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ABSTRACT

There 1< high agreement that school and tanuly relationships are important
tor schoobs, children, and tanuhies. However the term "parent-schoel
collaboration” s a relatively recent one m education, retlecting a general ~ocietal
trend towards increased participation of parenis i the educational devision -
maning process. The purpose of this rescaich was to study how people cusrently
deseribe and understand the concept of parent-school collaboration. The study
tocused on the perceptions of parents and educators of elementarny school chiidren
tages 5-11).

In-depth intenvrew s were conducted swith five participants: a school
principal. a school counsetlor, a tcacher. and two parenis. Transcrptions of the
iterviews were broken down into micaning umits, which were then paraphiased
and categorized mnto desertptis ¢ umits, and finally a higher order clusterig o
themes waus carried out. The unalvses were individually venfred swith cach
participant.

Nine themes emerged. Two of these themes were pelated 1o the
importance of pareni-school colluboration cehifdren hive in the two workds of
home and school, and changes i society); the other seven themes comresponded
to mportant characteristies ol parent-school collaboration (communscation,
rust openness honesty. posttive canng attritudes, personal connections, berng
cquals, power’'conthict, and school-wide commitment). Issues surrounding these
themes and suggesuons tor implementing parent-school collaboraton arc

discussed. Suggesuons follow for future reseurch i the arca.
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BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

Qverview to e Stydy

[he purpose of this investigation was to study how a school principal. a
scbool counsallor, a teacher, and two parents describe and understand the concept
of purent-school collaberation. All of the participants, from a Catholic school in a
suburb ot a major city in Alberta, participated in tace-to-face, in-depth interviews
with the researcher. The panticipants’ stories, and the interpretations ot their
thoughts, form the basis ot this thesis,

The main purpose of the study was to understand how euch of the
participants in the study view parent-school collaboration. how it does or does not
come about, and what kinds of things can be done to promote meaningful
collaboration between parents and schools.

i have deliberately chosen to talk about parent-school rather than
school-famiiy colluboration. Children are clearly the focus of, and the reason
tor, the retationship between the school and the home: however, since 1 think of
children as inhabiting the two worlds of family and scheol, it is mv intention to
focus this rescarch on the adults (e, parents and educators), and the nature of
therr relationships. This analysis focuses on parents and educators of elementary
school children (ages S-1D. since these beginning stages seem most importani in
shaping the perspectives of parents in the vears that follow (Lightfoot, 1978).
Furthermore, children of this age have a greater dependence on the adults around

them than do children in secondary schools.



Generg! Backeroynd on Parent-School Colluboration

There s high agreement that school and tanuiy coniections are mportant
for schools, chifdren, and families (Epstein, 19920 Henderson, 1987 Rach
{LONN) States:

New practices must follow current research. There is i convergence
today of forces and needs aboat fanuc o and schools Teacher . aie
rcaililing more than ever that they muost work i partership with
parents and the community. A growing rescarch base s attining
thz impact of fanulies as cwacators ot their children. (p. 92

Although much has been written about the importance of parents and
schools working well together, unul quite recently, there has been very hittle
research aimed at understanding what parents and educators actualty mean when
they speak about collaboration, and whether coltuborauon has ditferent meammus
for parents than itdoes for educators. Most of the literature on this topic has
consisted of attempts to provide assistance. either o educators on how to “work
with” parents, (e.g., Baskwill, 1989: Hart, 1988 Henderson et al, 1986 or to
parents on how o "work with” the school (Botrie & Wenger, 19920 Thas
literature is largely of a promotional or critical nature, consisting mainly of
descriptions and recommendations. There have also been some surveys that have
been undertaken to determine parent and teacher saustactuon in this area, ont these
are largely of a quantitative nature. There appears o be dinle resciarch on this
subject in which interviewing is an important clement of the methodolopy.

The relationship between schools and parents 1s i factor widely discussed
by cducators and psychologists as important in the etfectiveness of educational
programs tor children. However, as Sarah Lightioot pomts cut in her 1975 book,

Worlds Apart, most studies that have sought o analyze the "interscenons” between

families and schools have looked at how these systems are organized and

constructed. but rot with their relatedness 1o one another. Furthermore, these



studies have not focused on the dynumics of the intersection between families and
schools from the point of view of the various participants (Henderson et
al, 1986). As Lightfoot (1978 explains, researchers have also tended to look at the
yuality of parent-school contact only when they are analyzing the origins of
pathology and deviance in children. My goal is to focus on the points of view of
parents and educators, and to do so in a context that is not necessarily related to

difficulties with individual children.

Purpose of the Studv

In this research, my goal has been to explore the link between what the
lterature implies, and what educators and parents think about the issue under
investigation: parent-school collaboration,

The question I wish to answer is: How do parents, teachers,
counscllors, and principals describe parent-school collaboration? My
goal is to begin to understand how parents and educators describe parent-school
collaboration, and to learn how their views are similar and also how they differ
from one another. The investigation employed semi-structured interviews, and
“grounded-theory ™ techniques of analysis, in order to uncover and describe the
thoughts and beliefs of a principal, a counsellor. a teacher, and two parents
concerning parent-school collaboration.

The opening question for the interviews was: "Tell me about parents and

school working together...”

Origins of the Study

The topie of parent-teacher collaboration is one to which I bring over twenty
vears of experience and retlection, as a parent, a teacher, an elementary school
consultant, a school administrator and provincial (Alberta Education) consultant. In

my carly vears as an elementary teacher (in the early 70'), T quickly realized the



importance of working closely with parents. I sent newsletters home every couple
of weeks, invited parents to come and spend time in the classroom, made home
visits, and asked parents to help me figure out the "best” ways to help the .r children
learn. This approach was not based on any particular professional preparation, but
rather, [ think, on an intuitive sense that parents were also part of my "clientele.”
However, I soon realized that many o1 my teacher-colleagues did not share my
beliefs: they felt that they were not hired to work with parents, that their job was to
teach “children.” Some of my practices as a teacher even got me into difficulty,
since they were often drastically different from what other teachers in my school
were doing.

When I became a primary consultant in 1976, I realized that my experience
was not unusual in many other public schools in Edmonton. Although I met some
teachers who worked closely with parents as I had, I also came into contact with
numerous other teachers who begrudged the time that working with parents 1ok
away from their "real” work of teaching. It also seemed to me that for many
teachers, their sen.e of professionalism was related to having full control over
decision-making within their classroom. They expected parents to support their
decisions, but certainly not gquestion them!

A few years later, having become a parent myself, I experienced many
feelings of frusmration and powerlessness that I believe resulted from not feeling
valued by the school my children attended. [ joined the Parent Advisory Council
(PAC) in an attempt to have a meaningful role in the school, but was disappointed
to find that the major function assigned to the PAC was one of fund-raising for the
school. It seemed to me that parents’ requests to expand that role were met with
defensiveness on the part of teachers and the principal. Like many other parents, |
also found myself wishing for more information about how my ow 11 children were

“really” doing in school. [often felt disappointed after the brief, twice-yearly



“parent-teacher conference,” where the teachers rarely asked me for my ideas about
my children, or asked me for feedback on what I saw happening in their educational
program.

After staying home with my children for a few years, I returned to work
with the provincial Department of Education as an: elementary consultant in 1984,
As the Acting Associate Director ui the Early Childhood Services Branch the
following year, [ was involved with the development of a publication entitled

Bridges 1o Learning: A Guide to Parent Involvement in 1986, and my interest in

finding betier ways for schools and parents to work together continued to grow.

Over the next seven years, I held various jobs with Alberta Education, the
most recent being that of Special Education Consultant in the Edmonton Regional
Office. In that position, I worked on a number of Ministerial Reviews, where
parents who were dissatisfied with their child's educational placement or program
had turned to the Minister of Education for assistance in resolving their dispute with
the school or the school system. As I met with parents and educaiors, I became
increasingly convinced of the importance of schools and parents working together.
It scemed to me that in each of these review cases, the problem could have been
avoided if only parents and schools could have seen each other as "collaborators”
rather than adversaries in planning and implementing the child's education.

When I left my position with Alberta Education to return to graduate studies
in counselling psychology, I thought a lot about how to "bring together” my
professional and personal experiences to my area of research. Because of my
strong interest in the field of interpersonal relationships, it seemed natural that I find
a way of researching the relationships between parents and schools from a

counsclling perspective.



Sienifi f the Stud

The topic of parent-school collaborition is a relatively recent concept (in
terms of parents and educaiors working as "partners™). Ther= is very little research
that investigates what principals, counsellors, teachers, and parents really mean
when they talk about parent-school (or home-school) collaboration. | believe that
one of our first steps should be to truly understand what we are talking about, and
make sure that we are in fact talking about the same thing. We also need to
understand what participants believe to be the buarriers to parent-school
collaboration.

This study is important for a number of reasons. In these times of social
and economic challenges and change, particularly in the province of Alberty, it has
become more important than ever for educators and parents to find more efficient
ways to work together for the benefit of children. In generations past, schools
were set up as extensions of the family and society; in the past 30 or 40 years, we
seem to have lost the close relationship that once existed between parents and
schools, and in many sectors, an adversarial tone seems to have come about.
Walberg (1984) quotes research that shows that the relationship between the home
and the school has deteriorated in recent decades. There seems to be a general
agreement that we must find new ways to develop and support genuine
partnerships, and a renewed sense of collaboration between schools and parents.

Part of Alberta Education’s Three-Year Business Plan (1994-1997) for
restructuring education involves increasing parental involvement in education.
Another goal listed in the Three-Year Plan involves enabling parents and teachers to
have "meaningful roles in decisions about policies, programs, budgets, and

activities." In order for these goals to be realized, it will become critical that we



gain a much clearer understanding of what it means for parents and schools to work

together.

O ot f the Stud

In Chapter One, I have addressed the background to the study. The
problem 1s stated, along with the purpose and significance of the study.

In Chapter Two, I give the reader background information and pertinent
issues related to the topic of home-school collaboration. The reader is also
provided with the background from the literature which provided initial support for
this study. First of all, some of the literature on collaboration is reviewed. Next,
historical and theoretical perspectives of family-school relationships are presented.
Finally, some of the current research in parent-school collaboration is reviewed and
discussed; and the implications from a counselling perspective are addressed.

Chapter Three outlines the theoretical perspective contained in the method of
study, which is basically descriptive and exploratory in nature. I also describe in
detail the methods and procedures that I employed to carry out this investigation.

The first part of Chapter Four includes five sections, each one devoted to
one of the participants. In this chapter, the reader "meets” the participants, and
listens to their own words as they describe their thoughts and beliefs about parent-
school collaboration. Each person describes in detail a positive and a negative
experience they have had, identifies any barriers that they can see to collaboration,
and explains their "vision" of collaboration between parents and schools.

The second part of Chapter Four is an interpretation of the participants'
understanding, beliefs, and experiences. In this section, common themes,
sinularities and differences among the participants are explored and discussed. This

interpretation incorporates references to the literature reviewed in Chapter Two.
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In Chapter Five, the discussion, I "re-visit" the literature in the light of the
findings of my research. This approach is common in qualitative research (Bogdan
& Biklen, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

Finally, Chapter Six presents the main understandings which have emerged
from my interviews. and presents implications for educational/counselling practice
and for continued research. At this point, I also present some considerations for the

interpretation of this study.



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Collaboration

Webster's 3rd New International Dictionary of the English Language gives
us three definitions for the word "colluborate ™

1. "To work jointly, in a project involving composition or research to be
Jointly accredited, e.g. to collaborate in writing a piay or a story."

2. "To cooperate with or assist, usually willingly, an enemy of one's
country (as an invading or occupying force)."

3. "To cooperate, usually willingly, with an agency or instrumentality with

which one is not immediately connected."

Each of these definitions has some intriguing connotations when we begin
to think about "collaboration" between schools and parents. The first definition,
which is probably the most "politically correct” one to favor when referring to
parent-school relationships, implies that the people involved, i.e. parents and
educators, are working together on some mutually agreed-upon goals. It further
implies that the people involved in this "project” will share the "credit” for its
outcomes; if the outcome is a positive, desired one, all will share in the "glory".
However. the flip side of this is that those involved will not b= able to escape from
the responsibility for any failures, or blame any one specific individual for things
that go wrong. If we think for a moment about what frequently happens when a
child has not learned to read or write by grade two or three, we quickly realize that

there s a tendency these days to "blame the school" (for not having taught the child
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properly, for not having diagriosed any leaming problems, for having used
inadequate methods, etc.) or to "blame the home" (for not having provided the
right environmental experiences and support). Such an outcome of "blaming”
would clearly be incompatible with our first definition as applied to collaboration
between parents and schools.

The second definition, which refers 10 cooperating with or ussisting an
"enemy" of cne's country, may at times seem a bit closer to what happens in terms
of relationships between schools and parents. Educators "cooperate” with parents
even though they are perceived as the "enemy,"” and they do so willingly only
because they feel they have no other choice. Alternatively, parents may "cooperate”
with the school, because they realize that if they don't, there could be some
unpleasant repercussions for their children. After all, attending school is not a
matter of choice for children between the ages of 6 and 16, and there are often very
limited choices available in terms of which school to attend. Although parents do
have the legal right in Alberta to choose home-schooling for their children, it is
nevertheless an impractical option for the majority of people in today's society.

For most people, when we speak of parent-school collaboration, the third
definition may seem even closer to reality than either the first or the second one. In
this interpretation, we speak of cooperating with an "agency” with which one is not
immediately connected. For the majority of parents, the school is not an agency
with which they are immediately connected, in the sense of entering the building on
a daily or even weekly basis, or in the sense of having daily or weekly "contact”
with the people who work at the school. Parents certainly do have a connection
with the school, since their children spend a large portion of every day in the
school, but that connection is "second-hand" rather than "immediate.” On the other

hand, the school also could be seen as lacking in "immediate connection” with the
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home; educators rarely make home visits, and teachers do not usually have daily or
even weekly contact with parents, except through the students.

What is common to each of these three definitions, however, is the notion
of "cooperation,” of "working together"”, and usually with an element of
"willingness.” My intention in including the dictionary definition of collaboration at
the beginning of this chapter has been to invite you, the reader, to keep these in
mind as you read through my report of the study. My hope is that you will, as I
have done for the past year, continue to raise questions about this topic that we as a
society need to be pondering and discussing openly and frequently. In a time when
the term "parent-school collaboration” is being used more and more, I believe it is

crucial that we go a step further, and clarify how each of us understands this term.

Vh he literature on collgborati 2
Coliaboration is defined in the literature in a number of different ways.
Appley and Winder (1977) define collaberation as...
a relational system in which: (1) individuals in a group share mutual
aspirations and a common conceptual framework; (2) the
interactions among individuals are characterized by 'justice and
faimess'; and (3) these aspirations and conceptualizations are
characterized by each individual's consciousness of his/her motives
toward the other; by caring or concern for the other; and by
commitment 1o work with the other over time provided that this
commitment is a matter of choice. (p. 281)
Appley and Winder (1977) suggest that competition and hierarchy no longer
serve as an adequate value base for survival, that what we now require is a
"revolutionary” look at the paradigms we as a society have been using to make

sense of the world. They believe that we must come to view our environment as



one that requires qualitatively new solutions based upon an alternative value
system, namely what they call collaboration. In this new value system, caring
(as opposed to competition or conflict) is central, and the relational systei. (rather
than the individual) is the basic unit of collaborative effort.

In a synthesis of research on organizational collaboration, Hord (1986)
reviews the litcrature and concludes that "while there is little argument about the
need for or value of collaboration... there is disagreement about what 'counts' as
collaboration” (p. 22). Hord discusses some of the distinctions that have been
made between cooperation and collaboration, and suggests that making a
distinction provides a useful structure for exploring the literature. Collaboration is
seen as a higher-level activity than cooperation. In cooperation, parties (each with
separate "programs’) agree to work together to make their programs more
successful; in collaboration, parties involved are also seen as sharing responsibility
and authortity for basic decision-making. According to Hord, conflicts may arise
when it is not clear which model is in process, that is, when some individuals are
involved in cooperation, and others are expecting collaboration. Thus, the
necessity for clarifying expectations of participants is paramount.

Hord uses the metaphor of the family to clarify the distinction between
cooperation and collaboration. A mother cooperates with her son by allowing and
encouraging his rock band to practice in their home; the son cooperates with the
mother by cleaning the house before guests arrive. These activities are cooperative
in that they are mutually agreeable but not for mutual benefit. On the other hand,
the family collaborates in preparing a family meal together, they each offer some
form of expertise that is rewarding to all. As we think about the relationship
between parents and schools, it makes sense to apply this concept to parents who
have the specialized knowledge of their individual child, and educutors who have

the specialized knowledge of educational theory and practice.
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Quoting Appley and Winder (1977), Hord (1986) defines collaboration as a
relational system of individuals, in which individuals share mutual aspirations
(goals) and where there is a joining of resources. In Hord's framework, parity
among individuals is considered very important as well. Collaboration is seen as
working with rather than working on. Hord (1986) also summarizes some of the
hypotheses about coilaboration that are denved from the literature:

1. Collaborative relationships are more likely to grow from successful

previous experiences,

2. Goals that are clear and mutually held will aid collaboration.

3. Achieving short-term goals will encourage a positive view and

encourage progress.

4. Assumptions and decisions in a collaboration seem to come out of

personal experience.

Until about ten years ago, most literature on parent-school relationships was
literature that discussed and promoted "parent involvement" (Sattes, 1985).
Recently, the more frequently used terms are "family-school partnerships,” or
"parent-school collaboration” (Coleman & Tabin, 1992; Epstein, 1992).

Current professional literature is filled with the concept of "collaboration" as
a driving theme in education (Cook & Friend, 1991). It is discussed in terms of
relationships within schools and school systems, and among schools, families, and
communities. Collaboration is also mentioned frequently as a component in early
childhood programs.

Some of the recent literature on educational collaboration has come
trom the field of special education, as a factor in the delivery of services to many
types of students. For example, Idol and West (1991) write about educational
collaboration within the school, with an emphasis on staff working together. Idol

and West define collaboration as both "a structured process and an interactive
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relationship among individuals” (p. 72). Like Hord, they make a distinction
betw2en cooperation and collaboration. Referring to school staffs, Idol and West
(1991) clairn that many make efforts tc cooperate, but far fewer are actually
collaborating:
Cooperation is a term that assumes two or more parties, each with
separate and autonomous programs, agree to work together in
making all such programs more successful. In contrast,
collaboration implies that the parties involved share responsibility
and authority for basis decision-making. (Idol & West, 1991, p.
75)

Cook and Friend (1991) also discuss collaboration from the perspective of
special education programs and services. They point out that although many
authors are advocating collaborative practices, few have clarified exactly what it is
that makes a practice or program collaborative. Cook and Friend propose the
following definition of collaboration, referring to collaboration as a style rather
than a process:

Collaboration is a style for direct interaction between at least two co-
equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision-making as they
work towards a common goal. (p. 6)

By referring to coilaboration as a style, Cook and Friend believe that
collaboraton can be considered in many contexts. They also propose the following
characteristics of collaboraton:

1. Collaboration is voluntary. People must choose to carry out

activities in a collaborative style, it cannot be mandated.

2. Individuals who collaborate share a common goal. However,

shared goals must be specific enough so that they can be operationalized and



evaluated. (Wanting "what is best for the student” is not considered to be
specific enough!)
3. Collaboration requires parity among participants. Participants
must believe that they have something valuable to contribute to the
collaborative activity, and that this contribution is valued by others.
4. Collaboration includes shared responsibility for decisions.
Even though tasks may be divided. participants should agree on key aspects
of all decisions. If not, it is likely that miscommunication will occur and
collaboration will not occur.
5. Individuals who collaborate share accountability for
outcomes. This is the case whether or not the activities are successful.
This further implies that placing fault on individuals is not appropriate; in
collaboration, if a problem occurs, it too is shared.
6. Collaboration includes sharing resources. A sense of
ownership is essential, and contributing resources (time, money, rnaterials,
etc.) assists in the development of this sense.
7. Emergent characteristics. Cook and Friend (1991) propose that
cotlaboration has some elements that are needed for it to begin, but that also
grow in strength as collaboration occurs. For example, trust in one another
is required before people undertake a collaborative activity; if they continue
to work together, that trust generally increases. Furthermore, if people are
to collaborate, they must believe that the time and effort will be worthwhile:
with successful collaborative efforts, belief in the collaborative style
becomes stronger.
Cook and Friend (1991) also present the following principles to clarify how
school collaboration functions. These can easily be modified to apply to school-

tamily collaboration:
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Principle 1: Collaboration as a style may exist in almost any school
program, but it is not a prerequisite to most school programs. The 'style’
can be separated from the program, service, or activity. Schools may
'involve' parents in ways that would not necessarily be considered
coilaborative.

Principle 2: Collaboration in schools may occur informally as well as
through organizational efforts. In parent-teacher interactions, many of the
informal contacts can be very collaboratve.

Principle 3: Collaboration requires time to develop. Participants need to
learn about one another, to establish trust and respect, and 1o develop the
informal 'rules’ that will enable them to collaborate.

Principle 4: Collaboration is not a panacea. Some types of dilemmas
require administrative/supervisory resolution; other situations will be better
dealt with individually.

Principle §: Collaboration may raise ethical issues for professionals
working with students with disabilities. For example, the constitutional

rights of students may be inconsistent with collaborative a<tivities.

In a recent article entitled

Collaboratign, Moore and Litdejohn (1992) outline some maodels and activities

related to family-school collaboration, and some of the implications for educators.

They define collaboration as "an interactive process in which all of the parties are

equal parties” (p. 42), and emphasize that equal partnership implies that parents

need to be included in a variety of roles, in every aspect of the school program.

Moore and Littlejohn state:

For collaboration o occur, there must be a sense of partnership, one

which emerges through an understanding that it takes both parents
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and educators to make possible the positive outcomes that all desire

for children... Collaboration requires all parties to break out of

traditional views of their roles... both parents and educators need to

acknowledge and appreciate the necessary contributions of a

reciprocal relationship or an educational parmership. All persons are

valued for their perspectives and contributions; all are willing to
acknowledge more than one right answer or way to accomplish

positive goals for children. (p. 42)

According to Moore and Littlejohn, there is no one best definition of
collaboration. In fact, they say that individuals often have difficulty defining it, but
most agree that they know when it happens. Citing Moore (1990), Moore and
Littlejohn present five barriers to collaboration: distance {physical or psychological)
between parenis and teachers, lack of teacher training, biases in race and class,
limited view of parent involvement (on the part of both educators and parents), and
the school's perceptions (of parents). They state that the most effective models of
collaboration are those that:

* use a "top-down” approach, where there is leadership,
commitment, and support from the administrators. This
commitment was both philosophical (i.e., collaboraton is the
right thing to do, ang will contribute to children's school
success) and concrete (in terms of resources, release time for
teachers, and technical assistance).

» acknowledge and act on the chang~ an i changing roles of
parents and educators, with a willingness on the part of
everyone to learn new ways of communicating, cooperating, and
thinking. Teamwork is scen as the critical element that makes

collaboration happen.
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¢ value all persons for their perspectives and contributions. This
means that evervone must be willing to listen and negotiate.

¢ uilov. for "false starts,” and provide support to both parents and
educators in their efforts to work together.

The terms "partnership” and "collaboration” continue to be used
interchangeably in much of the current professional literature. The following are
two of the main points suggested by Christenson, Rounds, and Franklin (1992) to
support the need for a "partnership” approach in education among the home,
school, and community:

(1) Intoday's society, schools alone can no longer meet all of children's
needs. The sheer numbers of at-risk children, problem situations, and changing
demographics... dictate a collaborative stance.

(2) Children learn, grow, and develop both at home and at school
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). There is not a clear-cut boundary between home and
school; rather, there is a mutually influencing quality among home and school
experiences.

In defining home-school collaboration, Christenison et al (1992) make a
distinction between parent involvement and collaboration. They see collaboration
as a broader and more inclusive term than parent involvement. Parent involvement
focuses on the parents' role only, whereas collaboration focuses on the relationship
between the home and the school, and how parents and educators work together
towards a common goal. Christenson et a} {1992) point out that the differentiation
of the terms parent involvement, parent education, and home-school collaboration is
essential for understanding the literature and current practice. Most research and
practice has focused on parent involvement or parent education, which have been
the most common terms used until the late 1980's. According to Christenson et al

(1992):
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The activity in which parents and teachers are involved does not
distinguish home-school collaboration from parent involvement.
Rather, it is the philosopty of partners working toward a common
goal and with shared power that characterizes home-school
collaboration. Thus, activities can be similar in parent involvement
and home-school collaboration prograins; however, the attitude with
which the activities are implemented is different. (p. 21)

Parents can be involved in their child's schooling without
collaborating with educators. Home-school collaboration is an
attitude, not an activity, and occurs when partners (parents and

educators) share common goals and responsibilities, are seen as

equals, and contribute to the collaborative process. (p. 22)

Parents and families have always been involved in the education of their
children, to the point that most writers refer to parents as being the oldest and most
essential part of any education system (Berger, 1987). Parent involvement in the
education of children has in fact been present since prehistoric times, with the
family providing most of children's education informally until the introduction of
public schooling. As early as the seventeenth century, ideas about the importance
of the home in the education of children were developed by such social thinkers as
Locke (1632-1704), Rousseau (1712-1778), Pestalozzi (1747-1827), and Froebel.
The emphasis on parental influence continued well into the first half of the twentieth
century, when, as Berger (1987) notes, a number of child development experts
began to suggest that rearing children was not instinctive, and that parents needed

some guidance and reinforcement. The "parent education movement” began in the
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early 1900s, although the emphasis at that time was more on the parents' role in the
mental health of children.

Parent involvement was recognized as an important element in a child's
success at school, but "parent involvement" at this stage meant parents supporting
and assisting the schools. The Parent Teacher Association (PTA), founded in the
United States in 1897 as a parent body within the education system, was initially
concerned with matters pertaining to children’s affairs, such as the passing of child
labor laws and monitoring general health and welfare issues. However, with
frequent interaction and cooperation, parents and teachers realized that they sought a
common goal, to strive to provide the best education for the children. Parent
education and involvement became an institutionalized part of the school through
the actions of the PTA.

By thé late 1950s, there began to be a far greater concern for the cognitive
development of children. In 1952, Piaget's work The Origins of Intelligence in
Children was translated into English. In the Manchester Survey (part of the
Plowden Report), Wiseman (1967) examined the relationship between
environmental variables and school attainment. He concluded that "the most
important of our findings... is the demonstration that the major forces associated
with educational attainment are to be found within the home circumstances of the
children” (p. 27). The results indicated that the school contributed 18%, the
neighborhood 20%, and the home 62% towards the child's school attainment.
Thus, parent attitudes towards education had a stronger influence on a child's
achievement than the socio-economic status of the home.

In spite of this emphasis on the home and its influence on the intellectual
development of the child, between 1950 and 1970 the major responsibility for

children's formal, academic education was delegated almost entirely to the schools.
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Topping (1986) notes that many teachers felt threatened with parental intrusion, and
as a result, the educauve function of parents declined rapidly:
In a way, then, the development of formalized education in schools
served largely to rob parents of a function they had carried for
millennia. (p. 1)

Gradually, though, the pendulum swung back once again, and the trend
changed toward increased parent involvement in the schools. During the 1960s,
there was a vast output of research material to indicate that the development and
standard of children’s abilities at school are a reflection of the type of relationship
they have with their parents in the home setting. Gordon (1969), Hunt (1961), and
Bloom (1964) produced evidence indicating that from the time of birth a child is
developing socially, mentally, physically, and emotionally. This led to renewed
emphasis by educators on enhancing parents’ roles in child development,
particularly at the pre-school and primary levels.

