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Objectives

Focus Question: How might classroom management concepts about building family-school relationships translate into a framework that addresses the perceptions, supports the priorities and validates the perspectives of parents/guardians of color?

This research project is principally intended to increase understanding of how to meet the needs and successfully partner with the families of diverse urban learners. Project design includes a secondary emphasis of inquiry connected to culture.  Ancillary Question: Do cultural or ethnic background differences between teacher and family have the effect of highlighting or intensifying particular classroom management issues?

Research and interview materials were manipulated in order to compare established theories about classroom management – as outlined in Middle and Secondary Classroom Management – with the actual experiences of two parents. Themes and patterns in the findings were analyzed and organized into the core concepts and guiding principles of a culturally relevant framework, specific to families of color. This report has been ordered into three main sections: overview of approach and parent research partners; data and analysis; project findings and consequent framework.


Overview

In Middle and Secondary Classroom Management, Weinstein and Novodvorsky point to four “Benefits of Working Closely with Families,” specified as:
• Knowing about a student’s home situation provides insight into the student’s classroom behavior. 
• When families understand what you are trying to achieve, they can provide valuable support and assistance. 
• Families can help to develop and implement strategies for changing behavior. 
• Parent volunteers can provide assistance in the classroom and school (2011).

Accordingly, interview questions for this project were fashioned to fit into four areas: caring, academic partnering, discipline sharing, and volunteering. A fifth area of questioning was arranged to illicit information about cultural matters. The two parent research partners were each interviewed, in person and telephonically, on two separate occasions. I assured the respondents I would not be using their actual names or the names of their children – thus, partners are identified in this report as Mrs. Miller and Ms. Baker. Both research partners are urban, female, parents of color. Both were quite eager to speak with me on issues of teacher-parent communication and readily shared their public education expectations and experiences.

Parent Research Partners: 
Mrs. Miller is the married mother of high school junior, John. She self-identifies as a proud Mexican American whose family has been in Minnesota for many generations. She and her husband have always tried to be active and involved in their son’s schooling. Mrs. Miller thinks school is very, very important. John has had some educational difficulties over the years. He has changed schools several times. John is now attending an alternative high school in Minneapolis called, “Watershed Academy.” Overall, Mrs. Miller does not have a positive view of her son’s educational experience. General expectations have not been met by teachers, and there have been many frustrations and barriers along the way. While telephone, email, personal meetings and other methods of communicating with teachers were available, these methods were seldom used. When there was communication, it usually occurred through telephone – and at Mrs. Miller’s initiation. Formal parent-teacher conferences are not productive. There are only ten-minute blocks of time available. The conferences are rarely a comfortable or rewarding use of time.

Ms. Baker is an African American single mom to her son, Ritchie. Ritchie is a senior at “Academy Charter School,” located in Pittsburgh, PA. He is currently experiencing difficulties with his final graduation project. Ms. Baker holds schooling to be of the utmost importance. She is disappointed by the performance of the schools that have been a part of Ritchie’s educational career. It has been a struggle, an “uphill battle,” that Ms. Baker says she is tired of fighting.  Basic methods of communicating with teachers include telephone, email and personal meetings.  Parent-teacher conferences are dreaded as times when she will have to just sit and listen to bad news, but she has never missed a single conference.



Data and Analysis

Perceptions
Mrs. Miller feels parents should be involved at school. She has regularly attended conferences, made herself available, and arranged meetings with school staff. Mr. Miller also participated in John’s education, to a somewhat lesser degree. He has attended some parent-teacher conferences and met with teachers at times. Mr. Miller serves on the school’s financial committee as a way to show his son he is involved and interested. Mrs. Miller says the best teacher-parent communication device is the Net. There is a website available to track John’s work. It is a very useful system for the family. The parents get a great deal of helpful and clarifying information about John’s progress from the convenient website.

Ms. Baker believes a parent should be actively engaged in his or her child’s education. She has always made a point to stay as in touch as possible with Ritchie’s teachers. She has not found teachers to be particularly receptive to her. She has not been invited and welcomed as a partner at school. Ms. Baker identifies “EdLine,” a website for tracking her son’s schoolwork, to be extremely valuable. However, she is almost overwhelmed with the information. She also has difficulty sorting between what Ritchie says is true – but not yet updated on the site – and what are truly missing assignments that she needs to be concerned with.

Priorities 
Mrs. Miller views responsibility sharing, between school and family, to be a “fifty-fifty proposition.” She says the parent and the teacher are equally accountable. While she acknowledges that teachers have many different students to care for and that her son has presented them with more than his share of challenges – Mrs. Miller does not see that teachers have tried to work as partners. As a parent who is concerned and connected, Mrs. Miller is confident in saying the schools have not made it inviting or easy for her to do a good job as a parent. Specifically, she is not warned about problems in a timely manner. She is convinced that most of her son’s academic and behavioral problems could have been avoided with early notification. Mrs. Miller does not want to be seen as a pest. She expects that a teacher or school staff member is responsible to make her aware of small problems before they grow into big problems. She can cite several instances where her son was actually done a disservice by school workers, including an occasion when John was mistakenly expelled for truancy due to a clerical error. Mrs. Miller’s top suggestion for increasing her involvement would be to have quick meetings or unstructured visits during the day. She would welcome an opportunity to volunteer her time or services if things were scheduled in advance. She feels strongly that most of the parents she knows have a similar outlook about volunteering.

