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Reaching Out, not Leaving Out
By Selena M. Melvin

Lynn completes her checklist and looks around her classroom to ensure
she has everything ready for Open House. She feels anxious because
she is a first-year teacher and this is her first opportunity to meet her
students’ parents face-to-face.

She takes out her stack of multicolored 4- by 6- inch index cards and
markers, which parents will use to write encouraging letters to their
children. These cards will later be laminated and given to the student
to use as bookmarks throughout the year.

Just as Lynn double checks to see if she has the material for the
classroom scavenger hunt, where she asks parents to find such things
as their child’s work on her bulletin board and messages from their
children, there comes a knock at the door.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Hall. | came to see if you needed any help, but it
appears you have everything under control. Your room looks
fabulous!” exclaims Mrs. Patton, a veteran teacher and Lynn’s mentor.

“Hi, Mrs. Patton. I'm fine. But I'm a little nervous about meeting my
students’ parents for the first time,” Lynn confesses.

“Aw, you'll be fine. Besides, | hope you didn’t worry yourself too much
because the turnout won't be that great. It never is,” Mrs. Patton
responds.

Lynn listens as her mentor complains about the lack of parental
involvement at their school and all the reasons why parents are not
involved. But Lynn feels conflicted. She lives in the neighborhood and
knows that for many parents the story is more complex.

At the close of Open House, Lynn sits at her desk reflecting on
the evening’s event. She keeps a journal of her first -ear teaching
experience. She writes:

It's a fact.

The way a family defines support
and interest is through their own
perspective. Many times the school’s
perspective and definitions of family
involvement in school are not the
same as those of the families.

5 ways to connect

e Welcome family members to
school

e Meet with parents at locations
away from the school campus

e Continue to contact parents on a
regular basis

e Make use of all communication
channels (telephone, email,
radio and television
announcement, and community
bulletin boards, etc.)

e Take time to talk to parents
about what they believe

6 questions to ask

parents
1. Which languages are spoken at
home?

2. What are the family’s cultural
practices and traditions?

3. What are parents’ previous
experiences with schools,
schooling, teachers, etc.?

4. What are parents’ hobbies, skills,
interests, and talents?

5. Do parents have scheduling
issues, transportation needs,
etc.?

6. What are parents’ working
hours?



Many of my colleagues share common misconceptions about parental
involvement. Here are a few and how | plan to address them:

1. Parents do care about their child's education! Some parents do not
visit schools because they may feel intimidated by teachers,
whom they view as authority figures. Others may be working
several jobs. While others may be reluctant to visit the school just
to hear — yet again — that their child is troubled or failing. |
plan to...

a. Make phone calls to invite families to participate in special
events, meetings, or other activities. Ask them whether there
is something the school or | can provide, such as transportation,
a translator, or childcare, to enable them to attend.

b. Send an email or letter out to those parents as an invitation, a
reminder, and later a “thank you” for attending school events.
Dialogue — in whatever form — between parents and teachers
is critical.

2. Parents who struggle financially can be involved in other ways that
do not involve money or a great deal of time. | plan to...

a. Harness the talents and energies of parents. Invite them to
host field trips at their worksites, or to speak at workshops and
other events. Empower them to be involved in making this their
child’s best year of learning.

b. Invite parents to celebrate their child’s accomplishments at
a potluck breakfast or lunch. Be sure to schedule these
activities during times that are convenient to parents’
schedules.

3. All parents do not have the same goals for their children. | plan
to...

a. Ask parents to fill out a questionnaire that uncovers areas in
which they would like to see their children improve, special
things teachers should know about their child, what they
consider their child’s best characteristics, and their goals for
their child.

Like students, parents do not care about what you know until they
know you care.

Selena M. Melvin is the Director of Training at EduGuide. She taught middle
and high school classes across the country for over ten years before moving to
Michigan to pursue her PhD in Educational Administration.
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GREAT LAKES

7 tips for successful
parent meetings

¢ Include a demonstration by
teachers or students’ work at
the meeting

e Provide transportation for
parents that could not attend
otherwise

e Provide childcare — “No
place to leave the children” is
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