James Coleman, principal investigator and author of the famous 1966
Coleman Report in the United States, has written a paper entitled Families and
Schools (1987), where he traces the evolution of schools, families, and society
over the last few centuries. In this paper, Coleman recounts how over the past two
centuries, our society has come to be transformed from a set of communities where
families were the "central building blocks" to a social system in which the central
organizations are business firms, and families aie at the periphery. In the mid-
1800s, with the dawn of the industrial age, economically productive activities began
to move outside the household. Men left the farm, or the neighborhood shop, and
went away to the office or factory. Coleman suggests that public schooling ("mass
formal schooling") came into being to replace what had once gone on in the

houschold, the passing of productive skills to children.
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Coleman (1987) goes on to say that there has been another significant
societal change in the twentieth century, with important implications for the
schools. First, the man removed his productive activity from the household, and
now the household is also experiencing the loss of the woman's presence.
According to Coleman, this loss parallels the loss of the man’s presence about a
century ago. However, schools have not yet "caught up"” with the change in terms
of how they view their tasks. As women joined the paid labor force, the household
lost certain functions that had been imporntant for the school's ability to accomplish
its task, which is to instill in children those personal characteristics which lead to
good school performance.

Coleman (1991) sees the school as a constructed organization designed to
complement the family in child rearing. However, he believes that families at all
economic levels are becoming ill-equipped to provide the setting that schools are
designed to complement and augment in preparing the next generation. Expanding
on the source of this deficiency, Coleman (1987) discusses some of the elements
that have come to be missing from home and community. As the family has
weakened in its capacity to raise its young, the constructed organization (i.e., the
school) must also change its character.

Coleman (1987) proposes the idea of "social capital,” which exists in the
relations between persons. By "social capital”, he means the norms, the social
networks, and the relationships between adults and children that are of value for the
child's growing up. Maintaining that this "social capital” is now in short supply for
children and youth in our society, he suggests that "the effectiveness of schools in
settings where the social capital of the family and community is weak depends upon
the rebuilding of that social capital” (Coleman, 1991, p. 14). Coleman believes
that this social capital can only be built by the schools with the participation of

parents.
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In a vein similar to Coleman, Comer (1986) argues that until the 1940s,
parent involvement in the schools, though indirect, was meaningful and constant.
In small towns and rural areas, parents had everyday contact with the teachers and
principals. There was a greater sense of community and cultural uniformity, and
the schools were natural extensions of the community. After World War II came
many technological, scientific, cultural and social changes, which resulted in a
change in the level of trust and agreement between home and school. Training and
achievement requirements were raised for teachers, administrators. and students
alike; the content of the curriculum began to change, along with increased focus on
teaching methods. According to Comer (1986), very little attention was paid to
what it takes to create a context for effective teaching and learning, and most
teachers and administrators were not trained to work with parents, or to use parents
as allies in promoting the growth and development of students.

Comer and Haynes (1991) point out that the involvement of parents in their
children's education is now widely accepteq as desirable and even essential to
effective schooling. Comer and Haynes cite Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Lightfoot
(1978), who both emphasized the need to find new ways to cultivate a partnership
between schools and families. However, Comer and Haynes (1991) point out that:

A significant number of educational practitioners are ambivalent
about parental involvement in the schools, and parent participation is
not significant in many schools even when parents are invited. This
is the case, in part, because the rationale for such involvement is
often not grounded in child development, relationship, and systems
theory. As a result, issues that interfere with successful parental
involvement and staff interaction are not addressed, and the

experience is satisfactory for neither staff nor parents. (p. 272)
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Comer (1986) proposes that programs that involve parents in the schools
can play a major role in creating a desirable context for teaching and leaming.
However, there are many obstacles in the way of parent participation in the schools.
Some of the obstacles that Comer identifies are the following:

* many schools don't want parents present;

* many parents are reluctant to become involved for various
reasons;

+ some schools pay "lip service" to the imponrtance of parent
participation, but don't give parents the opportunity to play a
meaningful role in the life of the school;

e some schools only call parents when there is a problem with a

child.

Comer (1986) and Comer and Haynes (1991) describe a parent participation
model developed by the Yale Child Study Center Team, which was implemented in
the New Haven public schools in 1968, and continued on through to 1984. The
model resulted in dramatic improvements in student achievement and parent
attitudes, and supported Comer’s belief that active and meaningful participation by
parents in the school is an important way of developing a sense of cooperation:

The model restores trust, mutual respect, and agreement among the
adults. It brings parents into the school at times other than when
their children are in trouble. It uses parents as their strengths permit
and develops in them a sense of ownership of the school and
responsibility for its outcomes. The presence of parents and the
support they offer decrease conflict and apathy in the school. All
these changes help to create a desirable school climute. (Comer,

1686, p. 446)
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The roles that the family and the school can have in children’s education
demand systematic inquiry, particularly as we consider the dramatic changes
occurring in these social institutions (Schneider, 1993; Coleman, 1987; Epstein,
1992). Traditional families represent a much smaller proportion of North American
households; women are entering the labor force in increasing numbers, leaving
supervision of children to other child care institutions. Schools have also
undergone major structural changes. The growth of school districts and the
professionalization of teachers have, in many instances, distanced schools from the
families and communities they once served (Schneider, 1993). The distance
between families and schools is further exacerbated by television and the
commercial world. Perhaps now, more than ever, families and schools need to
support each other in the education of the children they "share."

Litwak and Meyer (1974) conceive ¢ { school-community relations in terms
of the "distance" between the school and its families or neighborhoods. They
outline three points of view among educators with respect to the importance of the
"community” for the school's objectives:

1. The "closed-door" position, which assumes that schools can best handle
within their walls all the major problems of education, and therefore community
participation should be kept to a minimum.

2. The "open-door" position, which assumes that many of the basic
educational processes take place outside the school building, in the family, peer
group, and neighborhood; and that the motivation necessary for learning in school
has its source in the everyday life of the child. This position necessitates intimate
school-community contacts.

3. The "balance theory", which asserts that both intimate and distant
school-community relations must be balanced in different degrees under different

circumstances to optimize educational objectives.



Litwak and Meyer (1974) adopt the third point of view, the "balance

theory,” saying that "it seems most inclusive, fits the experience of educators in
more complex urban settings and... rests on a more general theoretical analysis of
the complementary functions of primary groups and of bureaucratic organizations in
the achievement of social goals" (p. 6). As Litwak and Meyer recognized in this
"balance theory," effective school-community relations require a happy medium
between intrusive parental involvement and completely autonomous professionals.
As they state, "optimal social distance is a determninable point between the extremes
of intimacy and isolation. At such a point, schools will be close enough to
coordinate activities with families but not so close as to impair the performance of
professional educational tasks" (Litwak & Meyer, 1974, p. 6).

Litwak and Meyer's "balance theory” also calls attention to the differences
in the "settings"” of the communications between "experts" (educators) and "non-
experts” (parents). The bureaucratic setting of the complex organization of the
experts (the school) is held in sharp contrast to the organizational form of the family
(Litwak & Meyer, p. 113). The functions of each "setting" are different enough to
produce the conflicts between teachers and parents which have been frequently
noted in the literature (e.g., Goldring, 1986; Lightfoot, 1978).

In her 1978 book, Worlds Apart, Lightfoot (1978) remarks, "In order to
fully capture family-school interactions, families need to be seen as educative
environments” (p. 2). However, her thinking seems closer to that of Litwak and
Meyer, in the sense of acknowledging the need for "balance" in school-family
reladonships. Lightfoot (1978) suggests that home-school relations are inherently
in conflict. She believes that different priorities and perceptions of families and
schools, such as concern for one's own child versus responsibility for group
progress, will inevitably create conflict over the means of attaining common goals.

These positional differences are exacerbated when children have disabilities, or
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when parents and schools have differing views about what the form and content of
education should be. However, Lightfoot (1978) points out that parents and
teachers share the job of socializing children, and that their roles sometimes overlap
and are not always clearly defined. Lightfoot believes that parent-school
collaboration has been largely a one-way process, with schools seldom
accommodating, in a significant way, the needs of purents or families.

Issues relating to conflict between parents and schools are being
increasingly addressed in the literature on parent-school relationships. Moles
(1987), while promoting parent participation in education as "an idea whose time
has come," points out that the elements of confrontation and power-sharing tend to
make educators and school officials uneasy with parents in the roles of advocates
and decision-makers, roles in which parents are becoming increasingly interested.

Fine (1993) also proposes that questions of power, authority, and control
must be addressed within any debates on parent participation in the schools.
Arguing that the relationship between parents and educators is not a "power-
neutral” partnership, Fine suggests that we need to look closely at what roles
parents might play in the education structures and practices, and that we need to
consider what it is that parents say they want from this work. In a response to the
Fine (1993) article, Epstein (1993) says that when most parents are asked how they
want to be involved in their children's education, they don't use words like
"power," "authority,” and "control.” The terms they use are "information,"
"communication,” and "participation.” Epstein goes on to say that it is important to
make a distinction between power and partnership; the politics of power often
yield conflict and disharmony, whereas the politics (and semantics) of partnership
stress equity and caring relationships:

The two approaches take and use a different vocabulary for

leadership roles and leadership styles, and focus on different
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outcomes for parents and for children. In building comprehensive
programs of partnership we know that those in power must come to
care, and those who care must gain some power. (Epstein, 1993, p.
715).

The terms "puarent involvement” and “parent participation” have tended to be
used synonymously and interchangeably. However, involvement can range from a
parents tuming up to parents' evenings, to assisting children in learning activities at
home and/or at the school, to direct collaboration in the learning process ard the
curriculum. David Seeley, in his 1981 book Education Through Pantnership,
suggests that the "problem” with public education is that we have adopted the
wrong kind of system, one which he refers to as a "service-delivery-system
mentality.” However, from Seeley's perspective, education is by its nature not a
service and not deliverable. Seeley (1981) says that educators have responded to
the difficultes of educational relationships in modern society by retreating into a
separate world of professional service delivery, that they have set out to serve
families, but not to collaborate with them. When schools, parents, and students
come to think of their relatdonships in terms of service delivery--of "provider” and
"client", or "professionals” and "target populations”, genuine partnership is driven
out of education.

In a similar vein, Wolfendale (1983) suggests that parents have traditionally
been viewed by educators as clients, and only recently as partners. According to
Wolfendale, the client concept views parents as dependent on experts’ opinions,
passive in the receipt of services, and peripheral to decision-muking. In contrast,
the partner concept views parents as having equal strengths and "equivalent”
expertise, as active and central in decision-making and implementation, as able 0

contribute to as well as receive scrvices, and as sharing responsibility.
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The concept of service delivery, unlike that of partnership, leads to conflict-
producing ambiguities about whether the provider or the client wields more power
in the relationship. The service-delivery concept of education also makes families
either victims or villains; when leaming does not take place, the client can blame
the provider, and the provider can blame the client.

Seeley (1981) believes that the solution to this problem requires
fundamental changes in both philosophy and technique. He proposes a framework
whereby the concept of service delivery is replaced by the concept of partnership-
-partnership between learners and teachers, homes and schools, and communities
and school systems. According to Seeley (1982), the chief characteristic of
partnership is common effort toward common goals. Partners may help one
another in general or specific ways, but none is ever a client, because the
relatonship is mutual. Another characteristic of partnership is that the emphasis
must be on mutual accountability among partners in the leamning process, rather
than on professional power and exclusiveness. Using the terms "partnership” and
“collaborative relationship” interchangeably, Seeley (1982), says that he is
advocating for a "collaborative” relationship between teachers, parents, students,
and citizens.

As Seeley (1981) says, "the crucial issue in successful leamning is not home
or school, teacher or student, but the relationship between them. Learning takes
place where there is a productive learning relationship” (p. 11). However, Seeley
admits that shifting from a "service-delivery" approach to a partmership policy in
education will not be easy. He refers to the work of Lightfoot (1978), who
describes how social policy created a conceptual dichotomy of the child's existence
into socialization and education. It is precisely this separation that has permittied
researchers to neglect the "relatedness” of schools and families. However,

Lightfoot's observations and interviews with hundreds of parents and teachers
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confirm that in the real world, the issue of family-school relationships is a dominant
theme in the lives and experiences of parents, teachers, and children, and a major
factor affecting educational effectiveness and legiamacy (Lightfoot, 1978, p. 12
The partnership concept recognizes the legitimacy of both parents’ and schools'
roles in the educational process. According to Seeley (1981), accepting both roles
necessarily entails accepting ulso the potential for confiict between them, but it has
the merit of forcing policy makers and educational practitioners to find ways of
living with both.

Studies indicate (Ost, 1988; Lightfoot, 1978) that the majority of teachers
and principals see the ideal relationship with parents as one in which parents
support teacher practices and school in general, carry owr requesis but do not
interfere with plans and decisions. Although parent involvement in instruction
contributes to student success, teachers and administrators often fail to establish
strong links between home and school (Collinge & Coleman, 1992). A variety of
reascns are offered to explain this situation; for example, time availability, negative
perceptions of parental interest (Epstein, 1992), and concem for professional
autonomy (Power, 1985). Some teachers are concerned about tne parents’ power
to question their authority and professional competence. Baskwill {1989) points
out that parents are also confronted with issues of competence:

We teachers have a great deal of power over the lives not only of the
children we teach but of their families as well. We have the power
to make the best of parents doubt their own abilities. We have the
power to create feelings of guilt or frustration, to confuse, anger, or
reduce to tears even the most stalwart. We have the power to
impose -- or simply allow -- an unbalanced relationship that puts too

much guilt on one panty, too much authority and responsibility on
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the other, so that no real communication, no real sharing of ideas
and information can occur. (p. 5)

When teachers do reach out, the focus of the partnership is seldom on
curricular concerns, which iz the focus that is most likely to directly influence
student learning and achievement (Collinge & Coleman, 1992).

In an article published in The Educational Forum. David Ost (1988) claims
that parents ard the society at large feel disenfranchised from the schooling process.
Ost says that many teachers and schools are operating in isolation from the culture
and, basic to this tsolation, there is a hiatus between parents and teachers.

The current norms for general teacher behavior are the result of
years of increasing isolation of schools and teacher education
programs from the culture... Thus, schools generally, and teachers
specifically, are unprepared for large-scale direct parent involvement
in the education of students. Furthermore, there is not
comprehensive, research-based knowledge to provide a theory for
teachers to adopt in response to the increasing demand for high
quality teacher-parent interaction. (p. 166)

In an attempt to address this problem, Ost presents the argument that
schools, parents (community) and students are all interrelated and function within a
complex ecology. An underlying premise for increasing teacher-parent interaction
is that the relationships between school and community are part of a complex
ecological system. This view is consistent with the ecological theory of k-:man
development and the evidence that a child's academic success is, in large pait,
determined by congruence of home and school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

However, although most educators understand the importance of parent-teacher
interaction, they do not necessarily have the skills or knowledge to work effectively

with parents. While some carly childhood programs include specialized training in
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parent-teacher conferencing. Ost (1988) lists six common "fallacies" conceming
teacher-parent interaction:

(1) Educators have the skills and techniques to work effectively with
parents.

(2) Teacher-parent interaction is the same at all ievels of schooling.

(3) Teacher-parent interaction is the same regardless of the school or
community.

(4) Teachers are professionally and personally secure to the point that
working with parents poses no threat or intimidation.

(5) Family structures remain the same throughout the years that a child is in
school.

(6) Teacher-parent relationships are formed as a result of objective and
rational behavior, and in isolation of the child's relatonships.

Ost (1988) points out that each of these "fallacies” form the basis of a
serious challenge in terms of how teachers and parents work together, and
concludes:

There probably has never been a time when the teacher is being
asked to do more in support of children in the light of the changing
family unit, school, and society. Knowing how to foster increased
teacher-parent interaction would be one more tool for marshalling
available resources in the awesome challenge of today's schooling.
In earlier years, there were numerous mechanisms that fostered
collaboration between schools and parents. For example, most
teachers lived, and were contributing members of, the community;
parental expectations for their children were reflected in the concern

of both parents and teachers; and the school was the hub of
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community activity. Since the 1950's, however, parents have
become increasingly isolated from the lives of their children as
affected by the schools... [Also], what was normal, acceptable
teacher behavior and responsibility of the past -- that is, an on-going
interaction with parents -- is foreign to many of today's
proiessionals... Nevertheless, educators do recognize both the need
for, and importance of, improved teacher-parent interactions. (p.
171-172)

Ost (1988) proposes that any efforts for improving school-parent
interactions should be made within the context of the school-community ecology;
although individual teachers can contribute significantly to parental participation in a
child's learning, if the effort is not a school-wide commitment, the effect is
minimal. Since the milieu of public schools has changed, teacher-parent interaction
can no longer be addressed informally. Ost believes that productive strategies must
be developed to foster cooperative concern for students on the part of both school
and parent.

Research repeatedly identifies parent and home environment variables as
among the most important factors in school achievement (Coleman et al, 1966;
Sattes, 1985; Henderson, 1988). Major studies over the past 20 years have
indicated that parents are significant educators of their children, and that not even
the best school can do the job alone (Bloom, 1981; Moles, 1987; Rich, 1988).
Furthermore, parent attitudes towards learning and towards the school have an
impact on student achievement (Sattes, 1985). However, as Epstein (1992) points
out, until recently most studies have not focused on the effects of school practices
to involve families.

Epstein (1992 ~ummarizes the various theoretical perspectives on schools

and families as being based on (a) separate responsibilities, (b) sequenced
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responsibilities, (c) embedded relatonships, or (d) overlapping responsibilities
and spheres of influence. She proposes that our perceptions have changed during
the past half century, reflecting the changing needs of families, schools, and
children in our society. The model that she favors is the last one, which "integrates
and extends Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological model, Leichter's (1974) insights
on families as educators, Litwak and Meyer's (1974) perspectives on connections
of professional and nonprofessional institutions and individuals, Seeley's (1981)
emphasis on shared responsibility” (Epstein, 1992, p. 1141).

The "spheres of influence" on children's learning and development include
the family and the school, or, in full form, the family, school, community and peer
group. The model of "overlapping spheres of influence"” recognizes that although
some practices of families and schools are conducted independently, other practices
reflect the shared responsibilitdes of parents and educators for children's leamning
and development. The spheres of influence can be pushed closer together to
overlap and create an area for partnership activities, or pushed apart to separate the
family and school bases on forces that operate in each environment (Epstein,
1994). Across the grades as children, families, and schools change, the nature and
extent of the "overlap” in practices and the interpersonal relationships among
partners also change. An important aspect of the "overlapping spheres” model is
the child's role in school and family partnerships. The model is based on the
assumption that children's learning, development, and success are the main reasons
for home and school partnerships:

When schools and families work in partnership, students hear that
school is important from their parents and teachers, and perceive that
caring people in both environments are investing and coordinating

time and resources to help them succeed. The students’ own work
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is legitimized by this process of mutual support. (Epstein, 1992, p.
1141)

Epstein (1992) talks about the importance of developing more "school-like
families,” where parents have or develop important knowledge about parenting,
family influence, and school that helps their children succeed. She suggests that
just as important for the concept of overlapping spheres of influence is "the fact that
some schools--family-like schools--gain important knowledge about families and
their strengths to establish productive partnerships” (Epstein, 1992, p. 1148).

Recent Theory and Research on Parent-School Collaboration
Over the last two decades, the relationship between parents and schools has

been receiving increasing attention (Lightfoot, 1978; Henderson, 1986;
Garfunkel, 1986). The traditional role of parents, which has been largely passive
and accepting of whatever schools had to offer, has been challenged more and
more, particularly in the area of special education (Garfunkel, 1986). Garfunkel,
writing about the different kinds of relatdonships that exist between schools and
parents, refers to the "partnership” relationship as discussed by Berger (1987) and
the "adversarial” relationship described by Lightfoot (1978). According to
Garfunkel, the choice between "partnership” and "adversarial” (or political)
approaches is mainly a function of parental satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the
educational status quo, as well as where parents perceive the problem "is" -- in the
student or in the school. If parents are satisfied with the system, they will fit well
into a "partnership” model; in other words, Garfunkel (1986) suggests that
partnership models are status quo models. "Parents can be 'partners’ with schools
if, and only if, there are common values and purposes serving as a foundation for

educational program"” (p. 25).
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Summarizing the past 15-20 years of research in parent involvement,
Henderson (1989) shows that when parents are involved in their children's
education, these children have higher educational achievement, better attendance
records, and more positive attitudes about education:

It is clear that everyone benefiis when parents are involved in their
children's education. Not only do individual children and their
families function more effectively, but there is an aggregate effect
on the performance of students and teachers when schools
collaborate with parents. The research also tells us that parent
involvement works better when parents are given a variety of roles
to play. (p. 57)

However, research does not support the belief that parental involvement
will, in and of itseif, transform student learning (Fine, 1993). Thus, parent
involvement is necessary but not sufficient to produce improved student outcomes.
Studies in parent involvement tend to examine one of three general approaches:

(1) improving the parent-child relationship,

(2) introducing parent involvement in the school program, and

(3) building a partnership between the home and school.

Those studies that have vsed the third approach generally suggest that
involving parents in their children's education at home is the most effective in
improving an individual student's performance (Epstein, 1992). However, this is
not necessarily sufficient to make a difference for the school as a whole, and it
appears that each of the three approaches must be considered (Hernderson, 1988).

One of the most important factors in a child's success in school is the degree
to which his or her parents are actively involved in the child's education (Schneider,
1993). Yet, as Schneider (1993) states, we still know very little about those actions

parents take that actually improve school performance. It is known, however, that
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parents participation in a child's education is affected by the parents' orientation
towards education, their financial and social resources, and the opportunities made
available by the schools and the communities in which they live.

The study of family-school relations has been dominated by educators and
sociologists (Schneider, 1993), each bringin ; their own perspectives to the topic.
Educational researchers have been primarily concermned with identifying activities
that parents can do to help students develop and improve their cognitive and social
skills (Leichter, 1974; Epstein, 1987). Social scientists who have studied family-
school relationships have focused on factors such as family occupational status,
income, educational attainment, and the quality of the child care within the family.
They have not typically focused on the processes by which some families support
and create opportunities for learning (Coleman, 1987). Generally, research has not
focused on how parents and educators themselves actually describe what they
understand by "a good working relationship,” or collaboration between parents and
the school.

After studying the existing research on parent involvement, Fullan (1982)
concluded that most parents’ concerns for the programs that their children presently
experience are more intense and of greater importance than programs with which
their children are not currently associated. For example, for most parents,
involvement in school or system-wide advisory councils is not meaningful.

Lightfoot (1978) presents convincing arguments for "shared environments"
as a part of parent involvement. She believes that the sharing of knowledge
concerning the child's experiences in a particular setting (shared environment) will
help the teacher and the parents in their respective roles as facilitators of the child's
education:

In order to effectively attend to children in one setting, the adult

sponsors would have to be aware of life in the other [setting], see



the child's experience as continuous, and seek an integration of

educational realms. (Lightfoot, 1978, p. 2)

The results of a major U.S. study conducted by Harris Associates in 1987
concluded that parents are eager, not only to be kept informed of what is happening
at school, but also to be actively consulted about many school policies. Majoritic.
of both teachers and parents endorse active consultation conceming a variety of
important school practices and policies, but many teachers want to reserve the
"pedagogical” areas for themselves. In other words, when asked to give their
views on parents and schools working together, parents and educators agreed in
some areas and disagreed in others:

* Both educators and parents endorse a role for parents that
includes volunteer work, supportive activities, and promotional
efforts.

* Both agree that teachers (and the schools in general) should be
taking the first steps to increase involvement of parents with
schools.

* They disagree over proposals that might give parents power over
curriculum or pedagogy; although small or near majorities of
parents support this idea, only a quarter of educators go along
with such proposals.

A 1988 study by Leitch and Tangri on barriers to home-school collaboration
focused on junior high schools, and assessed both parents’ and schools’ concerns.
Leitch and Tangri sought to identify relevant issues in relationships between home
and school by exploring the barriers to collaboration, as seen by parents and
teachers. The study was based on "the belief in the importance of the parent-teacher
relationship and [the authors'] recognition that both sets of perceptions must be

explored together if communication barriers are to be understood and addressed”
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(Leitch & Tangri, 1988, p. 70). Extensive interviews were conducted with teachers
and school administrators (29 teachers) in two junior high schools, and in the home
with 60 parents. The most frequent barrier as seen by the teachers was the parents,
and their attitudes toward the school. Teachers also identified either the school or
the larger system as major barriers. When parents were asked to identify barriers to
home-school collaboration, they also centered the barriers in themselves, citing
work responsibilities, lack of time, health problems, and economic differences
between themselves and teachers. From this study, Leitch and Tangri concluded
that "it isn't misperceptions of each other that are the root of home-school
problems, it is the lack of specific planning, or, at a more basic level, the lack of
knowledge about how each can use the other person more effectively that is a major
barrier” (p. 74).

Historically the research on parents and schools has focused primarily on
those families and/or schools facing crises concerning students (Lightfoot, 1978;
Lindle, 1989). The findings concluded that socioeconomic status differences
between teachers (or other school personnel) and the families-in-crisis increase the
alienation of parents from schools (Lightfoot, 1978; Schaefer, 1983).

A recent study has been carried out by Lindle (1989) and Lindle and Boyd
(1991) at the University of Pittsburgh, examining the relationship between schools
and families in four school systems. The objective of this study was to identify,
through interviews with school personnel and parents, the mechanisms that schools
provide to promote school and parent/family communications. The researchers
asked parents to evaluate their experiences with school communications, and to
suggest improvements. Parents were also asked to reflect on the worst and the best
experiences they had with any schools. The findings of this study refute earlier

conclusions concerning differences in socioeconomic status; Lindle and Boyd
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(1991) found that all families, regardless of socioeconomic status, have similar
preferences about the nature and the conduct of school communications.

Lindle (1989) and Lindle and Boyd (1991) reported that the preferences of
parents are not what school personnel think they are; according to this study,
parents view a professional, business-like manner as undesirable. I'arents
mentioned their dissatisfaction with school people who are "too businesslike,"
"patronizing,” or who "talk down to us." Instead, parents reported a "personal
touch” as the most enhancing factor in school relations. Parents said they valued
“timely information" rather than any special considerations from teachers. All
parents seemed to prefer relationships of a less formal nature with their child's
teachers. Lindle (1989) concluded that parents don't want a "professional-client”
relatonship with the school, they want to be seen as equal partners with schools in
the rearing of children. "Schools that demai:d parental support without
reciprocating will be likely to experience increasing discord” (Lindle, 1989, p. 14).
Parents also felt that the school ought to be a large part of their own lives as well as
of their children's lives. Their remarks show a preference for a "social partnership”
with the schools, emphasizing a preference for informal contacts on a more regular
basis, rather than formal conferences and meetings.

