 
9 or 10 Latino, 4 Asian American, 3 American Indian and about 12 White.

Researcher, Lisa Delpit -- quoting a Native Alaskan educator -- popularized the phrase -- “In order to teach you, I must know you.” Knowing urban learners requires having a deep appreciation and understanding of the social and cultural contexts that shape students’ prior learning, social interactions, and ability to achieve.  

Urban learners bring a set of cultural understandings, perspectives, and expectations with them to school. What do they find when they get there? 

What do they see? What do they feel? Does it comport with their understandings? Do they find themselves? Do they think the school knows who they are? Is there a real commitment to inclusion and diversity? Or do they find that multiculturalism is just a pasted-on afterthought?

A sign on the school’s front door saying “welcome” in five different languages, hallway posters promoting diversity, and a community quilt hanging in the main office -- all beg the question: If the school thinks diversity is so great, why are all the teachers White?  

Culture is not a secondary concern for a school. It must be central to a school’s considerations because culture is central to learning. We make sense of the world through our diverse cultural experiences. 

In The Classroom Mosaic: Culture and Learning, Linda Darling-Hammond speaks to five specific domains directly influenced by culture. She notes: “Culture shapes how we communicate, what we do in our work and play, how we interact with one another, what customs we follow, and how we view the world.” The ways students learn – and learn to learn – are connected to these cultural contexts and cannot be separated. 

I cannot speak for every African American. I can only speak for myself. But, I can speak to my experience as a Black man with a specific cultural community background who graduated from an urban public school. I say this: you cannot teach me if you do not know me, and you do not know me. If you knew me, you would have some teachers of color – some teachers that look like me and talk like me and think like me.

Dr. Letitia Fickel, from the Social and Cultural Studies in Education Department at New Zealand’s University of Canterbury, asserts: “Knowledge is socially-constructed and therefore all knowledge is a reflection of the culture in which it was developed. Knowledge is not neutral. It is value-laden and reflects specific beliefs and worldviews.”

The call for a diverse teaching community is not a matter of cosmetic, employment tokenism, or even a matter of supplying diverse learners with diverse academic role-models. It is a matter of academic integrity and educational advancement.  Having an all-White teaching staff means that -- despite posters and lofty rhetoric -- the diverse cultural knowledge of most of an urban school’s community has been locked out of the building. 
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Culturally Relevant Framework for Effective
Family-Teacher Term Conferences in Diverse Urban Schools


Focus Question: How does my practical experience and academic research about building family-school relationships translate into a framework that addresses the perceptions, supports the priorities and validates the perspectives of diverse urban families?



	
	
Core Theme
	
Research Marker
	
Core Applications

	1.
	Caring 
	Knowing about a student’s home situation provides insight into the student’s classroom behavior
	Be more flexible and understanding about the underlying cause of misbehavior. 
Enforce rules but make the punishment fit the crime.

	2.
	Academics
	When families understand what teachers are trying to achieve, they can provide valuable support and assistance
	Arrange to have up-to-date grades recorded.Don’t be caught saying one thing when the school website says another.

	3.
	Development 
Discipline
	Families can help to develop and implement strategies for changing behavior
	Institute an “early warning system” for discipline issues and provide timely feedback about behavior.

Create opportunities for youth of color to form a positive and healthy social identity. 

	4.
	Volunteering -Contact
	Parent volunteers can provide assistance in the classroom and school
	Extend specific invitations for volunteering at school. Provide specific opportunities for family interaction. 

Make term conferences a very positive and prompt meeting and provide pathways to conference further.

	5.
	Culture
	Managing today’s diverse classrooms requires the knowledge, skills, and predispositions to work with students from diverse racial, ethnic, language, and social class backgrounds
	Never prejudge or stereotype a learner’s ability to succeed.

Create a culturally inclusive environment where each family’s cultural identity is considered.
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