Ms. Baker says that generally, teachers have established lines of communication with her. The biggest issue is timeliness. She would like to get a call or an email immediately – “not when it’s too late to do anything.” Having waited too long to tell her of some specific problems, Ritchie is currently having tremendous difficulties. Due to some very specific and odd circumstances, Ritchie has been accused of sexual harassment in an event that involved “digging through a trash can” at school. There are also ongoing problems with Facebook postings. Ms. Baker would like the school to have dealt with some of these things in a timelier manner. In general, Ms. Baker expects teachers to keep her very informed. While appreciating that educators have a difficult job, she feels teachers could do more to keep parents aware of individual behavior matters. She would appreciate opportunities to increase her participation at school. Ms. Baker does not know if other parents are eager to get involved. In her experience, parents are not contacted by teachers unless there is a problem with the student. Ms. Baker assumes most parents would respond positively to an instructor’s invitation to volunteer and connect at school.

Cultural Perspectives
Mrs. Miller generally feels comfortable interacting with educators and is not intimidated or threatened by the environment of educational institutions.  She does not feel that her particular culture is well represented or included in the school environment and curriculum. Mrs. Miller has had some negative experiences with teachers who have prejudged her child. Earlier in John’s school career, she feels that culture and ethnicity may have played a part in some negative experiences, but does not presently see racism, bigotry or cultural bias as a factor affecting her son’s education. She would appreciate a more culturally inclusive school atmosphere.

Ms. Baker does not like the way many school teachers have dealt with her son “as a young Black male.” Ms. Baker says Ritchie’s particular social and cultural needs have rarely been addressed, let alone fully met by his instructors. Ms. Baker believes the schools, including Ritchie’s current high school, have not been able to “deal with him” culturally. In her experience, some teachers have “made projections about him as a Black male.” Ms. Baker is not uncomfortable or intimidated by the atmosphere of her son’s schools, however, her cultural background and values have not been explicitly incorporated into the environment or curriculum of schools. Ms. Baker offers that Ritchie’s current school seems to try “more than most have.” A more culturally inclusive atmosphere would be very helpful in increasing her comfort level.

Findings and Framework

Compare/Contrast Family Experiences
Both parent research partners were specifically asked, “Were there attempts by teachers to understand your home situation in order to gain insight into your child’s classroom behavior?”
Mrs. Miller responded, “Rarely.” She said teachers do not seem genuinely interested in John’s family or personal life.  Ms. Baker reports that there have been some attempts from time to time. “I had to reach out,” she says, “but sometimes they reached back.” One teacher came to one of [Ritchie’s] Hip-Hop contests and showed interest in him as a person.” Both respondents are convinced that attempts to reach out and appreciate the home situation would have been extremely helpful. Both repeatedly mention that they realize teachers are over-worked. The respondents are quick to say they understand instructors have many children to care for.

Asked about attempts to involve the parent in reaching academic goals, Mrs. Miller could not recall any such attempts. On the limited occasions when there was contact about schoolwork, Mrs. Miller had to initiate the conversations. Ms. Baker has not been asked or invited to partner in academic endeavors with her son’s instructors.  Respondents agree that the class website is a great help for communicating academic progress.

Both Mrs. Miller and Ms. Baker quickly and emphatically responded “no” to the question: “Have you been involved with developing and/or implementing strategies for addressing student social development and emotional - behavioral issues?” Both offer that they have had to take the lead in addressing behavior problems and act as advocates.

Both research respondents would appreciate opportunities for parent education. “I would like more ways to be involved that would help teachers do their job,” said Mrs. Miller. Ms. Baker would like some assistance with parent education. She would also like guidance on ways to improve her interaction with teachers. Both respondents would be willing to act as volunteers. Despite professional obligations, both feel they could schedule time to meet or volunteer during the school day.

As an overall grade – in terms of providing opportunities to actively partner with teachers for student success – Mrs. Miller gives the public schools a grade of “D – poor job.” Ms. Baker awards the schools a “C – average job.”

Findings

In Middle and Secondary Classroom Management, Weinstein and Novodvorsky tell us, “family involvement can be key” to a young person’s success at school. They also note that “extending specific invitations to participate has been shown to have a powerful impact on family involvement” in schooling (2011). Both Mrs. Miller and Ms. Baker would agree that such invitations would be very welcomed and extremely beneficial. While appreciating that teachers are busy, a system of early warning is seen as a useful way to prevent problems. This report’s findings comport with Weinstein and Novodvorsky’s statements on the importance of recognizing the needs of “families whose cultural backgrounds differ from that of most teachers.” While I cannot – based on such a small sampling – broadly conclude that cultural or ethnic background differences between teacher and family have the effect of highlighting or intensifying particular classroom management issues – both respondents in my research shared the perception that cultural differences had a negative effect, primarily in the area of academic achievement. Both research partners felt that the academic abilities of their children had at times been incorrectly assessed by instructors based on cultural assumptions. I can certainly say that a more culturally conscious, culturally responsive school environment would be welcomed by Mrs. Miller and Ms. Baker, and would likely be advantageous to building relationships with the caretakers of learners from any cultural or social background. Research findings also correspond with all four components of Weinstein and Novodvorsky’s proposed “Benefits of Working Closely with Families” – here identified as caring, academic partnering, discipline sharing, and volunteering. While obviously very limited in scope, reflection on this parent interview project leads me to the beginnings of an extremely important and useful culturally relevant framework for partnering with the families of diverse urban learners.




Culturally Relevant Framework for
Building Family-Teacher Relationships

	
	
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
	Share fully in the academic targets and goals. Allow caregivers to take responsibility for raising student achievement. Directly involve parents/guardians in projects. 

Use a consistently updated website for tracking academic progress.

	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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