Referring to Litwak and Meyer's (1974) "balance theory" described in the
previous section, Lindle and Boyd (1991) suggest that a new balance is needed in
our schocl-community relations, as a resuli of "momentous demographic shifts.”
They propose that:

The greater professionalism now being sought for educators needs
to be tempered by a recognition that a truly collaborative partnership
between parents and teachers is more imperative than ever, because
of the decline of both the nuclear family and of cohesive,

neighborhood cemmunities. Many parents now need much more
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support and assistance from the schools than in the past, as they try
to cope with parenting in the depleted social fabric of today's
communities. And educutors vitally need the assistance and
knowledge that only parents can supply. (p. 324)

Lindle and Boyd (1991) suggest that Litwak and Meyer's 1974 notion of
“expert” and "non-expert” tasks must be reconsidered in light of the findings of
their study. Referring to Coleman's (1987) notion about households specializing in
either child-rearing or making money, Lindle and Boyd propose that the households
that choose child-rearing may expect to be censidered part of the group of
specialists who deal with children. Thus, i:ey expect to be treated more as equal
partners, rather than as non-expert clients. The use of the labels "professional” and
“nonprofessional” does not credit parents with ihe measure of specialized
knowledge of particular children, a knowledge which they do possess. Educators
have specialized knowledge of children in general. Thus, each are experts in
particular fields of knowledge of children, and both fields are essential in the
education of any child (Lindle & Boyd, 1991).

Lindle and Boyd's data suggest that parents want to share rather than
relinquish responsibility, and that this interest manifests itself in an expectation to
be treated as equal partners in rearing and educating children. Lindle and Boyd
(1991) conclude that:

these parents' comments warrant serious consideration by
professional educators, [and that] educators need to reconceptualize
and transform the character and expression of their professionalism.
We need a new professionalism that recognizes the need for a
balanced relationship with parents, one that emphasizes nurturant
and positive affective relationships as well as rational, cognitive

goals. (p. 336)
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Over the past ten years, Joyce Epstein, from John Hopkins University in
Maryland, has been one of the major researchers in the field of parent-school
relationships. In the early 1980s, Epstein pointed out that little research had been
done 1o link specific teachers’ or schools' practices with the parents who experience
them. Furthermore, there had been limited attempts to measure differences in
attitudes and reactions of parents whose children are in classrooms ot teachers with
different philosophies and practices of parent involvement. A major study (Epstein,
1986), which consisted of questionnaires from parents of 1,269 students in
Maryland and 82 teachers, found that there was a high degree of similarity between
parent experiences and teacher practices:

Parents ... responded favorably to programs that stressed the
cooperation of schools and families to help their children succeed in
school. Teachers who included the family in the children's
education were recognized by parents for their efforts and were rated
higher than other teachers on interpersonal and teaching skills....
Parents’ reports [also] suggest that teachers control the flow of
information to parents. Py limiting communications and
collaborative activities, teachers reinforce the boundaries that
separate the two institutions. (Epstein, 1986, p. 293)

Other findings from Epstein's research support theories of teaching
effectiveness that assume that teachers and parents share responsibility for
instructing and socializing students, and that parents can help teachers and students
meet school goals (Epstein, 1987). From her studies of teachers’ and schools'
techniques for involving parents in their children's educational program, as well as
the effects of different practices on parents and students, Epstein has identified six
types of parent involvement that can help families and schools to fulfii} their shared

responsibilities for children's learning and development:
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Type 1: Basic obligations of families (providing positive home conditions
that support learning and behavior).

Type 2: Basic obligations of schools (communicating with families about
school programs and children's progress).

Type 3: Parent involvement at the school (volunteer-type activities).

Type 4: Parent involvement in learning activities at home (teachers
requesting and guiding parerts to monitor and assist their own children at home).

Type §: Parent involvement in decision-making, governance, and
advocacy (participatory roles for parents in school councils, committees, site
management teams, etc.).

Type 6: Collaboration and exchange with community organizations.

Recent studies (Epstein & Dauber, 1991) indicate that these types of parent
involvement are significantly but modestly interrelated. Schools with more difficult
components of parent involvement (such as learning activities at home) tend to have
the easier ones (like communication) in place. There is considerable flexibility and
unpredictability in which types of involvement are strongly implemented in schools,
although elementary schools were found to have stronger, more positive, and more
comprehensive parent involvement programs than middle or high schools.

Epstein and Dauber (1991) also found that most teachers believe that they
are stronger supporters of parent involvement than are the other teachers in their
school. As Epstein and Dauber point out, this is a logical incensistency, and
indicates a lack of common understanding among educators concerning attitudes on
parent participation in the schools. Teachers in their research also say that parents
are not strong supporters of parent involvement, but surveys of parents in the same
schools contradict these beliefs. Epstein and Dauber (1991) conclude that educators
may create false or exaggerated discrepancies between themselves and others about

parent involvement. The research work carried out by Epstein and Dauber (1991)
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suggests that home-school relations are modifiable, and are primarily mediated by
educators.

Although teachers and parents rated each other more positively when the
teacher used frequent parent involvement practices (Epstein, 1987), Type 4 is the
type that leads to the greatest difference in terms of student achievement. Earlier
studies (Becker & Epstein, 1982) also found that teachers who organized the
frequent use of parent involvement were able to get good results from all parents,
not just those who are traditionally thought to be helpful to teachers and to children.
Summarizing tne results of studies of variations in school pructices, Epstein (1988)
concludes that we have learmned several important things about involving parents:

1. School and family connections must take a developmental course. There
are different ways to involve parents during different stages of their children’s
deveiopment and schooling.

2. Families are changing, but all families struggle with limited time.
Epstein's research found that it was the teachers' practices (rather than the
education, marital status, or work place of parents) that made the difference in
whether parents were productive partners with schools in their chifdren's education.

3. Schools that are similar may differ in their parent involvement practices.

4. Parent involvement requires "site specific” development and leadership.
Programs must be tailored to the experiences, current practices, and school
leadership.

5. Family requests for involvement are constant. Parents in all types of
schools and ar all grade levels express the need for clear communication about their
children's attendance, behavior, academic progress, the curriculum, and how to
help their children at home.

In an article in the 1992 Encyclopedia of Educational Research, Epstein

summarizes much of her research, and that of others in the past decade:
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During the past decade, new perceptions have recognized the mutual
interests and overlapping influence of schools and families, and the
roles that schools must play to develop and maintain partnerships
with students' families. (Epstein, 1992, p. 1139)

As she talks about how her own thinking about parent-school relationships
has evolved, Epstein (1992 1994) says that she believes that school and family
partnerships is a better term than either parent involvement or home-school
relations for several reasons. First, the term "partnership" emphasizes that
families and schools share major responsibilities for children's education, and is a
broader, more inclusive concept than "involvement." In addition to recognizing the
school as an equal in the partnership, the term recognizes the important potential
influence of all family members and all family structures; it also allows students to
join the partnership as communicators with and for their own families and schools.
Furthermore, partnership implies a formal alliance and contractual agreement to
work toward shared goals and to share the benefits of mutual investments.

Over the past three years, another group of researchers at Simon Fraser
University (Coleman, Collinge, Seifert and Tabin) has developed an intervention
study "intended to identify the major atttudinal elements amongst parents, teachers,
and students which influence triadic collaboration to facilitate student learning"
(Coleman & Tabin, 1992, p. 1). Coleman and Tabin (1992) define collaboration as
“that form of parent involvement with schools and teachers which is focused upon
instructional issues; the outcome of collaboration is the co-production of learning.
It also refers to an instructional relationship between teachers and students, or
students and parents, which is pan of general collaboration” (p. 2). The
rescarchers chose to focus their study on the upper elementary years, based on
reviews that suggest that teacher-parent collaboration is particularly important

during the transidon period from elementary to junior high.
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This study, called the Co-Production of Learning Project, began with the

assu.mption that in order to improve schools, the relationships between teachers,
parents, and students must be changed to render them more satisfying to all parties.
Using an "inside-out” (web) model of school improvement, Coleman et al (1992)
postulate that the classroom occupies the center of the web, where the vital work of
schooling is carried out. Since what goes on in the classroom is critical to school
effectiveness. they hypothesize that the relationships between teacher, parent(s),
and student are also critical. Their research, which uses a four-year, multi-site,
case-study approach, is showing that certain aspects of teacher practice have a
strong impact upon parent attitudes, and that improving schools requires attention to
these "powerful attitudinal levers of change” (Coleman, Collinge, & Seifert,

1992). The study uses both quantitative analyses of survey responses, and
qualitative analyses of interview data. One of the major findings of the survey data
is that parent (and student) attitudes towards school are a function of the parents’
and students' perceptions of two teacher activities: collaboration with students in
classrooms and willingness to communicate with parents regarding
instructional and other issues. Another finding is that teachers must "permit” parent
collaboration (Coleman & Tabin, 1992); that is, they must realize the imporntance of
teacher invitation, legitimizing, facilitating, and encouraging parent collaboration as
part of their roles as teachers. However, there is little evidence in their data that
teachers are presently doing this; most classrooms are not characterized by strong
positive relationships with parents (Coleman & Tabin, 1992). These findings
support those of Epstein (1992), that teacher interaction with parents is influential in
shaping parent perceptions of the teacher and of the school. From the qualitative
data, Coleman and Tabin (1992) also report three emerging themes: (1) parents
seek participation, need information, and react angrily when teachers regard this as

interference; (2) parents seek more information than is typically available to them;
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(3) in classrooms, parents expect children to be treated respectfully and as
collaborators in learning.

In another paper reporting on the findings of this same study, Collinge and
Coleman (1992) include some of the parents’ suggestions for developing closer ties
between themselves and their children's teachers, and for placing parents in a better
position to promote their children's leaming:

» Parents would appreciate being advised when a child is
encountering difficulties, and having the teacher ask for specific
help.

* Some parents would appreciate the opportunity to observe in
their child's c'assroom.

« Parents would like more personal contact with their child's
teacher.

» Parents would appreciate more information regarding specific
curricular items (math in particular).

» Finally, parents express a need for teacher sensitivity to
individual student feelings and needs.

Collinge and Coleman (1992) note that they see the classroom as the center
of the "web of influences” around effective schools. What happens in the
classroom affects student achievermnent and teacher professional satisfaction:

For both to prosper, we argue that genuine collaboration between

parents, students, and teachers is critical. It requires the

abandonment of the kind of professionalism that thrives on
mystification and social distance, and the empowerment of parents

through sharing vital curricular and instructional knowledge.

(p. 24)
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Coleman et al (1992) reject the concept of parents as "clients” of the school,
which they believe implies an arm's-length relationship. They also see the notion
of parents as clients as inherently at odds with the notion of collaboration, which
they believe is the more desirable relationship between schools and parents.
Instead, they describe parents and students as participants in the school communuy,
and believe that "parents will have more influence, and will be more satisfied with
the schools, if they are perceived as partners rather than as consumers or

adversaries” (Coleman et al, 1992).

H -School_Collal ion f C Wine/Psychol
Perspective

School psychology, like psychology in general, was founded with a focus
on the individual (Doherty & Perkay, 1992). In addition, school psychology has
always been concerned with the ecology of the individual child as represented by
the school, and school psychclogists have always understood the importance of the
child's family environment. However, it has only been in the last ten years that
more systematic attention has been paid to how school psychologists can work with
families (Anderson, 1983; Doherty & Perkay, 1992). These writers have been
promoting a "systems approach” to thinking about schools and families, because
this approach offers a way of understanding the complex dynamics between
families and schools, and provides a way of promoting positive changes
(Anderson, 1983). For example, when parents create too much distance from the
child's school, the challenge for the school psychologist is to search for an
understanding of the family dynamics and the family-school dynamics, and to be
alert for future openings toward collaboration:

The school psychologist who uses a systems perspective focuses on

the parents' inaccessibility as occurring within a transactional field
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that involves actions by the school and probably other community
sysiems. (Doherty & Perkay, 1992, p. 6)

Using the systems theory approach can help us to understand the
“interactional dance" between families and the school; as Doherty and Perkay
(1992) state, if everyone is seen as "part of the problem,” everyone can also
become part of the solution. This represents a significant shift in roles for the
school psychologist, one that moves away from the role of the "expert
professional” who works at arm’s length from families:

The family systems approach... is fundamentally social and
collaborative. It involves a different paradigm for practice... If
school psychologists can provide leadership for involving families
in an inviting, collaborative way in the care and education of
children, the role of the school psychologist will be transformed.
(p- 17)

Conoley (1987) presents a levels model in terms of a school psychologist's
involvement with families, focusing on "progressively greater positive
interdependence between family and school” (p. 191).

Weiss and Edwards (1992) report on a Family-School Collaboration Project
established in over 50 New York City schools over the past ten years. The Family-
School Collaboration Project began in 1981, as a response to problems that
therapists at the Ackerman Institute for family therapy were seeing in the school
referrals. Generally, parents were perceiving the referrals as a way of the school
"blaming"” them for the child's difficuldes, and corsequently tended to either not
show up for their sessions, or terminate after only one or two sessions. Weiss and
Maslow, the co-founders of the Project, suggested that "family-school problem-
solving meetings” would be more productive than family therapy scssions. The

message to parents was that children can only be helped when the family and the
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school work together. Weiss and Edwards (1992) believe that many mental health
professionals, when intervening in larger systems like the schools, "fall into the
trap of pulling the identified unit (e.g., child, family) out of the system in which it
resides, rather than recognizing that the child's or family's patterns of behavior are
integrally connected to that system. Thus, the family-school system is the unit of
intervention” (p. 221).

In spite of the individual successes of the "problem-solving meetings,"
Weiss and Maslow soon realized (Weiss & Edwards, 1992) that a more efficient
way to bring about significant change was to examine the way schools and families
developed their relatonships from the beginning. They began to develop a wider
repertoire of school-wide activities called "climate-building activities.” Weiss and
Edwards (1992) state that the three prerequisites for success of the Family-School
Collaboration projects were: {a) the principal's commitment to family-school
collaboration; (b) the selection of a coordinating commiittee that represents
administrators, teachers, and parents; and (c) the designation of a family-school
coordinator, a role that can be played by the school psychologist. However, they
note that the current roles of school psychologists must change in order for this to
happen, since typically, psychologists work with students and families who have
been referred to them by others and whose problems have been defined by others.
As family-school coordinators, psychologists would take on the roles of consultant
and facilitator; rather than work with students or parents alone, they would work
conjointly with students, parents, teachers, and other school staff. They would
also be applying their psychological training and knowledge of child development
to promote collahoration between schools and families.

Epstein (1992) also suggests that school psychologists have the talents,
skills, and knowledge to assume a leadership role in promoting stronger family-

school connections, since they have:
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* knowledge of child development, and an understanding of how
children benefit from coordinated efforts of the many influences
in their lives;

* an appreciation of and experience with "systems" approaches to
preventing and solving problems; and

* an awareness of the distinctions between prevention and
treatment activities to encourage healthy child and adolescent
development. (p. 499)

Epstein (1992) proposes a “paradigm shift" for the role of school
psychologist, from being the "school psychologist" to being the "psychologist of
the school” (p. 502). She recognizes that some of the tasks that school
psychologists presently carry out, such as crisis intervention, testing and other
psychological services, would still need to be carried out. However, her belief is
that there are compelling reasons for psychologists to spend up to half of their time
promoting and maintaining psychologically healthy schools, as they affect all
students, all teachers, and all families "a basic building block for student success
and for a positive and productive school climate” (p. 507).

Epstein (1992) notes that in 1980s, the work of school psychologists was
extended by a focus on systems approaches, with a greater attention paid to children
in context, and by adding a family orientation. She believes that this approach
should now be extended to communicating with and involving all families, not just
those of children with special needs, or children with emotional or behavioral
difficulties.

Summary

There is a definite rend in our society towards increasing the rights of

parents to make educational decisions concerning their children, along with a trend

that emphasizes the importance of parents and educators working together to meet
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the educational needs of the children in their care. I undertook this study in an
attempt to understand how parents and educators describe the current reality in
terms of parent-school collaboration. Furthermore, I wanted to learn more about
their hopes or "vision" for the future in terms of the relationship between parents

and the school.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
Methodology Overview

I chose a qualitative, human science research approach (Patton, 1990;
Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; van Manen, 1990), because of its congruency with the
topic and my own personal beliefs about how we can best learn about another
person's perspective. This approach has allowed me to have the «wost direct
understanding of the participants’ experiences, and has also made it possible for
them to share with me some of the "insights" they think they have gained as a result
of these experiences.

Personal Perspective

P:ztton (1990) proposes that the qualitative researcher must take on an
attitude of "empathic neutrality,” which he defines as a "neutral non-judgmental
stance toward whatever content may emerge" (p. 41). This perspective is neither
€asy 1o acquire nor to maintain, since the researcher must "become aware of and
deal with selective perception, personal biases, and theoretical predispositions"
(Patton, 1990, p. 56). The process of doing this is frequently referred to as
"bracketing.” What follows is my personal attempt at bracketing or obtaining this
empathic neutrality, a process that has continued throughout this study.

As 1 described in detail in Chapter One, the topic of parent-teacher
collaboration is one to which 1 bring over twenty years of experience and reflection.
As this research study has progressed, my own beliefs and opinions about the
importance of parents and schools developing a collaborative relationship have

become even stronger. I have a strong belief that children benefit when the adults



who are responsible for them know each other, respect each other, and share
similar goals and values for the children. Furthermore, 1 believe that there has been
a gradual deterioration in the relationship between parents and teachers, and that
many parents experience, as [ have, a sense of frustration and hopelessness about
being "heard” by the schools. Like Seeley (1981), I also believe that the major
responsibility for changing how pareints and schools work together rests with the
educators, although parents certainly have a part to play in making such changes as
well. I think that our society is undergoing a major "paradigm” shift in terms of
parents’ role in the process of education, and that any major change such as this one
is bound to create conflict and uncenainty.

Clearly, my personal and professional experiences, as well as my beliefs
about the importance of this topic, resulted in a "double-edged sword" as I carried
out this study. On one hand, it enabled me to understand and empathize more
readily with each of the participants in the study; on the other hand, I needed to be
constantly aware of the biases that these experiences created in me, and to diligently

monitor their impact on the research.

nsurin worthi n i

In any qualitative study such as this one, the researcher must find ways of
ensuring that the findings can be considered credible (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992;
Patton, 1990; Sandelowski, 1986). "Rigor" is the term that applies to the process
of planning and conducting the research and analysis, whereas "trustworthiness” is
related to the data, the results, and the conclusions reached by the researcher.
Thus, rigor of the research is a prerequisite to establishing trustworthiness of the
findings.

Patton (1990) suggests that the credibility issue for qualitative inquiry

depends on three distinct but related elements:
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1. A fundamental, philosophical belief in a qualitative approach:
2. The credibility of the researcher; and

3. Rigorous techniques and methods for gathering and analyzing
data.

Beginning with the fundamental belief in a qualitative appro.ch, the
researcher must believe that there are multiple perspectives from which to consider
behaviors, emotions, and thoughts. With respect to the subjectivity of the study,
there is no question that the researcher in this study is the "measuring” instrument.
However, according to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), researchers can transcend some
of their own biases by being aware of them, and by being as accurate and
comprehensive as possible in analyzing the data. The following is a brief account
of some of the strategies and techniques I have used to enhance the trustworthiness
of this research project. First of all, with respect to the belief system and
researcher credibility:

» Itook a graduate course in qualitative research, in which I was involved
in readings, discussions, and a pilot study that gave me first-hand
experience in using this approach.

* T'kept a reflective journal, where I documented my thoughts and beliefs
about using this paradigm, as well as my professional and personal
biases and working assumptions.

* Iselected a topic with which I have had extensive professional and
personal experience, and I was able to bring some of that experience to
the study, but was careful not to share my own personal beliefs with the
participants,

« Idocumented through field notes changes in my thoughts and attitudes

toward this topic.
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* Ikept a detailed "audit wrail,” documenting the process and products of
the research.
+ [interacted closely with the participants during the interviews, but did

not become over-involved with them.

Secondly, in order to ensure methodological credibility:

¢ I selected participants who could represent various viewpoints (as
parents, a teacher, a counsellor, and a principal), who had an ability to
express themselves well, and who were willing to share their thoughts
and experiences.

» I tape-recorded the interviews, and transcribed each interview verbatim.

« [ double-checked all transcriptions for errors and/or omissions.

» I paraphrased and coded all the data frorn the interviews, and carried out
"member checks” to ensure accuracy of my interpretations.

» I worked with a colleague during the coding process, to ensure that my
method of analysis was credible.

» I made use of a constant comparative method to sort data.

» lincluded direct quotes in the report of the findings, in order to

substantiate claims and interpretations.

In an article entitled Rigor or rigor mortis: The problem of nigor in
qualitative research revisited, Sandelowski (1993) suggests that the best test of
rigor in qualitative work is whether or not the researcher has managed to create "the
evocative, true-to-life, and meaningful portraits, stories, and landscapes of human
experience” (p. 1). This was my goal in presenting the information I received from

each of the participants in a case study format ut the beginning of Chapter Four.
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Another point that Sandelowski (1993) makes is that the typically narrative
nature of interview data makes the problem of determining accuracy of meaning and
intention "a deeply theoretical and moral one.” According to Sandelowski, (1993,
p- 5), stories that people tell in interviews are themselves constantly changing, since
they represent their efforts to order find meining in, and even live with the events
in their lives. This is indeed the case for the stories that my participants shared with

me; I have attempted to present them as clearly as possible as they want them told.

Ethical Consid .

In accordance with University of Alberta policy, an application was made to
the Department of Educational Psychology Ethics Review Committee, and the
research procedures received the Committee's approval on April 7, 1994,

When the participants were first approached to have the purpose of the
study explained to the m, they were given a copy of the proposal and any questions
they had were answered. They were asked to sign a consent form (See Appendix A
for a copy of the consent form), and were assured that consent forms would be kept
in a secured location, separate from the data so that names would not be associated
with the tapes or transcripts.

Participants were assured that their participation in the study was totally
voluntary, and that their identity would be kept confidential in any of ihe reports
written as a result of this study. In order to do this, I invited each participant to
sclect a pseudonym. 1 changed the names (and in some cases, the gender) of
people that the participants referred to during the interviews. When I felt that the
credibility of the data would not be influenced, I have also deliberately omitted
some information that [ felt might identify one of the participants. The school's
identity was also kept confidential, and the name of the school has been changed for

this reason.  Participants were also assured that if they did not wish to answer some
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questions, they could indicate this and we weuld proceed to another question.
Finally, they were told that they could withdraw from the study at any time, without

prejudice.

Selecti { Partici

As 1 was making a decision regarding the participants in this study, I was
aware that the most basic qualification is that participants have "salient experniences
of the phenomenon in their everyday worlds” (Becker, 1986, p. 105). Each of the
participants in this study have had direct experiences in terms of parent-school
collaboration.

One of the goals of this study was to explore the diversity in terms of
participants' perspectives on parent-school collaboration; consequently, I chose 0
interview a principal, a teacher, a counsellor and two parents. | also decided to
include two parents in the study rather than just one, in order to provide some
balance between the school/parent perspectives. Each of the participants was either
a staff member of Holy Spirit Elementary School, or had children who attended the
school. The decision to select all of the participants from one school was made 1n
the hope that there would be some "common ground” in terms of ¢xpenences.

I knew the principal, Stance, from previous professional connections.
Although I had never spoken to him specifically about his thoughts on parent-
school collaboration, [ knew him to be an articulate, outspoken, and enthusiastic
administrator. [ had a sense that he would have some strong beliefs about the topic,
as well as a willingness to share his thoughts and opinions honesily and openly
with me. Furthermore, from having seen him interact with others in a number of
situations, I thought that he was himself a very "collaborative” person.

Having received permission and encouragement from the Superintendent of

Schools to pursue this study at Holy Spint School, I contacted Stance directly, and



explained to him the purpose of my research. Stance responded enthusiastically,
and said that he would be pleased to participate ‘. the study, and to assist me in the
selection of the other participants.

There was no question as to who I would interview for the counselor, since
the school only has one full-time counsellor, Bernard. [ asked Stance to assist me
in selecting a teacher, according to my criteria which included: (a) experience with
the topic, (b) ability to articulate thougnts and experiences on the topic, and (c)
willingness to spend the required time with me. Stance suggested that I approach
Clare, a grade three teacher at the school.

After meeting with Bernard and Clare to discuss the research proposal, and
to find out if they were interested in participating in the study, I asked each of them
to identify one parent they had "worked with"” over the past year, keeping in mind
the above criteria. I did this in the hope that there would be some cross-referencing
of data, i.¢., that the parents would refer to similar situations that the educators did.
Bernard suggested Denae, and Clare referred me to Anne. Both Bemard and
Clare made the initial contact with each parent, to make sure that they were
interested in participating in the study. Once they let me know that both Denae and
Anne were indeed interested, I contacted each of them by telephone to make

arrangements for our first interviews.

Collecti f Data: I iews
I chose to use interviews as the primary basis for this study, in order to
obtain as "rich” data as possible. According to Patton (1590), the interview format
allows the opportunity to develop greater rapport and openness between the
researcher and the participants in the study. The interviews in this research were
semi-structured (Patton, 1990). I developed an interview guide, but encouraged

each of the participants to digress and expand on their thoughts on the topic of



parent-school collaboration. Whenever it seemed necessary, I asked some
"probing” questions, in order to make sure that I understood each participants’
viewpoints clearly.

The interview guide has two slightly different versions, one that I used with
the educators, and the other one with the parents. (See Appendix B for a copy of
the interview guides.) During each interview, I also became aware of the impact of
my questions; I found that one of the questons that led to the "richest” data was:
"Is there anything else that I need to know about you personally in order to reaily
understand your thoughts about parents and schools working together?”

Each of the participant was interviewed twice, the first an open-ended
interview, and the second a validation of my interpretations. My intention during
the interviews was to be as non-directive as possible, to avoid influencing the
participants’ responses. The first participant to be interviewed was Stance, the
principal, followed by Bernard, the counsellor, Clare, the teacher, and finally Anne
and Denae, the parents. With the exception of Stance, who was interviewed in late
February, 1994, all of the other first interviews were held during a two-week
period in May, 1994.

The first interview with each participant was approximately one hour in
length. Before the first interview, I spent about ten minutes establishing rapport,
informing the pardcipant about the nature of the research and answering any
questions, and gaining the consent in written form. Then the tape-recorder was
turned on for the main phase of the interview. The participants knew that they
would have an opportunity to review the transcripts of the interviews, and make
any clarifications or additions they wished.

During this first interview, I asked each of the participants to talk to me
about one of their recent positive experiences of home-school collaboration, as

well as one of their recent negative experiences with collaboration. I also asked
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them to define or describe parent-school collaboration, and to identify the barriers
that they saw in terms of developing this collaboration. Finally, I asked them to
talk to me about their "vision" of parent-school collaboration--what they would
ideally like to see happening.

The second 1aterviews, which were held after the transcribed first
intervicws had been analyzed, were also approximately one hour in length. T'he
purpose of the second interview was to ask the participants to check the transcripts
for accuracy, clarify meanings, to add to the ideas that they had shared during the
first interview, and to validate: my interpretations of the interviews. Ali five
participants basically agreed with my interpretations of what they had said, although
most people corrected or expanded on at least a few points. All changes were
recorded directly on the transcribed interview, in the form of margin notes.

Before the final draft of this thesis was written, participants also had an
opportunity to read the sections of Chapter 4 that pertained to them, and to see how
linterpreted their experiences and thoughts on the topic of parent-school

collaboration.

ndivi

The data consisted of the five taped interviews, the written transcriptions of
these interviews, field notes and journal reflections. In some instances, the
participants made some very meaningful statements immediately after the tape
recorder was turned off. In such cases, I entered this data into my journal, which I
used as a secondary data source. After each interview, I also dictated my field
notes, consisting mainly of reflections on the interview and insights regarding the

possible interpretations of the data. These field notes were transcribed shortly after
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they were recorded, and provided another secondary data source in the analysis of
the material.

After each of the first interviews, [ personally transcribed the interview
verbatim within a day or two of the interview. Having completed each
transcription, I listened again to each interview, checking with the typed
transcription line-by-line for total accuracy.

Before beginning with the analysis, | first read through each interview
thoroughly several times, to get an overall sense of the main themes and issues for
each participant. I paid close attention to the statements that were repeated, and
listened to the tape again to get a sense of the participant's tone and expression.
Then each interview was broken down into meaning units, and each unit was
carefully paraphrased (first level abstraction). Working with the help of a
colleague, I then assigned a "tag” or label to each meaning unit (second-level
abstraction).

These tags were then clustered together into groups or topics for analysis, in
order to develop the main themes for each participant (third-level abstraction). It is
at this point that I returned for my second interview with each participant, in order

to validate my analysis by seeing if each one agreed with it.

veratl Anal
After analyzing each interview individually, I began a comparative analysis.
First | looked for themes that were specific to parents and specific to educators;
secondly, I looked for some of the overall themes or issues ("topics”) that applied
to all the interviews. Each topic was analyzed in detail. The findings are presented
in Chapter Four, first in case study format, which gives the reader an opportunity to
meet each of the participants, and to know their particular context and

understandings. In order to write this section of the thesis, I re-arranged the order
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of sentences, but was careful to use the exact words of the participants at all times.
The only changes I made were grammatical ones, in order to ensure that sentences
or thoughts could be easier read, but the meaning was never changed. Left to stand
on their own, the stories provide the best possible "window" into each person's
perspective on parent-school collaboration.

In this first part of Chapter Four, I also decided to present the parents’
voices first, and then the educators. This was a choice that I made very
deliberately, based on my belief in the importance of hearing the parents'
perspective (and which I believe is often not heard by the educators). The second
part of Chapter Four is an interpretation of the overall themes and issues that

emerged from the interviews.

Introduction of the Partici

The research study included five pariicipants, all of whom are connected to
Holy Spirit School, which is briefly described below. The following is a brief
description of each of the participants:

Stance, a principal. Stance has been the principal at Holy Spirit School
for the past five years. He is married, has two children, and has been working as a
teacher and administrator for over 20 years.

Bernard, a counsellor. Bernard has been che school counsellor at Holy
Spirit for 17 years, and has been working for the school district for 23 years. He is
also married, and has three children.

Clare, a grade three teacher. Clare is in her early forties, and has been
teaching elementary school for 20 years. She has also worked as a district office
consultant for two years. She is married to a high school teacher, and has three

daughters.
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Anne, a parent of two children (Julie, grade 5 and Justin, grade 3). Anne
has a son in Clare's class this year, and Clare su_:gested her as a parent participant
for the study. Anne is a nurse and a single parent, and has raised both children on
her own since they were very young.

Denae, a parent of three children (Veronique, grade 5, Melanie, grade 4,
and Lisa, grade 1). Denae's name was suggested for this study by Bernard. Denae

is a full-time homemaker, and her husband is a self-employed businessman.

D N { the School

Holy Spirit School is a Catholic elementary school, located in a suburb of a
large city in the province of Alberta. The school was originally opened in 1959, but
has undergone extensive structural changes over the past 35 years. In the 1993-94
school year, the schoo! had an enrollment of 588 students. There are 344 students
from grades one to six; the 244 remaining students are enrolled in ECS (Early
Childhood Services or kindergarten) programs. The reason for this large number
of ECS students is that Holy Spirit School has been designated as the "district site”
for ECS programs. All students of ECS age within the district are bused to Holy
Spirit School. Due to the large number of ECS students housed at the school, there
are significant numbers of students with special needs. The school has a Preschool
(i.e., pre-kindergarten age) program for children with special needs.

The school! staff includes a principal and a vice-principal who both have
some teaching responsibilities in addition to administrative ones, a full-time
counsellor, 26 teachers, 19 support and clerical stff, and three custodians.

Holy Spirit School has a Parent Advisory Committee (PAC) which meets
on a monthly basis. According to a "constitution" that has not been revised for
several years, the membership of the PAC consists of all parents and staff, and all

are “welcome" to the meetings. The constitution states that "a core group shall
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consist of parents and staff who are willing and who are available for extra
responsibilites.” There are no elections or appointments to this group; it is stricty
a "volunteer” group. Consequently, parents who attend the PAC meetings do not

necessarily feel any responsibility to represent anyone other than themselves.



CHAPTER FOUR

FINDINGS

Part One: Participants in the R |

L__Anne, who wants to be heard

Anne is the parent of two children, Julie (age 11) in grade §, and Justin (age
9) in grade 3. Anne works as a nurse in a large hospital and with the local Board of
Health, and on the day we agreed to meet for our first interview, she was scheduled
to work a four-hour shift beginning at lunch time. She offered to come to my
house in the morning to be interviewed. Upon meeting her, I was struck with her
no-nonsense manner, and her willingness to share her thoughts with me. Within the
first few minutes of the interview, Anne introduced herself, displaying the strength,

honesty, and directness that characterize her best:

I'm a single parent, and have raised both children on my own right
from birth. When Justin was two and a half, he was diagnosed with
leukemia, and he had radiation to his brain, as part of his
treatment... and the concern was that because his brain was not
mature, because he was under three, that he may have some
difficulties at school at a later date.

I was a student nurse when Justin was on treatment, so when he
was diagnosed I took a six-month leave, and then | went back to
school and finished my nursing while he was on treatment for the
rest of the two years... And I graduated, and he came off treatments.
It was a very difficult ime. I look back at that time, and I think,
how did I do that? Fortunately, I've had a lot of support from my
family.

Both my children have artended Holy Spirit School since
kindergarien. With Julie, my first child, I never felt an importance
to communicating with the school; I always looked at it from at a
time when I was in school, like, I'm the parent, they're the
educators, and they're separate roles... Because Julie was justin
school, sailing along, and not having any problems... But because
of Justin's medical history, I knew that there could be some learning
disabilities, and [ thought... as I spent more time talking to the
teachers, and the principal, and the counselor, I thought, it's a
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relationship, it's important. I'm his parent, and they are the
educators, but we have a vested interest in this child, and we have o
work together to make sure that his education goes as best as it can

As with all the participants in this research, I asked Anne to begin by talking
to me about her thoughts about parents and schools working together. It quickly
became clear that Anne's experience with Justin has made her very aware of the
importance of parent-schoo! collaboration, and that she has seen herself as her

son's advocate since his first year in school:

What the radiation and other treatment did to him was, it changed his
behavior. He became attention deficit disordered, secondary to the
radiation. They've tried to tell me that he could have been before,
but I said no, I know what he was like before, and he wasn't...
They gave him toxic chemicals, both in his blood and in his brain,
the radiation, and I know that changed him. So his behavior was
different, he's very volatile, moody, impulsive, aggressive... I felt
that once in kindergarten, it was important for me to communicate
with the school, that his behavior was a result of his treatments....
that these children experience some typical learning deficits. Also
while it might not be manifested at an early age, it can happen over
time, it can happen at any time. I just felt it was important that they
realize this.

My relationship with the school has been, at the beginning, it was a
rather difficult one, in that... I felt that because they knew this was a
child at risk, that they should be proactive in their education, and
provide him with assistance early on. But of course, because of
finances, they're reactive, they wait for the problems, and then they
deal with them, so... I was at their door a lot, making sure that they
were looking out for him.

For Anne, the "negative" story she relates in terms of her relationship with
the school tums out to be the story of her son's early school experiences. Anne felt
that Jusun was a victim of his disease and of the treatments; she felt frustrated
because she thought neither the doctors nor the school were willing to recognize

that his problems were a result of his treatments. She describes her increasing
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disappointment with the school, and the events that led her to take her concems to a

level beyond the school.

When Justin came off treatment, I realized that he had been affected
by the radiation and the chemotherapy, and I felt that he was a
victim. I had the medical doctors now telling me, "Oh, we don't
know if he would have been this way anyway,” and I had the school
telling me, "Well, there's other kids that have learning problems like
this too,"... but I was 4 parent who felt, no one's admitting that
radiation an. chemotherapy did this to him, caused him to be this
way. He's having problems interacting with his peers, and it's
affecting his esteem... I mean there wasn't a moment in the day that
he wasn't in trouble, and I felt that he was a victim. I had a lot of
anger, and frustration.

At first, because the school was being reactive and not proactive, |
actually told [the principal] that I wasn't happy with things... Justin
was in a grade one class with a group of children that were very
difficult, with an inexperienced teacher. [ just felt that wasn't the
best learning environment for Jusun... and [the principal] felt that it
was O.K,, but I wasn't happy with that decision... [ wanted Justin
in a quieter learmning environment. I had submitted lots of articles o
the school on the side effects of radiation, tons of articles... And |
didn't feel that they were taking this as seriously as 1 wanted them
to. I told him [the principal] that I was going to take it te the
superintendent of schools.

So I did, I sent a letter expressing my frustrations... my concern that
the school was not giving Justin the individualized attention that he
needed. The school felt that he was coping, and that he didn't need
the assistance, and I felt that coping's not gcod ¢nough. There's a
child here whe has difficulties, and the learning atmosphere was not
a good one for nim. [ had talked to the teacher, to the principal, and
it wasn't going anywhere... because they still said that he was
coping. And my frustration was, "yes, he's coping, but he's been
through enough, I don't want him 1o just cope, I want him to have
more attention,” and they didn't feel that they could provide that,
so... I sent the letter.

After I sent the letter, there was a meeting with the principal, the
Director of Student Services [from the district office], and myself. |
can't remember if the teacher and the counsellor were there or not.
But we met and discussed the letter, and my frustration, and I think
we ended up agreeing to disagree.

From Anne's perspective, this meeting did not result in any consensus, or

agreement on the school's part to make any of the changes she was asking for. It

seemed to her that the school officials listened politely to her concems, but told her
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that they didn't agree that changes were needed, nor could they make any changes
to Justin's school program. However, soon after that meeting, Anne saw that

changes did begin to occur for Justin at school.

But not long after, Justin was placed in a resource room. And after
that, it seemed, things kind of fell in place. The next year, when he
was in grade two, I received a phone call from his teachers avking
for my permission for Justin to receive language arts instruction for
three periads each morning, in a small group with an ancillary
teacher. I said, yes, absolutelv. So there were more opportunities
for him to have quieter instruction... Then in May of grade two, the
teacher felt that Justin could move back into the classroom. I was
somewhat alarmed that they were removing him from that small
group, but after talking to them and finding out that... th .y wanted
him back in the whole class to see if he was ready for grade three...
I mean, it improved our relationship, because when they made
changes that I didn't agree with, I had to find out why. And if after
talking to them, I felt comfonable, then I could agree with what they
were saying...

However, Anne never knew for sure if these changes occurred as a result of
her letter to the Superintendent's office, and the meeting that was subsequently
held.

At the meeting, I thought, what did I accomplish, we
communicated, and we agreed to disagree... But not too long after,
things changed... And [ was upset that they made that change, that
at the meeting they couldn’t admit that, I'm still not sure why he was
put in there. I'm not sure if he was put in there because I had raised
a fuss, or if he really needed to be put in there.

The following situation is the one that Anne uses as an example of a positve
experience she has had in working with the school. The most important thing for
Anne seems to be that she now feels she has reached a point where she can trust her
son's teacher, and the school, to look out for him and to be proactive in terms of
meeting his educational needs.

The other thing that happened [this year in grade three], Justin's

teacher phoned me and said that Justin's having difficulty in
Language Arts, and would I like to have him in Resource Room...
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And, just right away, you know, I commended her and praised her
for assessing that Justin needed that, and I said, "By all means. put
him in there,"... | was just really pleased that... and that's part of
that trusting... is the teacher going to pick up on his needs... | sent
her a letter the next day, thanking her for noucing that he needed
assistance, and for phoning me and asking me how I felt about it. 1
kind of went to bed with a feeling of, yes, I worked hard in the last
three years, and I might have upset a few people, but it's working...

Although these changes had been occurring for Justin at the school, Anne

talks about two significant "turning points” that also had an impact on her

relationship with the school. She went 1o see a personal counsellor, where she

finally had an opportunity to talk about her anger over what had happened to her

son, an opportunity to have her feelings heard and validated. She also was referred

to a psychologist from the local Cancer Institute, who assessed Justin and later

became involved with Justin's school program.

She became, I guess, Justin's advocate, she became involved in the
school. And now, she's the one that communicates with them...
She talks to the school, and educates them. And I find that, and |
think that [Justin's teacher| does too, that having her has made a
difference... She kind of steps in for me, and the difference...
[Justin's teacher] explained the other day when we were talking
about it, she said, "It kind of validates what you're saying, it's not
just a parent saying, it's somebody who is part of a medical team
who is validating what you've been telling us..."

Anne describes parent-school collaboration in terms of parents and schools

communicating and working together as partners. She also has a strong sense of

the link between her child's life at home and his life at school. She defines

collaboration as a relationship that develops over time, where both parties work

together for the benefit of the child.

It's important for me to know what he's doing at school, because it
will have a tie-over when he comes home from school.... And |
can't be there to supervise him, or to control that, but [ need w0
know, I mean, his life doesn’t end when school's over, and his
home life doesn't end when he goes to school. It's important that
we work together... Because things that happen at home can affect
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his schooling, and things that happen at school can affect his
evening. So, I think it's really important to know that it's a
partnership, that it's not that you're the educator and I'm the parent,
and there's a line there at 3:30, and at 8:30 in the moming... that we
have to work together.

It's a relationship where both parties have to work as partners, for
the children that they have there. It's an ongoing relationship, I
mean, it doesn't just happen in grade one,... it's, as schools change,
and a5 children change, and as family dynamics change, that
relationship has to...

Anne recognizes the problem that arises because of the conflict between
parents' individual concerns for their children, and the school's need to be
concerned with the entire student group. However, she wants the school to
acknowledge that her children are the most important things to her, and that their

education is very important.

The children in the school are loved by parents who want the best
for their children... And, I just see that my interest and concern for
Justn is probably 90%... and I hate to put a percentage on it, but
I'm sure it's stronger than the interest the school has in him... I
mean, they have 350 kids, so their investment in that child's
education is not the same as mine, my investment.... [ appreciate
that, and I don't want Justin to be the only one in the school and to
have their undivided attention, but they need to know how important
he is to me.

What I'm trying to say is just that their interest in my children is
going to be different than my interest, and they need to respect that,
and appreciate that... And if I come to the school and request certain
things, they need to know that it's not because I think they're
incompetent, or they can't do the job... So they don't take
comments as an atfront to their pride, or whatever...

When asked what she thinks schools can do to promote home-school
collaboration, Anne tatks about the importance of the attitudes of educators towards
parents. She feels that the educators' attitude was that she should trust them
"automatically,” simply because of their profession.

I'can remember a time when I felt a little resentment on their part that

I was being proactive. What was coming across... was that, they're
in the education business, and I should trust them, ... I should trust
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that they know what they're doing... And, I resented that a litde bit,
because I thought, yeah, you are an educator and I'm an R.N., we
have different backgrounds, and I can't say where Justin is in terms
of his education, or if he's having difficultes, I can only go by what
I think I know... and, they're the educator, but I'm his mother?
An;i, if I know him better than ycu do, then you should listen to
me?

It's not that they don't listen, but I still scnse thai there's this attitude
of, "we're the educators, this is our specialty, and you have to trust
us,” ... and while I've been able to wust them because | feel he's in
a good place, I don't think they should have that attitude. We have
to work together as a team. not, we're the educators, and leave the
child in our hands.

Anne also thinks that parents need to take a stronger interest in their
children’s education, and not be intimidated by the educators. She sees that this is

beginning 1o change in our society.

I know 1 look at my parents, and [ mean, when I grew up, you
didn't question what they said, you just went with it, and... I think
now it has to be different... They're not God, and they don't know
everything, and you have to communicate. You might not agree on
the same things, but... I think, as a whole, our generation has more
education, and we have higher expectations [for the schools}, and
we are getting involved more, maybe communicating more.

When asked about her vision for parent-school collaboration, Anne talks

abourt how she believes that she is "living her vision"” at the school nght now:

I'm comfortable at the school now, and I'm comfortable with the
relationship that we have, and... because I've had that meeting with
them, I feel that I'd be able to do that again... that  know that they'd
receive my concern for Justin different... So [ like the way things
are going now. I think that they are open to my comments, my
suggestions... that they communicate with me, and they have done
in the past, and.... while it gives me stress at the ume, 1U's 1mportant
that I know those things, you know, so... comrmunication is the
key, I guess.. also the openness.
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2. Denae, who wants a voice
Denae is the mother of three daughters. [ interviewed her at the kitchen

iable of her home, over several cups of coffee. Denae welcomed me warmly; she
is very interested in the topic of parent-school ielatonships and, like Anne, she
speaks with a lot of candour and emotion ~hout the issues we addressed. Denae

talks rapidly, with a lot of energy. This is how Denae introduces herseif and her

family:

My husband and I have three daughters: Veronique is 11 and in
grade 5, Melanie is 9 and in grade 4, and Lisa will be 7 this month -
she's in grade one. All three girls have been at Holy Spirit School
since they began their education... So, you know, we've been
involved in the school for a length of time. My husband is a self-
employed businessman, and has been in a few different businesses
since we got married.

Myself, when we were first married, I worked in the capacity of a
social worker with the provincial government for a number of years,
and in some other capacities too. When I got pregnant with my first
child, I went on maternity leave, anc then I later resigned. So I've
been a stay-at-home Mom for almost 12 years.

I guess the most important thing in our life is our relationship with
God and Jesus. Much of our life revolves around our Church,
which is not the Catholic Church, but [another Christian religion].
We have been attencing that Church since 1989, and most of our
involvementi in the community is related tc our church.

When I ask Denae to talk to me about her thoughts about parents and
schools working together, about parent-school coliaboration, she immediately

begins to talk about how she believes that we are in a ime of change.

I thirk we're kind of in an exciting time, in terms of opportunities
for parents te get involved in schools... because I think that, you
know, with the new budget that Klein [the provincial premier] has
brought in, «nd all these cutbacks, that parents are going to be put in
the position that they're going to have to becorne more involved.
And 1 thinl. that's going to open doors for us, and it's going to give
parents great freedomn to have a greater voice in our schools. And 1
think it really is an exciting time. I just see great cpportunities for
more, greater opportunities for people in the schoo! system and the
parents 10 corue together and really make a difference... And I am
really excited about it, I think it's good.
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[ think that parents will be given more, well, freedom... hopefully
more rights to make decisions, to really make {a difference]. It's
hard to imagine what exactly these changes will be, I don't think
anyone's going to know [for a while]...

I see greater opportunity for parents to have a voice, and how our
money is spent... You know, I'm not saying really that I'm
supporting Klein, and all these cutbacks. Don't misunderstand me
there, but [ think that there will be some positive, I think that it will
sharpen schools. [ think Stance [the principal] is keenly aware that
he's going to have to market his school, and keep everyone hippy.
I even see the possibility of us adopting the voucher system, where
parents would be given a voucher and say, shop for your school...
and I think that would be quite reasonable.

Denae feels that parents haven't had much of a voice in schools until now.
She sees that they will have more opportunity in the future to have a real impact. It
is obvious right from the start that parents having a "voice" in making decisions
about all aspects of education s very important to Denae. She recognizes that this

is very much in keeping with who she is herself.

I'd like to have more say in everything, right from the top down...
about everything. You know, I hear from my children, about all
these additional courses that are brought in, that, you know, are
kind of swept in at our school... and somehow, I just feel like I've
had no say in them. I would like a greater say in everything. But
I'm very verbal, and I'm very opinionated. So, it's probably just in
keeping with my personality.

Denae has clearly given a lot of thought to the relationship between parents
and the school. She believes in the importance of parents supporting the school,

being very positive, of working closely together.

I just think it's crucial, you know, you have to have a relationship...
It's crucial, it's absolutely crucial, and I think it should be
condnually nurtured, in whatever opportunities are avallable. Like !
said, I think there's great potential for the schools and the parents o
work more closely together now, with all these changes...

I believe in supporting the school, and I believe in setting
differences aside, for the betterment of the whole body, and my
children... And I do not like confrontation, it's fiot in my
personality.
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Denae believes that her relationship with the school is generally a "good and
positive” one. She is very appreciative of the good qualites that she sees in the
school administration and staff, and the environment that they have created for
students. Denae particularly recognizes the important role of the school principal.

This is how she describes Holy Spirit School:

I just look at the school as being very upbeat, and very positive. I
see the staff as being really committed, and I look at Stance and {the
vice-principal] as being optimistic, you know... Stance, especially,
seems to have the gift of encouragement, with a real heart, a real
heart for the kids.... And I think that's an attitude that prevails
across, to all the different families that come to that school. It's
valued, it's supported, and it's encouraged.

And my hat goes off to Stance, because I think it's very true, my
husband says you can tell the type of staff by the boss... And I think
it's true, you can tell very much what goes on ... behind closed
doors.

However, in spite of her admiration for Stance and for the good work that
he docs, Denae is not convinced that the parents really have an equal voice in
making decisions. Like Anne, she feels concerned and upset at times about the
attitudes that she perceives are held by the educators:

Stance always talks about the school as a partnership, you kncw,
and everything... And I think he's sincere in that, but ... sometimes
I wonder, if it came down to the bottom line, if it still wouldn't be
“well, we here know best, because we really are the educators, and
we're the ones that have gone to all these seminars and conferences,
and this is what the literature is saying, und this is, you know..."
So. that's the thing I dislike... It's like a partnership as long as we
all agree.

When I ask Denae to tell me about some positive experiences she has had in
terms of her relationship with the school, she talks first about the interactions she's

tiad over the last tew years with Bemard, the counsellor, and aiso about a very

special teacher who has taught two of her daughters. Bernard has been involved in
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doing assessment work with each of Denae's children, and each time Denae has felt

that Bernard valued her knowledge and opinions.

Bernard is very approachable, and he's very non-judgmental, and he never
makes you feel like he knows more than, you know, he would know more
that weisld be of a deciding factor than what you as a parent would know...
Again, he hus a real heant for the kids.

The "special teucher” is someone who reminds Denae of a fourth-grade

teacher she had herself.

Monica is wonderful, she cares for her flock... { hope she never
loses it, as a young teacher, she just cares about her kids, you
know, she wants to set them on fire to learn, and never wanting to
miss an opportunity... She's very affirming for the children, and }
think she's affirming with the parents, and... she's very caring, and
I just really appreciate her, like she's upbeat, and I'm sure there's
times when she's at her desk and wonders what she's doing, you
know... but I've never left a parent-teacher interview, or ever had a
phone call with her, or a chat, without feeling so grateful that she's
part of our school, and that, you know, that my two girls have had
her...

Denae's "negative example" in terms of collaboration with the school
involves a very recent meeting of the Parent Advisory Committee (PAC). She has
begun attending the PAC meetings on a regular basis (i.e., every month) for the
past year. Itis her understanding that any parent can attend these meetings, but she
says that the same people tend to show up each month. These "attenders™ have not
been elected or appointed in any way, and the parents who come are not necessarily
representing anyone other than themselves at these meetings. Denae describes what
happened at this last meeting:

The last encounter I had with the school was at a Parent Advisory
Committee meeting. They were talking about a parent survey that
had gone out [to the parents], and it had come back. It was mostly
with regard to the big issue of supervision and safety of kids on the
playground, as well as the cost of this supervision. And we were

talking about hiring anoiner supervisor, ana the cost that would be
involved, and what wouid be our options to not hiring someone... |
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felt that the PAC, which is made up of a handful of regular
attenders, was not really, probably, always a very representative
voice... I just think a lot of decisions are made without the rest of

parent knowing...

And I felt that before we made a decision at the PAC, we should go
back to the parents, and say, "look, this is what we've compiled,
this is what we're thinking," ... you know, give them a final say.
And then one of the parents spoke up and said, "Well, you know,
where is everyone, everyone can be here, [ mean, we have these
meetings, we advertise..."

And I felt that [just because parents aren't all here], it's not a
statement that they don't care, that they don't want to get involved.
They may have lots of other reasons. I really felt that we needed to
g0 back out there and get some more information. And Stance said
that he was up against a time frame, he had to get his plans for the
budget in by the beginning of the month, and he had only two
weeks left... Probably he felt that the PAC kind of had that, you
know, was in that position to decide. So I spoke out, but I didn't

get any support.

When she didn't receive any support for her position, Denae began to
question how she was being viewed by other parents, as well as by Stance. Later,
she worried that Stance might misinterpret her statements, and think that she was

not being supportive of him and of the school.

I didn’t get any support, and of course, since I've just been sitting
on the Committee since last September, I feei like the new kid on the
block... And I feel I stand out because of my Christian beliefs, and
because I come from a little bit different angle than the other
people,... and I'm very vocal... I feel kind of like the odd man
out... I also felt like I kind of let Stance down, and... in fact, I feel
like I need to either write him a note, or phone him up, and say,
"You know, Stance, I'm loyal to you, [ support you, I know where
your heart is. And I did not mean to in anv way be critical of you,
or judgmental... but personally, in my heart, I felt that that's what
we needed 1o do.”

[ felt badly, ! felt really badly for Stance, and then of course I
worried about our relationship, and how he would view me too, and
how that would impact us working together. But I don't regret what
[ said, I still fee! like we should have done that.

Although Denae is struggling with wanting to maintain a positive

relationship with the school, she is honest enough to raise her concerns about the
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Parent Advisory Committee, and its role at the school. Denae raises the question of
whose needs are actually being served by the PAC, and she concludes that the PAC

as it presently exists does not really serve the needs of parents.

You know, when [ really think about this Committee, I see that it
looks like it's a Parent Advisory Committec, but really, what it is, is
an opportunity for the Principal and Vice-Principal to voice their
needs, especially this past year... The 1 needs to have additional
supplies, and fund-raising... for the things they need in their school.
That's how I feel, I feel like it's a way for the administration to
present their needs, ... in terms of physical things that they need for
the school.

So I see it as not a very powerful committee, really, serving more
the needs of the hierarchy, you know, of the staff, of the
administration, than, really, what it could be.

When I ask her what she thinks schools could do to promote greater home-
school collaboration, Denae recognizes all the things that the school already docs in
that regard, and then she talks more specifically about the relationship between
parents and teachers:

You know, Stance is very good, at the beginning of the school term,
he has kind of a forum, a gathering, where teachers are introduced
and parents have time to go and visit in the classroom and meet the
individual teachers. You know, you're made, I think, the purpose
is to make you feel comfortable, and confident, and to give you an
opportunity to meet the teachers, and to go in:o the classrooms, and
see what's going to happen, ... and that's a really great way o stan
the year. So right away, I think, there's that attitude of, you know,
"come to us,"” and...”

Sometimes [ wish I would hear more from my kids' teachers. |

wish I would hear from them between parcnt-teacher interviews,
like just a phone call or a iote.

When asked what she thinks parents could be doing to promote better
collaboration with the school, Denae explains an idea she has for getting a larger
number of parents informed about things that are happening at the school, and

involved in decision-making.
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I thirk it would be a good idea to have kind of sub-committees,
sitting under the PAC. You know, a committee that would be
concemned about certain areas of education, or maybe it's in reading
or something... Another committee sitting on their concern about
religion, or, you know, different pockets or groups. It would be
just a matter of, if you have a though' in your kitchen or at work,
and you want to share it, there would be a number you could phone,
where you could have a voice on the committee. Everyone can
usually find time to make a phone call, if you have a name ard a
number. And if you get to know each other...

Denace identifies conflicts in values as the major barrier to parent-school
collaboration. She recounts a number of incidents where she feels that her values
as a parent were in direct conflict with the values that were, indirectly, being taught

at the school.

Last year, the grade four class was brought in to the library to... try
and solve a murder mystery. I wasn't able to go, but apparently
they had a fake corpse there, and the kids had to determine how this
person died, and to solve the mystery. I really objected to that... I
felt it was compietely unnecessary, what are we doing taking our
kids to a library to look at a corpse to solve a mystery, I mean... we
shouldn't be focusing on murder, I tnean, Thou Shalt Not Kill ... is
a commandment, and this is a Christian school, and we should be
focusing on what's good, and what's true, and what's right. I just
felt that it didn't serve any real useful purpose, and if anything, it
jusi focused on something very negative, and 1 really question that
as being a gocd learning experience.

And the whole area of Halloween is an issue for me, you know,
every October it's an issue for me again. Idon't think it's
something that a Christian school should be involved in, a pagun
celebration...

And the videos, again, you know, likc there's all kinds of videos
that are brought into our school. My grade five daughter watched a
video shown during Halloween time, dealing with the
supernatural... Now that video got swept in under the door, got
shown to my child... I never knew it was going to be shown, |
never got a say in the matter. I really object to that. I'm not sending
my daughter to schoo! to watch, i mean, I would not have shown
her that video in my own home. And again, I question, what does it
teach you, does it uplift you, does it make you feel better about
yourself? Are you learning anything useful to help you get along in
our society? [ object to sitting down and watching something that
doesn't feed you in a positive way. [ just think there's so much out
there that's so bad, cur kids need to be affirmed and made to feel
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good... So, I'd like to have a greater voice in what comes in to the
school.

Denae also wishes that parents had more of a say in some of the programs

that are brought into the school. She uses the example of the Quest program, which

is a social skills training program, and which she believes got "swept in under the

door" at ihe school. Denae believes that schools have no need for fancy, expensive

programs to teach children. She is convinced that schools and parents just "need a

commitmeit to God's standard,"” and to rcly on Scriptures. However, she is

concerned about not appearing narrow-minded or fanatical, and feels that she has to

constantly be careful about how much she objects to certain things. She also is

very mindful of her own tendency to want to control others.

I'd like to have a complete say in all things. But again, that's very
much in keeping with my personality. I like to control everything
and everyone around me!

You know, like I say, I can be critical, but I'd much rather look at,
really, the positives, and the overall... So you know, there was this
video that crept in and I disapproved, but I'm not going to condemn
the teacher for it, I'm not going to condemn the school for it, I'm
not going to make a public fury over it. I personally object to it, 1
think they need to know that, and that I don't approve...

But I guess I'm intimidated, and I'm kind of scared too, because. .. 1
kind of have this feeling if I say too much, or say the wrong thing,
that somehow my children will be kind of ostracized, or my family
will kind of be kept at a distance... I don't want 1o be seen as a
fanatical...

When I ask Denae about her "vision” of parent-school collaboration, how

she would know that it is being achieved, she answers easily:

Ch, if my voice would be heard and acted upon!... Seeing my voice
bear fruit, like, no Halloween... you know, or an openness to this
corpse in the library thing...

However, Denae wants very much to be seen as positive. She sees

dissension as unproductive, and believes that the most important thing to remember
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1s that the student is at the center, and caring ("having a heart") must be in the
forefront. Denae believes that since dissension only fuels more unrest, and serves

to cause more problems, we all need to put aside some of our differences and focus

on the similanties.

I just really have a heart for the school. We should start with our
similarities... I think dissension doesn't serve any purpose.

It's a given that the student should always come ahead of anything
else. Ireally do see that at Holy Spirit School, that the student is
valued, and Stance's heart is for that child... And because I believe
that attitude prevails, and that's my strong belief too, that the child
should be put foremost. And so, I'm always really ready to listen,
to any advice they can give us for our children. Because they do see
our children in a different setting, and I really value anything that...
I guess that's why I'd like to hear from them more often.

I think the child has to come first, and we should be able to put aside
any differences for that child. And I think that happens at Holy
Spirit School. Our kids are precious, and we just have to do what's
best for them.



3. Cl | imist

Clare teaches grade three at Holy Spirit School; she has been employed
with the same school district for the past 20 years. Aside from her work as a
classroom teacher, she spent two years as a district consultant, but realized that she
"missed the kids too much” and chose to return o the classroom this past year.

I interviewed Clare :fter schooi one day; we sat at a table in the back of her
classroom, surrounded by evidence of children's work activities. On the day we
met, two of Clare's students had accidentally run into each other during their gym
period, and both had to be rushed to the hospital for stitches. Clare's schedule is
very busy, and rather than try to re-schedule to another day, she said she would like
to go ahead with our interview, even though she was feeling very tired and
somewhat distracted by the day's events. Clare speaks very quickly; at times her
words tumble out together, and she has to stop herself to review the question

asked. This is how Clare introduces herself:

I was born in Alberta, raised on a farm for the first few years, loved
it, love animals still, love the outdoors, the wide-open spaces... |
met my husband when I was in grade nine, started dating in high
school. After high school, I went to University, and he went to [a
technical college] and became an electrician. Then when we were
first married, my husband decided he wanted to go to University
and now he's a teacher too. Ite teaches high school, though.

|At University] I took an Ants Degree first... I wanted to be a
teacher, I wanted to be a teacher since I was three or four years old.
But I decided to do an Arts Degree first, because someone, I think
one of my high school teachers suggested it, instecad of learning how
to teach, why don't you learn what to teach... So I did. Majored in
English, minored in Psychology. Then i took an after-degree
program in Education... I had a really bad experience with student
teaching, and was never going to teach. So I thought I'd do
something else, but it just kind of flowed buck into teaching. 1did
some substitute teaching for a year with another school district, and
then I was invited to apply for a teaching job here [at Holy Spirit
School] by the Principal at the ime. They hired me, and I taught
here for a number of years, I don't know, about ten years...

Then our children started being born. We have three daughters, two
who are now 16, twins, and one who's 18. They were lots of fun,
like truly fun, when they were younger... Now as teenagers, they're
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not quite as much fun! This is not an easy time... And it's hard
snmetimes to be in the classroom, I have to almost go through a
barrier on my way home... This is home now, this is school now.
They're good kids, but... at times, it's not easy.

So | started teaching here at Holy Spirit School in 1973, and then
after about ten years, I moved to [another school in the district]. 1
always worked full-time, taught elementary ... I had one year off
frory teaching, and went back to do some graduate studies when [
was granted a [sabbatical year] from the District.

Three years ago, I was given a consultant position in District Office.
That was a really neat experience... great, fantastic people working
there. But around Christmas a year ago, I decided I just had to be
teaching again. I would go into schools and go into classrooms,
that was one aspect of my job, and I would leave, and in the car,
tears wouid roll down my eyes, I missed kids so much... and, I
would tell people, and they would say, 'hey, we all miss the kids,'
and I thought that would go away, but over the year and a half it
didn't... so finally, I said, "I'm going back teaching." So this year,
it's just such a neat year, I appreciate it so much. Teaching takes a
lot of energy, though...

I tend to be "rose-colored glasses.” I tend to be optimistic, it's
something my children say, and my husband says... people will say
that to me, you've got to look at the world the other way. I tend not
to see the negatives.

As we begin our interview, I ask Clare to share with me some of her
thoughts about parents and schools working together, about parent-schoo!
collaboration. It becomes immediately apparent that Clare thinks of collaboration
mainly in terms of the relationship between teacher and parent, and the

communication between parents and schools:

O.K,, extremely, extremely important... I think as the years go by,
we realize just how very important it is... A child who doesn't have
the communication between home and school just doesn't have the
same benefits as one who does. Now that's whether a child is
doing really well in school - they too, need to hear, you know, have
Mom and Dad phoned. And the child who may be struggling - if the
teacher waits until too long, say to the parent-teacher interviews, o
make contact with the parent, what happens is sometimes these
things grow too large... or sometimes they become a rui..., whereas
if there was a phone call, or contact made many times before, then
everyone realizes... And the contact needs to be positive, not
negative.
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Clare also sees that the main reason for this collaboration/communication

between teacher and parent is for the child's benefit.

I see communication as extremely important, because... the type of
relationship the teacher has with the parent really does impact on the
child. For example, if the teacher is not having a good relationship
with the parent, I mean, even if the parent says nothing, there are
those vibes at home... And it affects... so, very important.

I keep seeing the necessity of it, I keep seeing, like, it isn't the child
here, totally distinct, in this classroom, from his home life, it's
not... We carry them back and forth, the child cames it back and
forth... The connection is so imporiant.

Like Anne and Denae, Clare also sees that collaboration between the schools
and parents is going to take on an even greater importance in the time ahead, given

some of the political changes in education in Alberta.

I think with the new things thai are happening in education in the
province,... maybe some of the good things will be that parents will
take more ownership, will be part of this more. 1don't necessarily
mean parents in the classroom, 0.k.? 'Cause sometimes that doesn't
work... But I think the communication, the ownership of parents
will increase. [ think in the next three years we're going to see more
changes in education in this province, good and bad, than we've
seen for a long tme. And because I'm optimistic, 1 think there will
be good that comes even out of the parts we don't like... [ think
collaboration between parents and schools is going to be even more
important. Because of the way I see what's going to happen in
schools... larger class sizes, less money, parents with less money...
and that all affects the child so much, so there'd better be more
[collaboration]. And I think it will evolve to more 100.

Clare talks about how she works very hard to establish @ good relationship
with the parents of her students, how she invites them to call her at any time, and
how she frequertly calls parents at home to talk about what is happening at school
with a child. She describes how this relationship between teacher and parent takes
time to develop, and aiso how she knows whein the relationship is "estaolished.”

Clare is particularly concerned with making sure that her interactions with parents
I y & p
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are positive ones, and that the child in question is also being seen in the most

positive ligat possible.

At the beginning... conversation is usually awkward, it's, you
know, it's a forced thing. After a while, ... there should be an ease
of conversation, also an honesty in conversation... When they
phone, when they feel the ability to call me at any time, and I feel the
ability to call them. I say this very ewly on, if ever there's a
question or comment, please call... Don't wait, say anything... And
they do, and I do 100... Like that, for example, is for tonight . [At
this point, Clare shows me the inside palm of her left hand, where
she has written, in ink, the names of four or five children - her list
of phone calls to make.]

I always try to begin with the positive and end with the positive. If
ever I've got something that's kind of heavy to share with them, to
say it in a way that won't seem overwhelming... [ also think {it's
important] to talk about other things besilzs the child, because that's
impornant too... Because, not only does that continue to help the
relationship, and the conversation, but it's a way of me getting to
know them better, and them getting to know me better too.

I listen to them a Ict; the first thing that I would say, for example, in
an interview, is "were there any questions or cornments?”, ... so |
want them to speak first. If they're phoning me, I tend to want to
listen 1o what's happening first, only because I've learned, through
the years, that if I assume and start speaking immediately, what
happens is that I may assume part of it wrong cor all of it wrong... |
need to hear them. You'd also see me sitting close, facing them,
looking at them...

If I hear the p..cnt especially negative about the child, I do my
utmost that the parent leaves the interview, the conversation,... with
seeing some really strong aspects of their child.

Clare relates two different positive "stories” of working collaboratively
with a parent. Both examples have to do with students in her classroom this year,
students who had some very special needs. The first story began last September,
and "continues on..."

A little boy came into our classroom... he had fots of difficulties, he
would run away, he couldn't sit in the desk, his language was
unreal, getting along with other kids was a problem... So we met
carly on, Bernard [the counsellor] and I, with the Mom. Both

Bemuard and I mentioned positive things as well, 'cause the Mom
was at her wits’ ends... Ahh... many, many phone calls, I don't
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even know how many phone calls I've made... And phone calls at
tumes just to say, "do you know what a great day he had,” or "do
you know what a great reading class he had,” because sometimes it
wasn't a full day, so we started off just little, and it was going back
and forth.

Atumes Mom would phone me and say, "is this really what
happened?" because at unmes, he [the child] was coming home with
stories, or he'd come here with stories... But then we'd follow up,
and the boy knew that both of us were phoning back and forth, and
talking back and forth, so... il's rare now, that he'll say things that
aren't true, because he knows that we will phone each other, and
that there's that bond... B:cause ¢f that bond, T mean if we didn’t
have thut bond, 1 don't think that child would hiave come along as
much as he has .And this little boy’s progress has jusi been
phenomenal... and I'm positive it's because of the many, mnany,
many times we've called back and forth... He's now not only able
to sit in the desk and to work at a task, but his own positive feelings
about himself have really improved.

At this point, Clare talks about how important the school wide environment,
and how the efforts made by other staff members at the school have also been very
important in this success.

And the positive structure of our discipline in the school s really =
big part of it too... So there's that working at a schoor-wide basis,
as well as working within the classroom. Of course, there have
been LifeSkills programs that he's gone to, and also Bernard fthe
counsel! °r] has seen him once a week... But the progress, 'ny sure,
came froa a lot of the conversations with Mom, because Moem was
able to feel success us well.

As Clare explains the developing relationship between herself and this
parznt, she recognizes how her feelings hiave changed toward her as they have

worked together.

I feel really positive about her now. “Phere were tun g,
and even at the beginning, I wondered whetherit, . 0 cun,ii's a

horrible blame thing, but | wondered if 1t wasn't the Mom's faulg,
you know, when you hear all these thing: and in the mnd, it's casy
to say, "well, if Mom had done this and this and this, "

[ don't see it as Mom's fault’ new. I mean, it was a whole lot ot
things put together that caused the child to be the way he was...

Qur relationship now, when | phene her [eall her by her first numne,

and I give my first nuine... and | don't think she feels, when 1
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phone, I don't think she feels like, "Oh no, what did he do now?"
At the beginning, there may have been some of that feeling, because
in the past she's had phone calls like that.... I think it's a good
relationship, like we're not best friends, obviously, we wouldn't go
out for coffee or anything... it's more of a parent-teacher kind of
relationship.

Clare's second story “examplz” of parent-school collaboration concerns a

new student 1n her classrooin:

This one is about a new student who has just come to our school...
We had a series of meetings before he came in, meetings with
former teachers, with her parents, and with the school staff to sce
how we could best provide an environment for her, how we could
best meet her needs... When I started to think about the meetings...
it seemed like kind of a pain. But as they were happening, [ was
really grateful for the ability to have them happen, the way the
school was set up, the way [the administrators] run it. A substitute
teacher was brought in, and these meetings happened. I mean,
they're very important, the collaboration between home and school
is seen as extremely important.

So after these meetings, we had a fantastic foundation for this little
girl coming in. I think if this child had come in, and we hadn't had
all these meetings, with parents, and all the others, we would not
have been ready... would not have been able to meet her needs. 1
mean, we can': meet her needs all the time, but we're far more able
to understand her, where she's coming from, where her parents are
coming from...

I phone her Mom, oh, I don't know, two or three times a week.
And, just to say, "hi, it's been like this,” "hi, it's been like that.”
I've been trying to normalize her child's behavior... to kind of ease
and calm her as well, but at the same time to let her know, keep her
informed. So the collaboration before, and during, is really
important with this little girl. Also, it takes a long time to get
know a child. If this was September, we'd have ten months, but we
don't have ten months.

With both of these examples, Clare has been talking about students who
have special needs, either in terms of learning or behavior problems. She wishes
that she had the time to work collaboratively (i.e., communicate frequently) with all
parents in this way, but unfortunately the pressures of time and encrgy create some

very real obstacles. This is where she sees that the school-wide focus on

communication with parents becornes very imporant:
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I wish I could say to you, of course I phone all the parents, I mean,
if they're doing weli, I phone and say, "Do you know what a great
day they've had?" But the answer is no, I don't. And yet it's
important. I wouid like to do it, and this is not the only year I've
felt like that, but when it comes into the year, and reality, and home
life, and school life, and time... it's mainly the time, and the energy,
sometimes, just runs out, like there just isn't enough...

I do make a phone call to every parent after the first week and a half
[of school in September]. I do that because I've learned over the
years that it's a really good idea. I mean, there were times when I
wished I would have, so then I started... And it's a way to say "hi,
is there anything that I should know about your child that would
help me?" Or sometimes I might say, you know, "have there been
any comments that come home [about school]?"

When I ask her what she thinks parents can do to promote better
collaboration between school and home, Clare gives some examples of things that
parents have done that she really appreciated, for example, taking the initiative to
call the teacher when they have questions or concemns, or even just to give the
teacher some positive feedback.

I've had parents phone or write a note, saying 'here are some things
I'd like you to watch, and please call me if this and this happens'...
Also, if they have a question, to phone and ask. Sometimes, these
things may grow, or there may be a misuniderstanding, by the time
I've said something, it's gone through the child and gone home... or
the other way around. It may not be quite the same. Or maybe I
was totally wrong saying it in the first place.

Do you know what else is really nice? When a parent will think that
something you've done with their child is nice, and take the time to
just write a little note, like even on the bottom of the page. Because
so much of what you do, you're not aware...this way, you know
that the parent thought, "you know, that was good!"

When I ask Clare to reflect on a time when she felt that there was not good
collaboration eccurring, she immediately goes back to an incident that happened to
her about ten years ago. Although I asked her to talk to me about a "recent

negative” experience, this one is clearly a very significant one for Clare, and she

recounts it vividly, as though it had happened just recently. Clare also shares how
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much she herself learned from this bad experience, and how she has changed her

behdvior as a result.

There was a little guy in my classroom who socially just had such
difficuity, he just wasn't fitting in... He never felt part of anything.
Academically, he was struggling, too... I send tests home to the
parents, parents see them and they send them back. And at that
point, I wasn't phoning parents a lot, I guess I hadn't discos cred the
need yet. And I didn't phone home at the beginning of the year, so
we basically had only two contacts {during the year], the two parent-
teacher interviews. Later on in the year, when I suggested the
parents look at the idea of retention for their child... I remember
within the course of talking and meeting and filling out forms and
that, they became extremely annoyed, extremely annoyed, because
they didn't agree that he was having as much difficulty as he was. 1
thought I had communicated enough, but in their eyes | hadn't.

They decided not to have him repeat the grade. Iknow that he
continued to have difficulty with the work, with fitting in... So, I
don't know. I mean, parents know their children best, too. And
it's still their decision as well. But it was more that I didn't feel like
we had collaborated, communicated, we hadn't... T mean, it just
wasn't... [ was really upset, ... I felt really badly about it. I was
really annoyed with the parents for a while... annoyed and frustrated
because 1 couldn't seem to communicate with them. But then that
hadn't been built up either. See, I'm looking at it now, with the
glasses that can see... | wasn't proud of it. | was ashamed of the
whole situation, and I kept thinking [ could have done this, I should
have done that...

So it was the following year that I started phoning, at the beginning
of the year; it was the following year that I started phoning parents a
lot more. So, even though that was not a good situation, and 1 look
back on it, it's still an awful one... I've learned a lot from it.

The interview continues, and I ask Clare what she would identify as barriers
to developing collaborative relation. hips between parents and schools. She refers

to some of the difficulties she experiences as a teacher:

That first phone call is difficult. Sometimes, I phone and I think, I
feel like it's a bad time... maybe it's in the middle of their supper...
maybe the child is sitting right there... maybe it's in the middle of an
awkward moment in the family, like who kanows when I'm
phoning? Also, that parents might feel that it's a frivolous
conversation, like... don't you have anything better to do? Not that
they've said this, but I have this feeling ahead of ime. T almost
want to apologize about the basis of the phone call. Now [later on
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in the school year] it doesn't feel like that, because we have that
[relationship]. And the first ime that you have to phone to say that
your child's not progressing as well... that's a difficult phone call.

What are some other barriers? Oh, perceptions... their perception of
me, my perception of them... A barrier might be the previous year,
the barrier of past experience or expectations... Maybe the parents’
own experience of school, especially if there was a negative
experience.... My methods of teaching might be a barrier to some
parents, because that's not their methods... and like, that's
something we need to work through, talk through, communicate
through... Also, time restraints... Parents are workirg, and by the
time I get home, there's supper and everything else, and...
[laugbing] this is a silly barrier, but with three teenage daughters, I
don't get the phone whenever I want it!

As we continue with the interview, Clare admits that she finds it impossible
to define parent-school collaboration, but she is certainly able to describe how she

thinks about it:

Whenever [ think about it, I think about working together...
Remembering the focus is the child, that's the most important
thing... Ummm, it's communication, communication,
communication... It's admitting when you're wrong.... Sometimes,
it's having that gut feeling and pushing, I mean pushing with your
thoughts and saying them, and feeling awkward, putting yourself in
an awkward situation... Sometimes it's putting yourself on the line,
either the parents or the teacher... It's not easy, it's easier to sweep
it under the rug...it's questioning...

Collaboration, to me, means both sides trying, both sides working
at it. Collaboration also means something conscious, you have to
work at it.... I think you have to think about collaboration, and I
think, go through the bad experiences, the growing experiences...
and when you do, I think you collaborate more effectively. Like
with that bad example, I think if I would have started sooner, and
thought of it more, and worked at it, there could have been a
collaboration.

Because of her position as a teacher, I ask Clare to talk to me about whether
she sees the "power"” differences between parents and teacher affecting
collaboration, and about how important she thinks it is for parents and teachers to

view each other as "equals.”
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Well, I think that can easily happen, I think that one thing that we as
teachers can do wrong is use big words... Instead, we should be
explaining behaviors... and allowing parents to speak, ask them to
give us their opinions, to tell us how they see the child. But that can
also work the other way, | mean, there are situations where the
parent feels they know far more, and it becomes extremely difficult,
because maybe they do know far more,... but in your situation, in
your classroom, you still have something to offer, some tnsight as
well... Obviously, the parent is more concerned about the child than
the teacher.

Mutual respect between parent and teacher is important, but
someiimes that doesn't happen instantly, it grows over time.

For Clare, what happens throughout the school is also very important. She
sees collaboration as being far more effective if it is part of a school-wide approach,

and a "mind-set" on the part of the entire school staff:

What else is collaboration? It can't happen isolated... I can't have
collaboration with the parents in my classroom if that's not
something that happens within the school. Or I can't have it as
effectively... this is an incred‘ble school. The collaboration that
occurs, occurs on so many different levels all the time, between [the
administrators and the teachers, among the teachers, between staff
and students. It's like a family here... I know that [the
administrators] work extremely hard on this. They've created such
a home kind of environment, a family environment of caring, and I
don't mean phony stuff, ‘cause you could feel it... This is true
caring. [The administrators] have collaboration with parents, and
they make lots of positive phone calls.

So collaboration can't happen in a vacuum, it has to happen
within... well, I should say the most effective way for it to happen
is within a system like we're doing here, the whole school. And
everyone has 1o buy into it too.

As we conclude our interview, I invite Clare to talk to me about her "vision”
of home-school collaboration. Like Anne, it seems that to a great extent, Clare 1s
also living her vision at Holy Spirit School.

I think part of the vision is this school, it's so based on positives...

There's a real open door between parents and kids, parents and the
school... That's really a big part of it, my vision of collaboration.
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f i I I I. that o “ n_be worl ed mun

Bernard has been the school counsellor at Holy Spirit School for the past 17

years, and has been employed as a counsellor for this school district for over 23

years. I interviewed Bernard in the office of the school administrators at the end of

a busy school day. Although he had already put in a full day's work, Bernard

appeared relaxed and intere.ted in sharing his thoughts on this topic of parent-

school collaboration. Bernard is a tall, slender man, who speaks slowly and

thoughtfully, choosing his words carefully. This is how he introduces himself:

I started out as 2 Roman Catholic priest, a parish priest in Calgary. 1
was given a number of valuable experiences... I was a chaplain in a
jail, at a hospital, and at a technical college. Primarily I was in the
parish, but was given opportunities to be part of many different
parts of society in a short period of time. That gave me quite an
experiential background that I probably could never have gotten in
any other place or in any other way...

When I left the priesthood, my goal was to work with a school
system, as a psychologist. I had taken an Arts Degree beforehand,
so I had started [towards] that role already. So I started work at the
Alberta Guidance Clinic, and worked there until I completed a
Master's Degree in Counselling, and then immediately went into the
school system.

In the school system, my choice has been to work at the elementary
level,... with younger children, also in a more preventative type of
environment, because I think the sooner we get involved, the more
chance we have of making changes. Ienjoyed working at the junior
high level, but my real love was to work with the younger children.
And particularly when [ had this placement in this school, with [so
many] five-year-olds, it was an ‘deal setting for me.

As Bernard gives me some information about himself, his thoughts on

parents and schools collai-orating, "working together," start to become evident.

Here he speaks about some of the influences that have had an impact on his

thinking:

I'm married, and have three children, two girls and a boy. The girls
have had a fairly easy time with school, they're both honor students;
my son had a lot of difficulty in school... You know, I guess that
he's been one of the strongest influence in my life in understanding
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and reaching out tc kids... he's had a marked impression on me...
and it's made me understand the parent's perspective, the tortures
they go through, the difficulties, the wanting someone to tell tham
what to do or to help... and. ahh, feeling helpless, and really fecling
that they're at the mercy, sometimes, of the school system.

One other influence has been the preschool (kindergarten) program
in this school. it's made up of a number of people from a number
of disciplines, like you have the teacher, the speech therapist, the
occupatonal therapist, the psychologist, the teaching assistant, and
the coordinaior... And it's been a really impressionable growing
experience with them, to grow into teamwork. How each person
has to give up their own discipline, to now share it with others.

[For example], in specch therapy, we all leam how te help kids with
speech from the speech therapist. But we all have input... So you
learn so much about the other discipline, but you have to share
yours, too. I think not many people in education get the opportunity
to work in a team level like that. That has really heiped me, in
uriderstanding how you truly work as a team, and leamn to give up
some of your roles...

Bernard believes that his personality, and some of his personal convictions,

also have an impact on how he works with others, including parents.

I'm not an authoritarian person... I believe, and it's partly my
training, and partly my being, the person 1 am,... that if I don't
make a connection with the other person, we're not going
anywhere.... If I just come in and demand something, then you shut
down and we get nowhere. Or if you come and demand something,
we get the same thing. We shut down, and we don't get anywhere.
So it's really important to be open, and listen, what are you really
saying. Very often, when a parcnt comes in and they're so angry, if
you listen, you hear the concern about their kid. You learn the
suffering that the family is going through because of this...

I ask Bernard to talk to me more about his thoughts on parents and schools

working together, and he talks about his beliefs that until recently, collaboration

LM

between parents and school has been kept pretty much at a "surface level.

My feeling is that for a long time, parents and teachers and schools
working together has been very much a surface thing, and we're
only beginning to see what it really means for the parents and
teachers and other school personnel to really work closely together
for the good of the students.

Very often, schools send papers home and ask parents to mark it, or
put their signature on it and send it back, we're informing them that
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the child has done this, but that's it. We're not asking them to do
anything further, we're not asking them to be involved. It almost
scems like we're just covering our hind end, simply by having them
informed...

Very often, if there's a difficulty, it's been the school saying to the
parent, "What are you going to do about it?", not "What are we
going to do?"... So that it comes down to "it's your job" or "it's my
job", rather than "it's our job, working together.”

Bernard sees, however, that we are now seeing a growing emphasis on true
collaboration, and he notes that many of the recent trends, in special education and
education in general, have contributed to this increased focus on parents and

schools really working together:

In our special education programs, we don't do [PP's
[Individualized Program Plans] without bringing the parents in on
the first meeting, whereas before we used to prepare the IPP and
then meet with the parents and ask them, "Do you have anything to
add?" Now they're seen as members of the team...

I would say that over the last ten years, I've seen a gradual change
[in this way], to more and more involvement from parents. Parents
are a lot more knowledgeable now. They are stronger advocates for
their children, and they want to be included in what's happening,
they don't just accept... what the school has or recommends, they'll
shop for other places too, that have the best programs... So I think a
lot of that has made vs look at our whole structure.

[ tiink also the focus in education, by being more inclusive, has
made our focus more on... working in teams. One teacher is not
solely responsible for a child... So you have to keep contact witn
each other and what's happening. And then if something happens at
home, everybody ¥ s to know about it and be part of it too.
...Teams make d¢ sions, and parents are part of the team. I see that
in the earlier yeec. . parents are much more a part of those
decisions... As tho.e parents move up, there will be more pressure
to continue involving them and to make it a team working, and I
think that's great.

Bernard goes on to explain his strong beliefs about what it means for people
1o truly "work together."”
In my role as a counsellor, I find that it's the main ingredient, ... if

we get all the stakeholders - the parents, the teachers, the counsellor,
administration, ang the students - eventually working together, we
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see progress. [ The main thing] is to have evervbody working
together, not necessarily agreeing, but working together... That we
agree that we're all working for the good of the child, and we're not
defensive with each other,... we're really looking at and listening to
each other, looking at everything... Compromise and working out a
system that's going to work for the child.

When I ask him to tell me how he knows whether parents and schools really

are working together, Bernard talks about thie importance of participants seeing cach

other as equals, and being able to respect each other's positions. He explains how

he sees conflict as being very important; in {uct, without conflict, ke believes that

people are probably remaining at the "surface level” he referred to earlier.

One of the prime telling points for me is when we disagree, and we
work out a solution by including everybody's thoughts and aspects
in what we're doing. No one comes on as a heavy, saying "this,"”
neither the parents nor the school... Often it can be either, parents
just outright rejecting something, or the school outright rejecting
something... When we have disagreements, they're worked out in a
manner that everybody feels that they were listened to and had a pan
in the decision. Not necessarily entirely their way, but they were
listened to...

If we're not dealing with areas of conflict between us, then we're
probably missing some really important issues... And out of
conflict, openly and honesty dealt with, cornes growth...

I definitely feel that if we don't work with equality, then the whole
aspect of team is gone.

Bemard goes on to tell me what he himself does in his interactions with

parents to ensure that this "team-work" can happen:

One of the first things I attempt to do is make them see that it's team-
work, by starting out by saying, "You are the parent, and you have
more contact with your child, more knowledge of your child, than 1
do... What do ycu see?” I want parents to know that we're on an
equal basis.

For example, if I've done some testing [on a child], my reportis
never written until after I have input from the parents. [ don't give a
report on test results without making it pertinent to the classroom, so
I have to talk to the teacher, and to the parents, because I have to
know if this is real, or fits with their child as they see him.
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If anything, that's the thing that I've learned the most in the school
system, that in working with an institution, you can't just... There's
two ways of presenting things: you can work at a way to get
everybody working together, by listening and understanding where
people are coming from. Or you can come in and say, "Well, this is
the way we should do it," and proceed, and hope that things fit into
place.

I ask Bernard to give me an example of a specific ime recently when he felt
that he was working collaboratively with a parent, and he immediately recounts a
story that involved all the aspects of collaboration he has been talking about -

equality, everyone having a voice, mutual respect and team-work:

Some parents had requested that we do some testing with their child
in the kindergarten program. I saw the student and did a number of
tests, and then we {had a meeting] to discuss the results. The
teacher and teacher assistant were both there, as well as the speech
therapist, because there were some language concerns. The
interview started by asking the parents what their concemns were,
and what they saw happening. Then the teacher talked about what
she saw happening in the classroom. I spoke about the test results,
which didn't show a lot of difficulties, but did show some 'soft’
signs of some of the same things the teacher was talking about -
concerns about attention, following through with tasks
independently.

At that point, the parents interjected that they were pretty sure that
they wanted their son to repeat kindergarten, and that he wasn't
ready to go on... So then we discussed, each person from their own
perspective, the information that had been given, and what was
happening... You know, that he would be a very young student in
grade one if he went on, that we weren't sure what services would
be available in the new school he might go to, etc... Throughout the
whole discussion, then, it came to an agreement that the student
would probably be best served by repeating the kindergarten
program, ...and by returning to this school, where he was known,
where a speech therapist was available...

The key factor was the parents’ input, that they felt he wasn't ready,
... I could have gone either way. In some cases, the tg¢st results may
give you really strong feelings, whereas in this case it was not a
strong feeling, one way or another. In another situation, I might
come in... with much stronger recommendatons... But the
information that I brought was not that strong.

Everyone felt really relaxed and comfortable with each other... You
know, it was a very serious thing 100, because they were very
concerned about this little boy, and we know he's going to have
son struggles. There were a few tears shed about the difficulty
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this year, but they were shed in a comfortable way too... The
parents were saying, we appreciate what's been done, and the
teacher responding, well, we're not the only ores who have worked
at it...

To me, it comes down to the fact that we were all there for this little
guy... and everybody wanted the best for him, and everybody had a
little bit of different information to put in. and if we put it all together
and listen to each other, then he was going to benefit... The decision
of whether he went to grade one or not, was not as crucial as the
attitudes and the acceptance of the people around there for what was
going to happen. 'Cause they wouid make it work, whichever
decision was made.

Although Bernard has a strong belief in parents’ right to question decisions
that are being made by the school, he thinks that how parents do this 1s very
important. He also thinks that parents need to recognize how much they do know

about their own children:

Parents have to recognize the expertise and information that they have
of their children. Very often we go to the doctor, and we accept the
doctor as the medical God, we accept his diagnosis without telling
him that it still hurts somewhere else. It's the same when parents go
to the educational experts... [ mean, these parents have taught their
children to walk, to talk, and to be social beings before we even
brought them into our system. And so, you know, they have to
recognize that tiey do have the expertise and a lot of knowledge to
give, without backing down 100%. They always have a nght to a
second cpinion with their child, or a third...

Parents need to question, and question in a supportive way... Not
question by putting on the defensive. Often the school personnel, |
think, feel attacked, by many segments of the society. When a parent
comes in who questions things, the school's first reaction may be &
defensive one. And so if parents can question in a supportive
manner, "Well, we're wondering what our son's needs are,” rather
than "You're not giving our son what he needs,”... [ think it starts
things off on a better foot.

I recommend to parents that they have a right to go in and discuss
with the administration the placement of their child, ... but there are
some difficulties because some administrators don't beiieve that
{parents] have a right to do that. [ tell thern [the parents] that how
they question, and how they approach it, is often a key factor, too.
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When I ask Bernard to share with me an example of a time when he feit that
be was not working collaboratively with parents, he chooses to talk about what he

calls his "most memorable" occasion, an incident that happened over five years ago.

A student came to our school, in grade four... He'd been in a special
education program in another school, but didn't qualify for it here...
but we worked hard in the regular program to work things out for
him. The father came in at the start of the year, very concerned
about what was going on, and what was happening, and we met
with the fathe - and the teacher. We outlined what we were going to
do, how we could help him. Now the father really liked the teacher,
so things went well that year.

The next year, after about a month of school, the father came in
waniing to see me. He said there was something wrong, his son
was being mistreated, and he wanted to get to the bottom of it. And
I said, well, I had an interview, if he could wait for half an hour, I
could see him then. He said no, he was too busy, and he left. And
I realized the next day that he'd gone directly to central office, to
discuss the incompetency of the school, and what was happening.

Then he was sent back to the school, and the principal, the teacher,
and I all sat down with him and tried to go through things and see
what was happening. And it just seemed that whatever we did was
not acceptable enough... He eventually transferred his son out of the
school into another school to complete the year.

The school board did an investigation of the matter, and, I think,
bent over backward to appease things for this parent. I felt that we
[th= school] got a slap on the wrist for not sharing information at the
start of the year... which, rightly, could have been shared, but that
was not the source of the problem, I felt.... I think the source of the
problem was that someboedy had made up their mind what they
wanted, and when they didn't get it immediately, they thought if
thev yelled and screamed they would get it...

I don't think the administration [of central office] handled it by
trying to work it out, they handled it by aying to appeass him...
Nobody from central office sat down with him and the people
involved. They took his story, they took our story, ... but I think
unless you come to a face-to-face issue, there's no way you can
work things out. The negotiating was all one-sided, everybody told
their one side of the story.

When Bemard retlects now on that particular painful incident, he still has a
lot of difficulty seeing how he could have done things any differently. Once again,

I bear how umpontant it is to Bernard that "things be worked out.”
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I think it's the most significant point where I've got, where we
haven't worked something out... | had offered to see him [the
fzther] the very next period, 1 would still be changing an
appointment to see him... but if he couldn’t nxeet with me on those
grounds, if he was so mad that he was off to central office betore he
discussed anything here, I don't think | could have done anything o
stop it ai that stage.

I still don't know, things were not that different from the vear
before, that it couldn't have been worked out, in my nund.
Obviously, the father saw it very differently...

[ feel that there's nothing that we can't work out together, that no
matter what our differences are, if we're both wiliing to take a
stance, that we can work it out and we'll find a solution, that we
can, even though it may be difticult... we can eventuaily work out
things.

I ask Bemard to tell me what he sees as barriers to parent-school

coliaboration, and he responds, "school personnel.” At first, his answer puzzles

me, because it seems as though in the example he gave, it was the parent who was

unwilling to work with the school. Bernard clarifies his meaning by talking about

how he believes that educators have greater responsibility in this process, because

they should be more "objective.” Bemard also believes that there will be an

increasing need for educators to develop the skills te work colluboratively with

parents.

Although I've been very fortunate with the adraimnistrators at this
school, I've worked with some others ... who put blockages to
working anything out, by their attitude of "It has to be this way!™..
[ think so often we can get, I guess it's our "professional back™ up
and say, in essence, "I'm the professional, I should know, how
dare they question my techniques, or my activities!”

Certainly there are parcnts who just don't have the social skills w do
what's necessary, there's parents who don't have the necessary
involvement with their children or are not mature enough to handle
some of these things.... and there are parents that are :n power
struggles with every segment of our society, and the school is a
likely target.

Certainly, it's on both sides, but I feel that we are the professionals,
and we should have more opportunity, and have the tools, 1 work
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that out. And we're going to need them more and more. We've
gotten away with some things in the past that we won't get away
with anymore.

I think that as a professional, I need to professionally approach the
problem, and I should be able to separate my own emotion from
what's happening. Whereas a parent is caught up in their own
family, this is their child. I get caught up with my own children, but
I can step back and be objective about your child because I don't
have the same ties [that you do].

When I ask Bernard if he can try and describe collaboration as he
understands it, he chooses his words very carefully, talking once again about the

importance of people working things out together.

Collaboration is working and sharing together... If we disagree,
we're going to work it out, and find out what's best. I'll listen to
you, you'll listen to me, and we'll accept that of each other... We've
got to get on the same wave length... If an issue comes up, we've
got to come to an agreement as to how we're going to work this out.
Disagreeing or agreeing is not the issue, it's how are you and I
going to work together for this child when we think things should
be done differently.

Finally, I invite Bernard to share with me his vision of how he would like to
see parents and schools working together, and his answer supports his earlier
statements about the greater responsibility of the school, and the importance of

working as a team.

In a sense, it will always be a vision, because we're dealing with
human beings, 0.k.? But to me, the ideal will be when the school
embraces the parents as full members of their team in working with
the child, ...[for example], that it's not just our role to teach them
reading, but it's the parents’ role also... but not by following a
reading program that we put out, but by letting them know how
we're teaching in the classroom and what we're doing, ... and by
asking them back, what are ihings that work with your child? And
when we reach the point when we can start asking each other that,
and sharing that way, then we're reaching collaboration.

And when there's an issue of conflict, we'll find a way in which we
can work it out for the best, for all of us together. And when we
have something joyous going on, we'll also celebrate it together.
'‘Cause we'll both be a part of that same celebration, it won't be the
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schools celebrating, or the parents celebrating, it will be a
celebration together.

5. Stance, the peacemaker

Stance, a man in his mid-forties, has been the principal of Holy Spirit
School for the past iive years. He is the only one of my participants whom | knew
before I undertook this study, although our relationship was of a distant
professional nature. Last year, Stance and I both participated in a Special Education
Review for another school district. As I observed Stance working in the group, 1
was struck by his openness, his articulateness, and his sense of enthusiasm and
professionalism towards education. When I approached Stance to see if he would
be willing to participate in this study, I was pleased wiu his eagerness to assist me
and to learn whatever he could from the process as well.

I met Stance at the school for our interview, and he told me he had made
arrangements to spend the whole afternoon with me. Since this was my first
interview and I was feeling a bit nervous and excited, it took me a little while to set
up my tape recording equipment and to get started. However, Stance's interest in
our topic got things started easily. Stance speaks very quickly; at times his words
tumble out on top of each other, and he frequently anticipates my next question.
This is how Stance introduces himself, his background and experiences:

I've been with this school district from the beginning of my career...
I've been an administrator for about ten years, and prior to that |
taught about ten years. I've also done some teaching every year
[that I've been in administration], except the last year [ only taught
one period, so it didn't really count. Most of my teaching
experience has been in grade seven, but I've taught in almost all
other grades.

I'm all Alberta educated... I did a B.A degree, and then went into
education in an after-degree program. I also got a grad diploma in
Administration... I think that a lot of my training in education has

been 'on-the-job' training, and I feel that I've been catching up to
people in education for twenty years, quite frankly.
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I really like administration, because it has a lot of novelty toit. And
there's a lot of creativity to it, when you can get beyond the
paperwork!

I have two children, both in high school now. My wife's an
elementary teacher, which is a definite asset, because, boy, at home
I certainly hear the teacher’s point of view... And that's a good
reminder, because when you get out of the homeroom and into
administration, even if you're still teaching, you ce.tainly forget
some points of view. So she's really good that way, and that helps
a lot in terms of my being a good listener.”

My only community activities are some parish stuff, like sitting on
committees or something like that...I'm pretty single-minded about
what it is I like to do. My work is my hobby, and it's a good thing
it is, ‘cause I don't know how you do it otherwise. So what I'm
trying to do is balance -- there are four things, right? Home, family,
friends, and self... Thank God [{my wife] is a teacher, ‘cause it
makes it a lot easier [because she understands].

As he talks about himself, Stance starts to give me some insight into his
views on collaboration in general, and how important it is to him to work

collaboratively with others.

I'm a peacemaker, and I have a strong philosophy that that's the
kind of person that a good collaborator has to be. I have a drive, an
innate drive, to make sure that there's peace around me, in my
environment. And I'm not happy unless it feels that way, that
people are feeling good, and that they buoy one another up... If
things are kinda rocky, we can talk to each other about it... but we
don't go around being negative... So it's important that we support
one another, so people can all feel good, and then we can more
easily work together...

I have a strong religious belief that we all have gifts and talents to
share, and that we're not supposed to go bury them in the ground
like in the parable, but we're supposed to invest them, and I invest
them in other people... I think that's where my drive to collaboration
comes from.
Because of his beliefs about the need for people to work together, Stance
says that he has actively worked to make the school a place where people work

collaboratively. However, he realizes that parents have not yet been brought in as

"full members” of the team.
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At our school, we've been working for two or three years now on
becoming more collaborative, taking more of a team approach.
We're doing some things specifically at the staff level to deal with
that, but we haven't done very much yet in terms of parents... {I've
thought] that parents didn't want to be involved in setting school
goals, but maybe...

Stance then goes on to tell me how important he believes it is for the scheool
to establish and main'ain good relationships with parents, and he talks about some

of the things that he does as the school principal to ensure that this happens.

At the beginning of the year at our parent orientation, I talk about
communication, and about attitudes, and one of them has to do with
asking questions directly to the person concerned... Instead of
phoning me, [I encourage] parents to call the teacher and just ask...
Without being afraid of doing it, just call and talk to them if you
have questions or concemns... Then if there's still a concern, come
and see me. So I don't tend to take first-time calls without the
teacher being involved. I tell staff that, and I tell parents to chat with
their children's teacher, just to sort things out, get the other point of
view if they're upset about something, or if they have an idea of
how something could be done a little bit differenly...

We do a lot of things informally, like on the telephone... Around
here we phone parents on almost a nightly basis, either {the vice-
principal] or myself, to talk to them about good things their kids
have done. And that gives parents a chance to bring up any
concemns that they might have, so we spend time talkirg about
things on sort of an on-going basis.

Through our newsletters, we're always asking for opinions of
parents, on different topics. The last one had to do with special
education services in our school, if their kids get any help from
someone other than the homeroom teacher, what they think about
that. Another one was about supervision in the school, asking
parents what are their views about who owns the bulk of the
responsibility, the school or the home, in supervision and how kids
behave. Also what sort of resources we need to bring in to ensure
that supervision satisfies everybody's needs...

We annually do school reviews, and most of the time those involve
parental perceptions. We also have three Parent Advisory Councils
in the school, one for the grade one to six parent group, one for the
Kindergarten, and a Preschool Local Advisory. The formats are
basically the same, and the agendas are sometimes set by us and
sometimes they're set by the parents. It depends on the parents.
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As soon as Stance has talked about these formal and informal structures for
parcnt-school interaction, he begins to muse about the complexity of these
relationships. Here he seems to be referring to something that Bernard also talked
about, that collaboration may exist at various "levels.” For Stance, one concern is
that of finding a "balance" between parent and school decision-making. He
analyzes his own understanding of parent-school collaboration, wondering just
how far the school can "go" with collaboration before losing a certain balance.
Here the words "safeguards” and "parameters” seem particularly important, as
Stance struggles with some of the changes that he sees occurring in terms of parent

participation in educationai decision-making.

I never know, you know Marianne, what level of collaboration are
we at... I keep wondering, how much are we at a surface level as
compared to a much deeper level of collaboration... And I'm never
sure at what point it's appropriate to make sure that you have some
safeguards in place, and what does that do to parent-school
collaboration... So anyway, I wrestle with that all the tme...

We all share some responsibilities and roles. But at the same time
we need to recognize that in certain areas we have decision-making
authority or power... [ do believe that in true collaboration, there's a
recognition of that. And what I'm trying to sort out is where you
draw the line, what's most appropriate, especially in terms of the
way things are changing right now.

So, in what areas do you involve parents fairly, so that they have as
full a range of decision-making as anybody else, a staff member, an
administrator, or whatever. Are there any areas like that? I'm just
not sure where the parameters are right now, anymore...

Here Stance grapples with one of the most crucial issues of parent-school
collaboration, that which Lightfoot (1978) refers to as the "separate spheres” of the
family and the school.

But I think that in true collaboration, it's something like, in your
home, you make the decisions about how your family's going to be
raised and what's going to happen there. And in the school, I can

see that I can make some decisions that you might not agree with,
but in this situation. it seems to me to make the most sense to do it
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that way... And to say that we recognize that there are differences
between home and school, so there are differences in terms of
behavior, what's appropriate for different times and places. And at
the same time we recognize we can talk about those scrts of things,
and sometimes we can make changes.

It drives staff up the wall when I talk to a parent, and then I come
back to the teacher and say, "Well, maybe we should change the
consequences here, because it's not going to be the most effective
way for this child to learn."... At that point, I don't know, it does
drive staff up the wall, because they want everything cut and dried,
but sometimes for the sake of the chiid, it makes a difference.

I ask Stance how he knows when parent-school collaboration is occurring,

and he begins to describe his own understanding of collaboration. Stance is

convinced of the importance of people being able to express different points of

view, but believes that this must be done in a "cooperative” rather than

"confrontational” manner. He also believes that collatoration must lead to some

changes.

When the regard is non-confrontational, o.k., just cooperative. So
if we're working in a cooperative manner, then we're looking at
each other in ways where we welcome differences of opinion and
different points of view, and we can talk about them, 0.k.? And
we're comfortable with sorting things out, as opposed to a
confrontational [situation}, when we're always afraid of what the
other person is going to say, and they're never going to listen to us,
and we're always having to win... our point or view has to
predominate.

It's like a team approach, 0.k.? I think that if you've built a team,
people come to understand the roles they play within the team. And
then I believe in the feelings that engenders, that people are
encouraging of each other, and really want others to say what they
think.

The feeling that you bring to any meeting tells you whether or not
you're getting collaboration going. Also, whether or not any change
is effected. I don't think that you have real collaboration unless you
have some changes that occur as a result of the discussions that go
on... Collaboration has to promote change, because the different
points of view have to affect what's going on.

Stance is keenly aware of the different points of view that are held by

parents and educators. He sees himself as a person who spends a lot of time trying
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to get people to understand the other point of view. At times, he thinks he spends
too much time doing this; this is partly a result of his own personality and partly
how he sees his role as a principal. He also sees himself trying hard to listen well

to what others are saying, so he won't misunderstand:

Sometimes, I think I spend too much time helping people try to
understand the other point of view. It's almost a natural thing,
becausc if you don't understand what's going on,... I don't want to
be argumentative, but I have to present the other point of view... I
don't want false information out there. One of the things that I look
at in my role [as principal] is that I'm expected to make sure that
people get accurate information.

I'm a really good active listener at times also... [If you were to
observe me], you'd see me paraphrase parents, what they are
saying, clarify that I'm understanding them.

The whole issue of roles is a difficult one; Stance admits that he struggles
constantly to find a balance between his role as a principal, which he believes
involves having to make sure that people have lots of "correct” inforrmation, and his
role as a listener and a team member.

I never know when I'm supposed to open n*y mouth and when I'm
not, 'cause I want to promote people talking, but at the same time |
don't want false information out there. One of the things in my role
that I'm expected to do is make sure that people get accurate
information. So I find that one frustrating and difficult, because [I
know] that it's always going to depend on the listener's point of
view more so than on mine... Anyway, I wrestle with these sorts of
things, what do I say, what do I say...

Stance describes "role release,” which involves the possibility of sharing
roles and responsibilities. He believes that it is important for participants in a
collaborative process first to understand their respective roles clearly, and then be
willing to share these roles to some extent..

You still have your predominant role and I have mine, but we can
share roles a bit, without giving up our basic responsibilities.
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As he speaks, Stance reveals his sense that in terms of parent-school
collaboration at Holy Spirit School, there is still a lot of room for growth. He gives

an example of this:

Now I happen to know we're not there yer, because at a recent
meeting, where we were coming up with ideas of how we can
reduce the school budget, a couple of people gave the chairperson
some private pieces of paper after the meeting... 'Cause they were
afraid of saying things to [the vice-principal] and I, they were afraid
of hurting our feelings, so.. we're not there yet, I guess that will
come with time.

When [ ask Stance to tell me about a specific time recendy when he felt that he was
working collaboratively with a parent or a group of parents, he gives me two
examples. One example is of an encounter with an individual student and his
mother; the other is a recounting of a recent consultation process that was held on a
district-wide basis. In the individual example, it seems much clearer that Stance
feels there was good collaboration occurring between the school and the parent.
One of the important aspects here is Stance's reference to respecting what is "home

stuff” and what is "school stuff."

At one of my last discipline conferences, a Mo came in with her
son, who was having difficulty getting homework done. And so we
used a "corrective teaching” model, but the Mom and [, and the boy,
worked on that together. We went through the different sieps in the
maodel, and that was very effective, I think like a true collaboration.
The Mom allowed me to ask some questions about how things could
be done at home, but some stuff was left in her hands, 'cause it's
home stuff. But things that were at the school were left in my
hands... And so it was good, we had a chance to suggest ideas and
talk together about ideas.

The Mom was willing to come in and sit down so we could do that
together. I had phoned her and said, "really, Sammy is saying that
it's not his fault, it's because of the circumstances at home. Can
you come in together?” And she said, "Sure.”... but that's pretty
rare.
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In the other example, Stance describes a current situation, where the School District
has invited parents and staff to provide input on financial decisions. As he talks,
Stance continues to clarify his own beliefs about what "true collaboration” consists
of. He begins to realize more clearly how important it is for everyone to have a

voice.

The Schoo! District invited parent representatives and school staff
from each school to participate in meetings to discuss the district's
financial situation. Administrators were present at the meetings, but
their role was to be facilitators... Aside from that, just step back and
let parents and staff say what they think. Parent representatives ran
the meeting. They had been provided with all sorts of background
documentation in terms of the District's operating budgets and the
school budgets, and things like that, so they would have a good
understanding of what was involved...

Parents and staff worked in small groups, and then reported back to
the larger group. There was no place here for administrators to say
what we thought... we'll get our chance to give input next
Thursday. And then all that in ormation is going to be just sort of
equally thrown into a summary basket of information for the Board.

I guess it wasn't true collaboration, though, 'cause I wasn't able to
say what I thought [at the meeting], I was having to step back...
Another sign that it wasn't true collaboration is that a couple of
people were afraid of hurting my feelings, and when they
recommended less administration time for the school, they didn't
feel free to say that in front of the group...

Here Stance talks about the incident he referred to above, where parents
wrote down suggestions they were too afraid to present verbally. He explains how
he has learned from that experience, and is using that learning as he writes a memo

1o the staff. For Stance, it is crucial for people to be willing to be honest and open

with each other.

I'm making sure to tell people in this memo that if you want to talk
about administration, fecl free, we want your opinions and we make
better decisions when we know what you're really thinking as
opposed to what you think we want to hear or anything like that...
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As the interview continues, I ask Stance to give me a "negative” story, of a

time when he felt that collaboration between parents and the school was not

occurring. Once again, Stance gives two examples, one which relates more to the

entire parent group, and the other an individual incident. In the first example,

Stance describes the situation that existed when he first became principal at Holy

Spirit School.

When I first came to this school, I felt that I had to prepare a battle
plan before going to parent meetings... There were some people
who were really upset about things that were going on... there were
some definite lines that had been drawn, that kind of a feel was
there... Parents were saying, "we don't know what's going on
here"... I think that things have improved a lot, but at first, we were
spending the first 30 to 45 minutes of each meeting talking just
about the good things that were going on in the school... Because
we had to prove that there were good things happening... Before I
came here, some of the staff seemed to believe that we don't have to
tell parents what we're doing. We just do the good things, and
everything will take care of itself, eh? And it was just head-in-the-
sand stuff...

Seriously, one of the administrators would talk for 45 minutes,
telling parents about all the good things that were going on in the
school that month... We had to start effecting a change, and finally
after about a year and a half, parents said, "That's enough of this,
thank you, we know lots of good things are happening here,"” so
finally, at that point, we could start working on issues together.

Stance's second "negative example” is of a situation that occurred last June,

and which he refers to as a "career experience.” Although it was a very troubling

experience for Stance, it has also helped him to clarify some of his beliefs about

collaboration, one of which has to do with the importance of having some basic

agreement of values.

It siands out in mv mind, it will always stand in my mind 'cause it
had never happencd before, I hope it doesn't happen again... A
father came in here and yelled at me... It was in reaction to a
discipline decision [of the school]. This concerned a student who
kept hurting other kids, and the Dad was always insistent that the
boy was just defending himself, that he had a constitutional right w0
do so. We [the school staff} went on a straight performance
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orientation with him, if you get into a fight, then here are the
consequences. Well, on this particular instance, the boy was not
allowed to go on one of the school’s "reward trips," because he'd
been involved in a fight the day before...

So that was it, the father came into the school and yelled at me... He
was quite upset that I wouldn't acknowledge his point of view, or
the fact that under some circumstances it's all right to pound the hell
out of somebody else. So there was not collaboration there at all...
The man was very rude,... yelled, said his piece, and then marched
out again.

There was no oppoitunity to work things out, it was pointless. He
moved his son out of the school,... what he was really saying was,
"I can't leave my son in a school where our policies are so
inconsistent. My policy at home is diametrically opposed to your
policy at the school.” And that was an appropriate move on his part,
I believe.... The boy was consistently left in no-man's land,
between the school policy and the home policy.

We couldn't bend, because our Parent Advisory Council had taken
such a strong stand in terms of discipline in the school. We need
some basic agreement before we can collaborate...

When I ask Stance to reflect more on some other barriers that he sees to
parent-school collaboration, he talks once again about the importance of openness,

honesty, trust, as well as having the skills that he considers necessary.

Hidden agendas... like, when people have an axe to grind, but they
don't come out and just talk about it and deal with it... So it's in
behind them, and you don't know what it is, and that gets in the
way. Also people who are negative, that really gets in the way... Or
people who just can't bring themselves to trust, to believe something
that you say. I'm always amazed when I run into that, you say
something to someone and they just don't believe you...

So those things get in the way of collaboration. Also lack of
technique, for example not knowing how to be active listeners, to
accept differing points of view... Lack of vision, not having set a
common purpose or goal... People not sure what their roles are, or
not being willing to share roles a bit... Some of it comes down to
past baggage too, I think past baggage really gets in the way of a lot
of collaboration... So if we could just kind of leave things behind us
and start over with one another...

When [ ask about his "vision" of parent-school collaboration, Stance begins

by explaining what he calls the "invitational stance":
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It's optimism, trust, respect, and intentionality, those are the four
characteristics. I think that we can get true collaboration if we come
together using the invitational stance. I see collaboration as a
partnership, with all stakeholders working together for the benefit of
the child, of children. The goal is to maximize the potential growth
for everyone in the school community, parents, staff, and
children... I think the ideal would be for everyone -- parents, staff,
and students -- to have involvement in all aspects of the school.

I think collaboration between parents and the school is absolutely
essential if we are going to maximize chiidren’s development. But |
think collaboration will vary according to each situation.

My interview with Stance took place at the end of February, over two
months before I met with the other four participants in this study. When I returned
to meet with him in May, to share the transcribed interview and my aralysis, |
quickly realized that Stance had done a lot of thinking about parent-school
relationships since our February meeting. After reviewing the documents, Stance
took it upon himself to write down some further thoughts, and we spent a couple of
hours discussing these together. One of the first things that he told me was that he
had decided that he wanted to invite parents to be involved in setting future school
goals, as well as the school “creed.” He said, "I've been thinking of my job as
principal as the keeper-of-the-vision, but I realize that if we wish to use the school
creed as the basis for making decisions, we need to make sure that parents have
also been involved in developing that creed.”

Stance also said that he had been thinking about the need for roles and
responsibilities of parents and schools to be clarified, especially at this time when

there is so much talk about "opening up” the schools to parents, and giving parents

greater control of schools through Parent Councils.
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Before selecting the most important themes that emerged from the
interviews with the parents and educators, I made a summary of the significant
issues addressed by each of the participants. The following is a short caption of
these issues:

Anng
1. The importance of "being listened to as a parent,” feeling heard and validated

(without pride or defensiveness on the school's part). For Anne, collaboration is
mainly defined in terms of "communication with the school about her own children”
and their educational needs.

2. The importance for her to be able to "trust the school,” and a recognition that
this trust is something that develops over time.

3. The impact of "educators’ attitudes™ toward parents (not expecting "automatic”
or instant trust).

4. The diffuse boundaries between homie and school for the child is what makes
home-school collaboration so important and necessary ("mutually influencing
quality” between child's world at home and child's world at school).

5. The importance of the "parent feeling supported” (in Anne's case, this had a lot
to do with the need for linkages between the medical and the educational worlds).
Denae

1. The importance of "having a voice,” a "say in all aspects” of education for her
children. (Denae struggles with the role of the PAC, and whose needs it is
serving).

2. Weare in a2 ime of change in terms of parents' roles in education decision-

making.



3. The parent-teacher relationship is a crucial one, and needs to be
"nurtured/supported” by both parents and teachers. Denae believes that it's very
important for parenis to be supportive and positve of the school.

4. The importance of the principal's role in determining the school environment, its
openness to students and to parents.

5. The importance of caring, "having a heart for children, for the school.”

6. Parent's concern with how she is being perceived by the school, and how her
children may be viewed as a result of who she is or what she says.

Clare

1. Collaboraton for Clare is primarily defined in terms of "communication between
parents and the school.” and in terms of the relationships between teacher and
parents.

2. The importance of "being positive, looking at the child in a positive way,”
saying positive things, etc.

3. Relationships "develop over time”; it takes time for mutual trust, respect, and
partnership to develop between teacher and parents.

4. The importance of a "school-wide commitment to collaboration,” and the
importance of the administrators’ role in this.

5. Clare talked a great deal about the importance of being honest, open, of
acknowledging the importance of parents.

6. The diffuse boundaries between home and school for the child are implicit in
many of Clare's comments.

Bernard

1. The importance of schools working with parents as "full partners, as team
members.” (Parity, equality, valuing eacn person’s knowledge.) Bernard believes

that until now, most parent-school collaboration has been at a "surface™ level.
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2. His belief that "everything can be worked out,” if people are willing to listen to
each other.

3. His thoughts about how trends in special education have had an impact on the
relationship between parents and schools.

4. The importance of accepting and even welcoming conflict as a sign that we are
not working at a "surface” level.

5. The importance of educators recognizing and acknowledging parents'
knowledge, parents’' rights. Responsibility of educators to be professional, to
share power (non-authoritarian).

6. The importance of how people work together: positive, mutual appreciation,
non-authoritarian, personal contact ("face-to-face negotiation”).

Stange

1. The importance of communication, listening to other people's points of view,
valuing openness and honesty in sharing ideas and thoughts.

2. Having some level of "basic agreement” is essential for collaboration to occur.
3. The need to clarify roles and responsibilities of parents and of the school. This
is related to the concept of "balance”, of being clear "how far" we can go in terms
of collaboration.

4. The importance of having a "positive attitude, of trusting others” and being open
1o each other (an attitude of cooperation, non-confrontational).

S. The sense of being himself in process, and also seeing that we are in a time to

change in terms of how we view the relationship > ween parents and schools.

Summary
This understanding of the most important themes from each participant's
perspective has been the starting point for the following discussion of the

significant themes that have emerged from this study.
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As they spoke, each of the participants shared with me what they saw as the
most imporr.t influences on their beliefs about parent-school collaboration.

Clare, for excvi pie, talked about the work she has done in the area of child abuse,
which has helped her understand the diffuse boundaries between home and school;
her involvement with the Catholic Church, which she sees as an organization that is
based on collaborative relationships; and the fact that she is herself a parent, and is
married to a teacher. Bernard identfied the most important personal influences on
his beliefs regarding parent-school collaboration as his experience in the priesthood;
having children of his own, and how that allowed him to really understand the
parent's perspective; and his involvement in the pre-school program at the school,
with its focus on interdisciplinary team-work. Stance spoke about his religious
beliefs that we are given "talents” to share with others, and his experiences in terms
of working with staff members within the school. For Denae, her strong religious
convictions form the basis for much of her thinking about parent-school
collaboration, as well as her own strong desire to "have a say,” to have a sense of
control over what happens in her children's lives. Anne's experiences as the
parent of a critically ill child who has developed leamning problems as a result of
medical treatment have led her to a role of advocacy, and have given her the
strength and conviction to fight for what she believed to be in her child’s best
interests.

As I studied the interviews, I became increasingly aware that what I learne
were the perceptions, beliefs and attitudes held by each of the participants.
These perceptions and attitudes are developed as a result of:

. people’s personal beliefs, convictions, and philosophy.

. past experiences with schools/parents.

» day-to-day interactions with schools/parents.
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One of my supervisory committee members made the comment, during an
earlier discussion, that anyone who is either an educator cr a parent of a child in
school cannot help but have had both positive and negative experiences with respect
to parent-school collaboration. This was indeed the case with each of the
participants in my study. When I asked them to talk to me about a recent positive
experience they had with collaboration, everyone was eusily able to tell me a "story *
of an experience that they felt was a good example of parents and the school
working well together. Likewise, when I asked them to tell me about a recent
experience that they felt was negative, no one had any difficulty finding something
to talk about. However, what I found to be most surprising were these negative
"stories.” Rather than talking about a recent experience, some participants chose a
negative story that occurred a year ago, five years ago, and in the case of Clare,
almost ten years ago. What seemed significant was how impactful these
experiences had been for the participants in the study; in every case, they had felta
great deal of pain, hurt, and frustration at not having been able to "collaborate”
successfully. For some, it was also an occasion for some soul-searching, some
personal growth, and even some changes in how they approached similar situations
in the future.

Another interesting facet was that many situations were not entirely "clear-
cut” in terms of being positive or negative examples of collaboration. For example,
even as Anne described how difficult she had found it to write the letter to the
Superintendent complaining about her son's program, and not feeling that her point
of view was acknowledged by the school, she also was able to recognize some of
the positive changes that had been implemented later, and felt that "just talking”

about her concerns and getting everything out in the open had been helpful.
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Themes

Nine mazjor themes or "issues” emerged from the analysis of the interviews.
The first two themes address the question of the importance of parent-school
collaboration, and the other seven can be seen as characteristics of that
collaboration.

In order to present the themes that have emerged from the analysis of the
interviews, I have chosen to look at the various ways that parent-school
collaboration has been described, as the participants addressed these two questions:
(1) Why is parent-school collaboration important?

1. Children live in two worlds, home and school
2. Current changes in society
(2) What are the characteristics of collaboration?
1. Communication
. Trust, openness, honesty
. Positive, supportive, caring attitudes
. Personal connections

2
3
4
5. Being equals
6. Power, conflict, and roles
7

. School-wide commitment

hildren live in two wor
Each of the participants in this study was committed to the value and
importance of narent-school collaboration. The most frequently mentioned reason
for this was related to the "diffuse boundaries” for the child between the home and
the school, or what Christenson, Rounds and Franklin (1992) refer to as the

"mutually influencing quality” among home and school experiences.
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Denze speaks of the parent-school relationship as a "crucial” one, that
should be continually nurtured. For Annc, "working with" the school means
working in a "tcam” approach. She describes parcent-school collaboration as an
ongoing relationship, where both parties have to work as partners because they
both have a vested interest tn the child:

Not that they're the educators and I'm the parent, and when he
comes home from school, that their job ends and minc begins, 1t's
an ongoing relationship that happens, from day to day.

Y ou know, this is the parent, and it they have expressed an interest
in their child's education, we have to work together as a team, not,
“"NMe're the educator, and leave vour child in our hands.”

Clare tulks about how the parent-teacher relationship affects the child; even
if nothing is ever said directiy, the child can't help but "pick up the vibes at home."
Clare 1s also keenly aware of the connection between the home and the school for
the child. Her work 1n the arca of child abuse has made her particularly conscious
of this tact

I keep secing, hike, 1t isn't the child here, totally distinet, 1n this
classroom, from his home life... It's not, we carry them back and
forth, the child carries fhis experiences| back and forth. For
example, some children carry abuse back and forth. I mean, how
can learning how to divide be important to them some days? T can't
solve things simply by collaborating with the parcnts, or even
discuss it.. But, we need o realize that the connection 1s 8o
important.

Bernard also talks about how "the main ingredient” in helping students o

progress is to have all the stakeholders -- the parents, teachers, counsellor,

administrators, and students -- working together.
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The other theme that emerged when participants spoke about the importance
of parent-school collaboration was that of change. Without exception, everyone
spoke about their belief that we are in a ime of change with respect to the roles of
parents and schools.

For both Clare and Dcnae, this change is connected with the current political
situation in Alberta, with budgetary reductions that may lead to parents having a
greater role, a "say" in school-related decisions. Denae has heard about the
Araierican "voucher system,” whereby parents would be given an education voucher
and the freedom to choose their child's school program. Denae believes that until
now, parents have not had a very strong voice in the schools, but she sees that a
major change is coming in that respect, and calls it an "exciting" time. Along with
that exciter ent, however, is a lot of uncertainty about the future, and how these
changes will be brought about.

Clare talks about some of the things that are happening in education in
Alberta, saying, "I'm sure there are going to be things I won't like, but one of the
good things will be [the province] saying, 'parents, take ownership, parents, be
part of this more.” Clare believes that collaboration between parents and the
school will be even more important in the future, because of some of the things that
are happening in the schools: "larger class sizes, less money, parents with less
money, parents without jobs, and that all affects the child so much... so there'd
better be more."

Anne talked about how with her first child, she didn't see the importance of
working with the school, and saw that she and the educators had "different roles.”
However, when Justin came along, with some very special needs, she began to

realize that:
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We both have a vested interest in this child, and we have to work
together to make sure that his education goes as best as it can. So it,
my role, I felt it was different ...than what I had experienced when I
was in school, and certainly [different than] what my parents had
experienced.

Anne also believes that as a whole, this generation of parents has more
education, and also higher expectations of the schools. She sees parents getting
involved more, questioring more, "maybe communicating more.” However, for
Anne the bottom line is that the reason her relationship with the school is so
important to her comes down to the caring she has for her children, "they'rc my
kids, and I love them... If my children weren't so important to me, I weuldn't care
so much, I wouldn't need to develop this relationship.”

Bernard spoke about how be believes that collaboration between schools
and parents has pretty much been kept at a "surface level” untl quite recently...
"We're only beginning to see what it really means for parents and teachers and
other school personnel to really work closely together.” Bernard talked about how
he has seen a gradual change over the last ten years, with increasing emphasis on
parents being involved in decision-making at the school. Parents "shop for other
places... that have the best programs, and that has made us look at the whole
structure.” He sees that changes in the area of special education have had an impact
on education in general; in particular, the trend towards integration of special
education students into regular programs has resulted in a greater emphasis on a
"team approach" among educators as well as between the school and parents. Like
Anne, he sees that parents are now more knowledgeable, and are less willing to just
accept the schools having total authority over educational decisions. As a result,
educators will have to develop better skills or "tools" to work collaboratively with

parents. Bernard says, "We've gotten away with some things in the past that we

won't get away with anymore.”



121

Stance says that he also realizes that parents have "not yet" been brought in
as full members of the educational "team.” He talks about how he sees himself “in
process,” and changing some of his own views about the role of parenis. He
admits that at times, he thought that many parents didn't want to be involved in
some areas, such as setting school goals. He realizes that he needs to modify some
of his beliefs, given the changes that are happening and the increased emphasis on
parents and schools working together. Stance refers to collaboration as existing at
various "levels,” and says he wonders how much their school is still operating at a
"surface"” level with respect to parent-school collaboration. He gives examples that
show that "we're not there yet" in terms of true parent-school collaboration, but
adds that he thinks "that will come with time."”

Stance also spoke about "change” in another sense, in that he believes that
collaboration, if it truly effective, will also lead to some changes. Stance thinks that
if the various points of view are being heard and truly considered, then changes
must occur as a result of these ongoing discussions. This position contradicts the
idea expressed in Garfunkel's (1986) paper, suggesting that a "partnership”
approach is basically a "status quo” approach. According to Stance, a true

partnership approach will iesult in tangible changes.

() What ( | . { collal S,
Com o

Clare and Anne both talk about collaboration mainly in terms of the
"communication” between the home and the school. Clare believes that the
communication between school and parents is "crucial.” When she describes her
"negative” story, she concludes that the main problem was that she had not
communicated enough with the parents throughout the school year about their

child's difficulties. That experience had a very powerful impact on her, and she
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says, "I guess I hadn't yet discovered the need for phoning home a lot.” It was the
following year that Clare began making phone calls to all the parents after the first
couple of weeks of school, to open the "lines of communication right from the
beginning."” Clare believes that a lot of problems that arise between the school and
parents can be avoided through good communication, especially communication
that is of a positive nature. She believes that the school has the greater
responsibility to initiate this communication, although parents also have an
important role to play. Clare calls parents frequently, especially when she knows
that they have special concerns about their child.

Stance believes that without communication, collaboration is impossible.
When he speaks to parents at beginning-of-the-year orientations, he talks to them
about how important it is that parents take responsibility for communicating directly
to the person concerned if they have any cuestions or problems. Throughout his
interview, Stance talked about how much he values open, honest communication.
Stance is keenly aware that people have varying points of vicw on different topics,
and is convinced of the importance of sharing and listening to these differing points
of view so that people can understand each other. However, Stance also feels
responsible, as the school principal, of making sure that parents are receiving
accurate information. "So I find that one frustrating and difficult, because it's
always going to depend on the listener's point of view more than on mine."

Stance also acknowledges that it takes time to develop good communication
skills, and that people need to have opportunities to practice those skills as well.
He talks about the importance of being an "active listener,” of paraphrasing what
the other person has said to make sure that their point of view is well understood.
Stance believes that educators and parents both need to leam the "techniques” of

good communication in order to become good collaborators.
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Feeling listened to is what Anne believes is her strongest need in terms of
collaborating with the school. As she reflects on the time she ended up writing a
letter of complaint to the Superintendent she says:

If 1 look back and [Stance] was to say, "Well, what is it that you
were really asking us?" What I was asking was that they listen to
me, and not just pat me on the shoulder and say, "yeah, yeah, yeah,
we'll watch him,"... that they really listen to me. And that they just
pay attention to him. Idid feel comfortable that we had talked [at the
meeting].

While "feeling listened to” and "having a voice" are among the two parents’
strongest needs, the educators speak about how important they believe it is for them
to listen to the parents. Clare mentions that she always tries to ask parents for their
questions or concerns before she shares her ideas.

Communication is also important for Denae, who says that she would reaily
like to be informed about "everything that's going on.” Sometimes, she says, she
feels as though she's "in the dark,” learning about new programs only after they
have been developed and implemented by the school. For example, as she speaks
about the Quest program, she says that "it got swept in under the door... All of a
sudden I knew that we had it." Her suggestion that there be sub-committees

established to address various areas of the school is one way that she thinks people

could be better informed, and also "have a voice” in school matters.

t nn
Trust was talked about as an important characteristic in parent-school
collaboration by all of the participants. However, not everyone means the same
thing when they talk about trust. For example, when Anne talks about wanting to
be able to "trust” the school, she is referring to the fact that since she can't be at the

school, she doesn't necessarily always know what her child's needs are... "It goes
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back to that, he's in a place where I can't be with him, and I have to trust that what
they're doing is what's best for him." She wants to be able to "trust” the teacher to
notice him specifically, and to "pick up" on what his needs might be. Anne also
talked about how much more relaxed she was feeling about Justin's school program
this year. This she secs as the result of a number of factors; one of them was that
Clare is his teacher, "who I knew and trusted, and I just knew that he was in a good
place.” Another reason, according to Anne, is that after three years, she has begun
to "trust" the school to look after Justin's needs and to recognize his uniqueness.

Denae also speaks about wanting to "trust” the school ("I like to think that
we'd be able to work with any of the teachers that our children would get").
However, when Stance talks about trust, he seems to be referring to the importance
of parents and educators having a basic belief in the other person's good intentions.
Stance says that one of the things that he does intentionally in the school newsletters
is "give a lot of messages that we trust parents, that we trust good parenting... And
hopefully that will come across to people, to say, 'hey, we're in this together.™
Stance finds himself feeling particularly frustrated with people "who just cannot
bring themselves to believe something that you say."

Trust is something that develops over time, and Anne and Clare both talk
about how important it is for both parents and educators to realize that. In order for
a good relationship to develop, people need to be willing to give it time, and not
expect "instant rapport.” Clare talks about how developing a relaiionship with a
parent also helps her to see the parent as a person, rather than as someone to be
"blarned” for a child's difficuldes.

Closely related to the issue of trust is "mutual respect.” As Clare points out,
although this respect is important, it is not something that happens instantly, but

must develop over time:
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To begin with, when you're beginning with the collaboration, you
don't even have a working relationship [established] yet, and yet |
think you're collaborating already... Collaboration means something
conscious, you have to think about it, and go through bad examples,
the growing experiences... and when you do, then I think you can
collaborate more efficiently.

Bermnard and Stance both talk about the importance of parents and educators
being open and not defensive towards each other, being willing to listen to each
others' viewpoints, and open to compromise and "working things out.” When
Bernard shared his "negative story," he talked about how there was no opportunity
for what he called "face-to-face” negotiation. People did not listen to each other,
and there was no opportunity for collaboration to occur.

Stance believes that one of the ways he can tell that collaboration is
occurring is when people are open to each other, to hearing the different points of
view held by others. This openness is something he refers to as a "non-
confrontational regard.” It is a quality he describes as a "feeling,” when people are
“encouraging of one another, and really want other people to say what they think."
Stance says that he realizes that at times people don't feel comfortable sharing their
thoughts and opinions openly, for fear of hurting someone else’s feelings.

However, he believes that until everyone truly believes how important it is to be

open, it is very difficult to achieve a deeper level of collaboration.

itiv jv
Everyone, parents and educators, talked about the importance of parents and
educators being positive and supportive towards one another. There seems to be a
very strong agreement that these are indeed the prevailing attitudes at Holy Spirit
School.
Clare talked about always making sure that her interactions with parents are

positive ones, and that children are discussed in the "most positive light possible.”
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She talks about how, for her, collaboration has to be based on positives, on an
environment of caring. Denae spoke about how much she wants to be supportive
and positive in any comments that she makes about the school. Being perceived as
“supportive” is very important to Denae; she is concemned about her comments
being interpreted as critical ones.

Bemard talks about the importance of parents and educators feeling "reluxed
and comfortable” with each other, of giving each other support and positive
recognition for what they have to offer. Stance believes that it's very important for
the schools to give parents as much positive information as possible. He also talks
about the importance of people supporting one another, "buoying one another up,"
and "not going around being negative.” Stance finds that people who are negative

"really get in the way" of collaboration.

Personal Connections

In Lindle's (1989) research, establishing personal connections was seen by
parents to be the most imporiant characteristic of a collaborative relationship. This
finding has also been a significant one in this study, and is recognized by both
parents and educators. When Denae speaks about Bernard and her child's "special
teacher” Monica, she refers to the way both of these educators make her feel that
they care about her and her children ("very affirming"). Denae called this "having a
heart" for the children, for the school. For Denae, knowing that the school people
"really care” for the children is the most important thing.

Stance talks about how he and the vice-principal do a lot of things
"informally,” such as calling parents on the telephone to share with them some of
the good things that their children have done at school.

Clare also believes thai this "personal touch” is an important aspect to

consider. She talks about how she establishes 4 reiationship on a first-name basis
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with parents, how she makes "face-to-face contact” whenever possible, and makes
sure to talk about things with parents that may not be direcuy related to their child.
She says that she knows that a collaborative relationship has been established when
there is "an ease, an honesty” in conversation. She also refers to the "bond” that is
established between herself and a parent as the reason that a child "has come along
as much as he has."

Bernard also believes that making a "personal connection” is essential to
collaboradon. Educators and parents have to care enough for the children, and for
each other, to be willing to take the time to listen to each other. As Bernard says,

Very often, when a parent comes in and they're so angry, if you
really listen, you hear the concern about their kid. You leamn the
suffering that the family is going through because of this.

Bernard believes that as the "professionals,” educators have a greater

responsibility to initiate this personal connection.

Being Equals

Each of the participants spoke about the importance of parents and educators
seeing each other as equals in order for true collaboration to occur. Denae spoke
about how Bernard "never makes you feel like he knows more than ... what you as
a parent would know." Denae also spoke about wanting "more say in everything,
right from the top down."” She sces herself as an equal to the educators in a
decision-making capacity, and feels frustrated with the current situation, where she
believes that parents have not had much of a voice. Denae says, "I think if you've
got a true partnership, you know, you are going to be on the same ievel.”

Clare also talks about how important she thinks it is for parents and teachers

to view each other as "equals,” and to recognize that cach has something very
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valuable to contribute to the relatonship. She says that educators need to “allow
parents to speak, to give their opinions, to tell us how they see the child.”

Bemard says that he knows that good parent-school collaboration is
occurring when a solution is worked out by including everyone's opinions and
thoughts. ("INo one come on as a heavy, saying 'this,’ neither the parent nor the
school, which often it can be either.”) He believes that if we don't begin with a
strong commitment to equality between parents and the school, "the whole aspect of
team is gone."

Another theme related to "being equals,” but also to issues of power
between parents and educators, has to do with what Bernard and Stance refer to as
"role release,” the ability to share one's roles with other people who are part of the
"team." This ability allows educators to give up some of their "professionalism,”
and to acknowledge that parents also have a iot to teach them. However, the
differences in the roles and responsibilities of the school and the family present
some challenges as we think apout parent-school collaboration. Stance refers to
some things being "home stuff” while others are "school stuff.” Here, Stance
shares with me how he tries to sort through this question:

It's something like, in your home you make the decisions about how
your family's going to be raised and what's going o happen there.
And in the school ... [ might make some decisions that you might
agree or might not agree with, but in this situation, it seems to me to
make the most sense 1o do it that way... And to say that we
recognize that there are differences between home and school, so
there are also differences in terms of [appropriate] ! =havior.

It drives staff up the wall, when I talk to a parent and come back to
the staff and say, "Well, maybe we should change things for this
child, because our regular consequences are not going to be the most

effective way for this child to learn.” That drives staff up the wall,
‘cause they want everything cut and dried.
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Stance says that he thinks the solution is for parents and educators to find
ways to "share roles a bit... You still have your predominant role and I have mine,

but we can share roles while we still retain our basic responsibilities in our areas.”

Power, Conflict. and Roles

Differences in power between parents and educators is an issue that seems
to be of concern mainly to the parents. Both parents talked of being worried about
how the educators were perceiving them. They feel vulnerable in a way that seems
qualitatively different for parents than it does for the educators. As Anne told me
about some of her interactions with the school concerning Justin's program, she
said, "There were times when I thought they were thinking, 'Here she comes
again!'" Similarly, Denae worried that Stance might misinterpret her statements at
the PAC meeting where she disagreed with him, and thought that he might think
that she was not being "supportive” of him and the school. She was concemed that
their reladonship might be affected. Denae also worries about the possible impact
on her children if she becomes labelled as "fanatical.” She says, "I guess I'm
intimidated... I have this feeling if I say too much, or say the wrong thing, that
somehow my children will be kind of ostracized, or my family will be kept at a
distance."”

Parents often feel powerless when they interact with school personnel.
When Denae speaks about the role of the PAC, she admits that she sees it as "not a
very powerful committee, serving more the needs of the hierarchy... of the staff,
the administration.”

For the educators, there is a concern about what Clare refers to as the "fine
line" regarding parents' power to make school decisions. She expresses concern
about "how much" ownership parents should have for education... "there’s a fine

line, I mean, if you cross over it, you wonder what can be taught, if your hands are
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tied too." This is also what Stance is referring to when he says that he's never sure
at what point it's appropriate to make sure that there are "safeguards” in place.
While he talks about this, Stance wonders what it might imply for "true” parent-
school collaboration. Stance says that although he recognizes that parents and
educators share in responsibilities, there are still some areas where the "lines"” have
been drawn, at least in an informal way. Stance admits that he finds this confusing,
and says he "wrestles all the time" with trying to determine what the "areas” are
where parents might have as "full a range of decision-making" as teachers and
administrators. Recognizing that we are in a time of changing roles and
expectations, he says, "I'm just not sure where the parameters are right now,
anymore..."

Clare speaks about the importance of the educators "not intimidating”
parents with their professional knowledge, their "big words." Sornetimes, though,
she thinks that it's the parents who must realize that although they know their own
child far better than the teacher does, the teacher can stll have something to offer,
"new insights as well."”

The role of conflict in parent-school collaboration also comes up in most of
the interviews. Anne says that "collaboration is sort of like an agreement, where
you say, yes, we will work together... There could be times when you're not
working well together... so then you go back and you say, o.k., what do we do
now, and you have to maybe make some changes."

Not everyone is comfortable with the presence of conflict. Although Stance
and Bernard both talk about how important it is for people to disagree honestly and
openly, Denae talks about how uncomfortable she feels with conflict and
dissension, feeling that "dissension does not serve any purpose.” She believes that
we should all be . ady to set aside our differences in order to focus on the children.

She believes that we need to start with our "similarides"” rather than our
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differences... "I think the child has to come first, and we should be able to put aside
any differences for that child.”

Bemnard, however, believes that if people are truly working together,
conflict is inevitable. "[The main thing] is to have everybody working together, not
necessarily agreeing, but working together.” Bemard is convinced that unless we
begin to address areas of conflict, we will be remaining at what he culls a "surtace
level” in terms of collaboration.

One of the things that Bernard says he has learmned in working with an
institution like the school system, is that at times institutions approach conflict by
saying, "Well, this is the way we should do things, and proceed, and hope for the
best." But he personally believes that a better approach is to get everyone working
together, by listeniing and understanding each other's points of view.

Stance also talks about conflict, and how he believes that there needs to be
at least a minimum level of "basic agreement” before collaboration between parents
and the school can occur. In Stance's negative story, the positions of the parent
and the school were "diametrically opposed,” and Stance's conclusion is that, as a

result, it was impossible for them to collaborate in any way.

The importance of having a school-wide commitment to collaborative
relationships is one that all three educators mentioned. Clare talked about how the
atmosphere of "working together” throughout the school has been one of the most
important things in establishing parent-school collaboration. She also explains how
the administrators' commitment to valuing relatdonships between home and school
has made a big difference. When she recounts her second "positive” story of
parent-school collaboration, she mentions that having a substitute teacher brought in

to take her class while she attended the meetings with the parents was a good
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example of the school's values. As Clare says, collaboration is not something that
can happen in isolation; it needs to be a school-wide approach to working with
others. Clare says that her "vision" for parent-school collaboration would include
"a Stance and a [vice-principal’'s name], because of the way they run the school.”

Stance believes that "all the collaboration” should not come from the
principal. That's one of the reasons why he ericourages parents to deal directly
with their children's teachers whenever possible. Stance says, "if everything has to
go through the principal, then we're not getting anywhere, you know."

Denae also refers to the importance of a school-wide approach, when she
says that she sees Holy Spirit School as "very upbeat, very positive... I think that's
an attitude that prevails across... to all the different families that come to the school.
It's valued, it's supported, and it's encouraged.” Denae recognizes the important
role that the administrator has in establishing this atmosphere, how the attitude of
the "boss" permeates the whole school... "My hat goes off to Stance, because [
think it's very true, my husband says you can tell the type of staff by the boss...

you can tell what goes on behind closed doors."



CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION

This study resulted in nine "themes" that emerged as the five participants
described their thoughis, experiences and upinions about parent-school
collaboration. One purpose of this chapter is to discuss these themes, and to return
to the literature presented in Chapter Two to further our understanding of parent-
school collaboration within the larger context of theory and research. The other
purpose of this chapter is to discuss some questions and issues that have been
raised as a result of this research, and which I think must be addressed by parents,

and even more so by educators, if we wish to establish truly collaborative

relationships.
What does it mean for parenis and schools to "collaborate?"

I began Chapter Two with a brief discussion of three dictionury definitions
of the term "collaboration,” each of which has some interesting implications for the
topic of parent-school collaboration. As I analyzed the results of this research, |
found that the three definitions began to "blend together” in my mind. Although all
of the participants found it aifficult or even impossible to define or describe
collaboration, everyone believed that they had a good sense about when it was, or
was not, happening. When I did ask them to try and describe collzhoration,
participants in this study spoke about collaboration in terms of "team-work,"
"working together," "partnerships,” "vested interest,” and "having a common
goal.”

I invited the participants to examine the term "collaboration,” and to think

about whether they could distinguish it from two other terms, "a good working
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relationship,” and "partnership.” Everyone said that they saw "collaborating” as a
higher level activity than that which is implied by the words "a good working
relatonship.” Some people said that a good working relationship was a
prerequisite to coilaboration, although Clare and Anne both thought that you might
begin "collaborating” even before a good working relatdonship had been
established. For most of the participants, the term "partnership” was closer to the
term "collaboration.” In fact, Stance defined collaboration as "a partnership, with
all stakeholders working together to benefit children.” Anne saw collaboration and
partnership as very similar concepts, because both include the notion of "vested
interests.” For Denae, partnership and collaboration are also closely related,
because to her both imply that the participants are "on the same level."

I deliberately avoided using the term "parent involvement” throughout my
various discussions with the participants, based largely on the comments of Epstein
(1994) and Christenson et al (1992), about how parent involvement tends to imply
a "one-way" relationship, focusing on the parents’' role only. From my
perspective, collaboration focuses more on the relationship between parents and
the school than does "parent involvernent.” Surprisingly, none of the participants
themselves used the term parent involvement (the most commonly used term untl
the late 1980's), which leads me to think that our common language is indeed
changing.

Participants disagreed ahout whether or not it was "always possible” for
collaboration to occur between parents and teachers. Stance, for example, thought
that there needs to be a "basic level of agreement" before people can collaborate,
whereas both Clare and Bernard believe that almost anything can be worked out, if
only there is a commitment to communicate honestly and make compromises. Clare

talked about her beliefs that "you won't get the same level of collaboration with
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some parents, you won't get the same type ... with everyone, but I think there can
still be some collaboration.”

As I return to Hord's (1986) discussion of the collaboration literature, and
the distinction between "collaboration” and "cooperation,” it seems that the
distinctions made by the parcipants in this study support her conclusion that
“collaboration” is a higher-level activity. The participants in this study saw
collaboration largely as a "relanonal system"” (Appley & Winder, 1977). Many of
the characteristics of collaboration proposed by Cook and Friend (1991) were also
identified by the participants in this study. These include the importance of sharing
a common goal ("we're doing this for the benefit of the children™), acknowledging
parity among parents and educators, and sharing responsibility for decisions. The
"emergent characteristics" proposed by Cook and Friend (1991) were also
recognized by the participants; for example, Clare said that "trust” in one another is
required for collaboration to occur, but that "trust” generally develops and increases
as people work together.

The four characteristics of collaboration identified by Moore and Littlejohn
(1992) were also mentioned frequently by participants in this study. These
included:

» the "top-down" approach, where there is leadership,
commitment, and support from the administrators, both in
philosophical and concrete terms. Parents and educators in this
study recognized the importance of the "school-wide
commitment" to working collaboratively with parents.

¢ acknowledging and acting on the changing role of parents and
educators, with a wiilingness on everyone's part to learn new
ways (and teamwork seen as the critical element that makes

coilaboration happen). Change was one of the major themes
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that emerged from this study. Everyone recognizes that we are
in a time of change, and has a sense that this will require new
learnings for educators as well as parents.

+ valuing all persons for their perspectives and contributions,
which means that everyone must be willing to listen and
negotiate. This relates closely to the themes of
communication and trust/openness/honesty.

» allowing for false starts, and providing support to both parents
and educators in their efforts to work together. This
characteristic is related to our theme of positive, supportive,
caring attitudes. Participants in this study recognized the
importance of parents and educators to be tolerant of each
others, to be supportive and positive towards one another, and

to recognize that at imes we will all make "mistakes."

i i m ifi m

Children live in two worlds, home angd school

Research has repeatedly identified parent and home environment variables
as among the most important factors in school achievement. Relationships between
parents and the school are part of a complex ecological system (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Epstein, 1992). All of the participants in this study recognize that a child's
academic success is in large part determined by the congruence between home and
school.

Lightfoot (1978) proposed that the sharing of knowledge concerning the
child's experiences at home and at school would help both the teacher and the
parents in their respective roles as facilitators of the child’s education. This belief

was shared strongly by the participants in this study. For example, Clare talked



about how important it was that she, as a teacher, knows about the child's life at
home, and that she tells parents what she sees happening at school. Denae spoke
from the parent's perspective, saying that she often wished she heard more from the
teachers, "just a note or a phone call,” about how ner children were doing at school.
For some participants, the sense of diffuse boundaries between home and
school seems to be even stronger for children with special needs. Anne talked
about how her interest in collaborating with the school became strong only after her
second child, Justin, was in school. With Julie, her oldest, there were no
"problems," so the need for her to work closely with the schools was not as strong.
Clare talked about the frequent contact she had with the parents of chiidren who
were having various "difficulties," and added, "I wish I could say to you, of course

I phone all the parents, but no, I don't... And yet, it's important.”

ot . -

The relationship between parents and schools has been receiving increasing
attention over the past twenty years, as more and more parents have been
challenging the traditional, "accepting, passive" role of parents. This has been
particularly the case in the area of special education (Garfunkel, 1986). Educators
have mixed feelings about the changes that they see coming in terms of parent-
school collaboration. They recognize that it will take more time and more skili on
their part to work with parents. They also echo some of Ost's (1988) conclusions
about the growing importance of improved parent-teacher interactions.

Two of the participants in this study spoke about how collaboration can be
seen on different "levels". Bernard and Stance both talked about how they thcught
that educators in general are still operating at a "surface” level in terms of their
reladonships with parents, and have a long way to go before they are truly

collaborating with parents. Even at their school, with educators who consider
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themselves open to working in partnership with parents, collaboration is really just
at the beginning stages. Stance told me at one of our later meetings, after he had
tirre to read the transcript of his interview: "You know, Marianne, in education, we
don't wruly partner with parents.” This was when Stance told me he had decided to
include parents in setting goals for the schools, something that until now has been
done by the staff. He also told me that he wasn't sure "how far the staff will want
to go" in terms of involving parents in this process. It seems to me that Stance
anticipates some strong staff resistance to this type of collaborative activity with
parents.

It also seems that participants know there's more to collaboration than what
they've experienced, but no one at this point seems quite sure what true
collaboration might actually look like or consist of. The relationship between
schools and parents is in a period of change, and we are "breaking new ground" in

re-defining the nature of that relationship.

| . | I
Lindle (1989), and Lindle and Boyd (1991), in reporting on the parents'
preferences regarding their relationship with educators, spoke about the importance
of what they called a "personal touch.” Parents were unhappy with educators who
were 100 businesslike or patronizing, and said they particularly appreciated informal
contacts with the school. In this study, both parents and educators stressed the
importance of such "personal connections.” For example, Stance talked about all
the things that are done informally at the school, such as phone calls to parents to
tell them about some of the good things their children have done at school. Clare
spoke about making frequent phone calls to parents at home, to keep them informed

about the children. She also said that she presented herself on a first-name basis
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with the parents. Bernard said that he thought it was crucial to make “face-to-face
communication.”

Another one of Lindle's (1989) conclusions was that parents don't want a
"professional-client” relationship with the school. They want to be seen as equal
partners with schools in the rearing of children. The whole issue of equality or
parity was a theme that was mentioned by all of the participants in this study as
well. Both parents mentioned feeling resentful of the attitudes of educators when
they felt that their thoughts were not considered as important as those of the
"professionals.” Their expectation is that they should be treated as equal pariners in
making decisions about their children's education (Lindle and Boyd, 1991). They
want to feel that their views will be valued equally with those of the educators.

As Bardak (1994) saggests, parity among participants may be incompatible
with a hierarchical organization, where the principal and the teachers have been

viewed as the "leaders” in educational decision-making.

Power, ¢conflict, and roles

"Power,” and differences in the power of parents versus that of the
educators, is more of an issue for parents than it is for the educators. When Denae
says, "it's like it's a partnership as long as we all agree,” she is telling me that she
doesn't feel that parents have as much power as the educators in making decisions
at the school.

When Stance and Clare talk about the "fine line" between sharing decision-
making with parents and maintaining the autonomy of professional educators, they
seem to be alluding to the balance theory proposed by Litwak and Meyer (1974).
Litwak and Meyer suggest thu effective school-parent relations require a "happy
medium" between intrusive parental involvement and completely autonomous

professionals, calling attention to the different roles of the "experts” (educators)
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versus the "non-experts” (parents). This is a concern that s not shared by the
parents in this study, and that also seems incompatible in some ways with the
notion of "parity” among parents and educators.

Lightfoot (1978) suggested that parents and schools are "inherently” in
conflict, and this natural tension is expressed through the comments made by both
Clare and Aiine, when they talk about how the parent's concem for the child is
qualitatively different than the educators’ concern could ever be. As Lightfoot says,
these positional differences are even greater when children have disabilides (as in
Anne's case) or when parents an.d schools have differing views about what the
form and content of education should be (as in Denae's situation).

Fine (1993) proposed that questions of power must be addressed within any
consideration of parent participation in schools, since the relationship between
parents and educators is not a "power-neutral” one. Both parents in this study
expressed concerns about their feelings of vulnerability and powerlessness vis-a-vis
the school. Like Epstein (1993), however, they believe that the soluticn to these
concermns lies in better "information,” "communication,” and "pa~icipation.” These
parents want to be seen as "partners” rather than as "clients” of the school system.
(Wolfendale, 1983).

Roles and role conflict was another issue that emerged from this study.
Both Stance and Bernard talked about how a collaborative relationship with parents
will require that educators become more flexible about their roles. Role flexibility is
one of the "structural components” of collaboration that was found in another recent
study as well (Bardak, 1994). Participants in this study saw their roles as evolving
and changing; as a principal, this was a particular challenge 1o Stance, who feels
that there is a need to clarify roles and responsibilities of both parents and educators

as aresult of a change to a more collaborative relationship.
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Ost (1988) proposed that any efforts for improving school-parent
interactions siiould be made within the context of the school community as a whole.
He recognized that although individual teachers can muke a ditference, the effect is
minimal if the effort is not part of a schooi-wide commitnent. This .dea s strongly
supported by this study. All the participants talked about how important it is that
the administrauon and staff at Holy Spirit School all share similir beliefs about
working in a cailaborative fushion. Many also mentioned the crucial role that the
administrators have in cstablishing this school-wide commitment.

Collaboration starts at the schoot level. It's highly doubtful that cducators
who are not engaged in collaborative relationships among themselves will engage in

collaborauve relationships with parents.

Differences between parents and educators

Although I found it very difficult to draw conclusions from only two
parents and three educators, there were a few differences. Looking first at the
thoughts expressed by the parents, one difference between the two was that Anne
saw collaboration at the individual (child) level, while Denae spoke more about
decision-making at 2 school-wide level. [ think this difference in perspective and
"focus” 1s largely due the major differences in their individual circumstances (Anne
having a child with some very special needs), and also because Denae has been
involved with the PAC this past year, which has given her a different kind of
experience than Anne's. In terms of similarities between them, both parents
recognize and appreciate the efforts made by the school to inform and welcome
parents. They both feel that being consulted about decisions 1s very importunt (for

Anne, it's about her children; for Denae, 1t's at a school level). Denae expressed



142

some of the concems described by Ost (1988) in terms of feeling "disenfranchised”
from the schooling process. She speaks of the PAC aot being a very powerful
committee, serving mostly the needs of the school and its administragon.

Similarly, Anne spoke about feeling that her opinions about her son’s needs were
not being "heard” by the school administrators.

Being able to trust the school is very important to both parents. For them,
trusting the school means knowing that the educators are caring for their children,
and are able and willing to meet the needs of the children. Both parents shared
feeling of vulnerability vis-a-vis the school, and concerns about how they might be
viewed by the school, and how this might in turn affect their children. The
educators in this study did not speak of feeling vulnerable vis-a-vis the parents, but
they shared 2n interest in hearing from themn in honest and open exchanges.

The educators in this study also spoke about the importance of "trust,” but
they were referring more to the importance of parents being willing to trust them as
educators. However, all three educators in this study see the "ideai" relationship
with parents as one that goes beyond parents merely being "supportive" of the
school. At the same time, they expressed concerns about "how far” they can go in
terms of sharing their power with parents before they lose some essential autonomy
as professionals. They seem to be looking for some "balance,” (Liiwak and Meyer,
1674}, and in this sense are sharing the concerns that naturally come as the roles of

parents in the education process are being re-examined.

Ouestions and Issues that have been raised for me by this research

The following is a list of questons and "issues” that reflect some of the
thoughts that I have documented in my reflective journal throughout the process of

carrving out the study and presenting the findings:
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1. How does a hierarchical organization come to collaboration? Is it possible?
The concept of “parity” appears to be bacic to both the literature and
research on collaboration. However, parity seems incompatible with some of the
aspects of a hierarchy, where not all members' expertise is equally valued. At
present, schools tend to be organized hierarchically. (Perhaps what is important is
that there be equality between educators and parents. Is it possible that how the

educational system organizes itself is not the issue?)

2. The role of mothers as the main "parents” who collaborate with the schools.

In this study, the two parent-participants were both mothers rather than
fathers. This is not particularly surprising, given the reality that in the majority of
cases, it is the "mother"” alone (occasionally the mother with the father, but rarely
the father alone) with whom teachers communicate about the students. In the past
year, the Parent Advisory Committee at Holy Spirit School has consisted entirely of
mothers.

My question here has to do with the role of fathers in parent-school
collaboration, and a "wondering” about how the findings of this study might have
been different if I had interviewed two fathers instead of two mothers. In both
Bernard and Stance's "negative” stories of collaboration, it was a father who was
predominantly involved; in all of the "positive” stories shared by the educators,

mothers were the main parent concerned.

3. Does most parent-school collaboration still revolve around students with special
needs (does the squeaky wheel get the grease?)

In most of the "positive” stories of collaboration shared by the educators,
the child concerned was a student with special needs. I had deliberately set out to

ask people to describe parent-school collaboration without focussing on children
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who were having difficulties, and yet the stories I received seemed to all revolve

around conflicts or students with problems of some kind.

4. Does "collaboration" happen more when we are in conflict, not getting along,
not vusting each other?

This question is somewhat connected to the previous one, in that I have also
wondered whether we actually find ourselves "needing to collaborate” more when
we have conflicts or difficulties of one type or another. It certainly seems to have
been the case in a number of the examples given by the participants of this study.
For example, Anne said that with her first child, who was "just sailing along in

school,” she never saw any need for collaborating or "working with" the school.

5. Is there a need for roles/responsibilities (of parents and of educators) to be
clarified before engaging in some collaborative activities?

As Stance says, "The more you open things up, the more clarification of
roles/responsibilities needs to be worked out.” On the other hand, to try and clarify
roles may be inconsistent with the need to be flexible in terms of roles, and to share

the power rather than to try and "divide it up.”

6. Why was there was so little emphasis amorng the participants of this study on
parents being involved in children’s learning activities?

Epstein's research (1992) shows that everyone (students, parents, ard
educators) benefits the most when schools and parents collaborate on curricular
issues. This fact was not mentioned directly by any of the participants, and was
only indirectly alluded to. For example, when Denae talked wistfully about
wanting to hear more often from ner children's teachers; when Bermard talked

about teachers asking parents to share their knowledge about how their children
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leamned best. It would seem that current research is not "informing"” the practices at

this particular school.

7. Who has the greater responsibility for initating a collaborative relationship
between parents and schools?

Bemard said that his vision of parent-school collaboration would be "the
school embracing parents as full members of their team.” This statement seems
particularly significant, in that it gives much greater responsibility to the school for
initiating collaboration. Stance also seemed to believe that it was up to the
educators to develop the skills and knowledge to work more effectively with
parents in a collaborative way. Clare believed that it was her responsibility to
initiate contact with parents, to put them at ease and to welcome their ideas and
suggestions. Although neither one addressed this question directly, it was my
sense that the parents in this study would agree that the educators have the greater
responsibility for initiating a collaborative relationship. They would probably say
this based on their feelings that the school-parent relationship is not at present a
"power-neutral" one, and that the educators have much greater power than do

parents.

8. How can educators ensure that their "professionalism" does not get in the way
of collaboration with parents?
This is probably one of the most difficult issues to address in this area.

How does a "professional” truly collaborate with a "non-professional?”
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CHAPTER 6

REFLECTIONS ON THE STUDY

Schools and parents face a challenge to work together to provide the necessary
education and support that children need. To do this, parents must continue to be
involved with the schools, and schools must continue to reach out to parents...
Strong parent-teacher collaboration will be rieeded 1o ensure continuity in care :nd
education, and support for children of all income levels and ethnic backgrounds. A
concerted effort by all those involved with children’s welfare is essential if we are
to meer the needs of the coming generation successfully. Parent-teacher
collaboration will help provide avenues for children to find success both in and out
of school, but both parents and teachers must recognize their responsibilities.
Neither can expect the other to accomplish the task alone, it is a collaborative effort.
(Berger, 1991, 217-218)

The question that began this study was: "How do parents, teachers,
counsellors and principals describe parent-school collaboration?"”

The term " parent-school collaboration” is a relatively recent one in
education, reflecting a significant societal "paradigm shift” that is also occurring in
other institutions such as health care and social services. Parents and schools have
shared responsibility for children's education ever since public schools have come
into existence, but the recognition that parents might have "equal rights” in
educational decision-making is a concept that has only emerged over the past two or
three decades (Cross, 1989). Itis becoming an increasingly accepted fact that
education, like other social services in our democratic society, is everybody's
business; it is especially the business of those parents who have children in
schools.

As Ireviewed the current literature on pareni-school relationships, one of
the most significant issues to emerge for me was how the terms "parent

[TERT N

involvement,” "school-family partnerships,” and "parent-school collaboraton™ all
tend to be used frequently and, at times, interchangeably. My conclusion from this

study and from my reading is that there is a significant difference between the first
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term, "parent involvement,” and the two latter terms, "school-family partnerships"
and "parent-school collaboration.” In the first term, the focus is on what parents
do, although teachers, administrators, and counsellors are necessarily involved in
promoting or discouraging "parent involvement” with the school. However, when
we speak of "partnerships” or "collaboration,” the focus is on the role of both
parents and educators, and on how the two parties "work together.” It seems
clear that increased "parent involvement"” does not necessarily imply increased
"parmership” or "collaboration” between parents and the school. On the other
hand, increased "collaboration” is more likely (although not necessarily) to result in
greater "parent involvement."”

As I planned and designed this study, I decided that it would be worthwhile
to study how the people involved currently understand the term " parent-school
collaboration." It occurred to me that the way in which people describe the
concept would have implications for the relationships that are established between
parents and educators. As I analyzed the findings of this study, I realized that the
participants have at least an implicit understanding of the above distinction between
parent involvement and parent-school collaboration. Participants spoke about the
ways in which parents and educators "worked together” (or failed to "work
together™), and there was very little concern with "how to get parents involved.”

Garfunkel (1986) has argued that, to the extent that partnership implies
equality, to speak of parent-school partnerships is misleading because there is no
provision in public education for parents to be enfranchised as equal partners in the
educational process. His perspective, as well as the findings of this study,
reinforces my position that we are in the midst of a "paradigm shift” with respect to
the role of parents in education. The dilemma that this raises is that the prevailing
practices, with a "partnership” that has largely left educational decision-making to

professional educators, is no longer being accepted by many parents and educators.
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In a sense, there are two important factors to consider here, one more
philosophical and the other a more practical consideration:

(1) A changing societal "paradigm,” where parents are no longer willing to
let the "professional educators™ have sole responsibility for decision-making.

(2) All the research that documents the contributions of parent involvement

to positive student outcomes (Greenwood & Hickman, 1991).

Partici ' S ions

The participants in this study shared many ideas that could be considered as
"guidelines"” for parents and educators who wish to develop a deeper level of
parent-school collaboration:

1. Parents need to take a stronger interest in their child's education, and not
be intimidated by educators. One of Anne's statements is very relevant here:

I know I look at my parents, and I mean, when I grew up, you
didn't question what they said, you just went with it, and... I think
now it has to be different. They're not God, and they don't know
everything, and you have to communicate.

2. Since the manner in which parents approach the school is so important,
they need however to be aware that teachers and administrators will be more likely
to respond positively when approached in a similar fashion. Bernard talked about
how parents need to question more, but that they need to be careful to do this in a
"supportive” manner. He recognizes that school people have at times reacted
defensively to parent requests because of the manner in which parents approach the
school. In his role as a counsellor, Bernard says he often encourages parents to go
to the school administrators, and question their child's placement or program, but to
be careful about how they do this. Bernard thinks that parents need to recognize
their own expertise and knowledge concerning their children, and not accept the

“educational experts” blindly.
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3. Clare believes that parents can play an important role in promoting
collaboration between the home and the school, by taking the initiative in
communicating with the teacher. She also talks about how impomant the parents’
acknowledgment of the teacher can be ("giving feedback, the warm fuzzies™).

4. Denae alsc thinks that there needs to be a way to get a larger number of
parents informed about things that are happening at the schools, and involved in
decision-making. She recognizes that the school is already doing many things to
promote parent-school collaboration, particularly in the way of inviting parents into
the schools, making them feel welcome and comfortable. However, she says that
she wishes she heard more from her kids' teachers, "like just a phone call or a
note." Here she seems to be alluding to a wish for more communication from the
school about how her own children are doing, but she adds, "I think maybe that's
unrealistic, 'cause they're so busy.”

5. Anne said thar at times, she felt that the educators were resentful that she
was being so "proactive.” On the other hand, she thought that they should not
expect parents to automatically trust them just because "they arce the educators.”

What was coming across [in one meeting she had with the
administrators]...they're in the education business, and [ should
trust that they know what they're doing... I thought, yeah, you are
an educator, and I'm an RN, we have different backgrounds, and |
can't say where Justin is in terms of his education, or if he's having
difficulties, I can only go by what I think I know... and they may be
the educators, but I'm his mother? And if [ know him better than
they do, then they should also listen to me?

It's not that they don't listen, but I still sense that there's this attitude
of, "We're the educators, this is our business, this is our specialty,
and you have to trust us”... And while I've been able to trust them

because [ feel that he's in a good place, I don't think they should
have that attitude.

Denae also talks about the "attitudes” of the educators towards parents... "]
wonder, if it camie down to the bottom line, if it still wouldn't be, "well, we here

know best, because we really are the educators, and we're the ones that have gone
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to all these seminars and conferences,'... it's like a partnership as long as we all
agree.” Here Denae seems to be saying something very similar to Garfunkel
(1986), who suggests that a "partnership” approach is basically one of maintaining
the status quo. Interestingly, Bernard also talks about the "attitudes of the school
personnel” as one of the major barriers to parent-school collaboration. This is
strikingly different from the results of the Leitch und Tangri (1988) study, waich
found that the greatest barrier to collaboration, as identified by both teachers and
parents, had to do with the parents. Bernard believes that educators at times get
their "professional backs" up, and feel that parents have no ri~ht to queston the
school. However, Bernard thinks that as part of their professional training,
educators need to develop greater skills in working with parents, and to develop
greater openness and flexibility in terms of how to solve problems.

6. Conflict in values is something that can lead to a barrier in parent-school
collaboration. Denae was particularly articulate on this point; because of her strong
Christian beliefs, Denae finds herself feeling critical at times of some of the things
she sees happening at the school. Stance also talked about the imporntance of parents
and schools having some agreement in values, when he shared his convictions that
in order for collaboration to occur, there needs to be at least some "basic
agreement.”

7. The lack of linkages between the medical world and the educational
community was a barrier that was only mentioned by Anne. This is
understandable, when one considers the special nature of the circumstances with
her son Justin. When the psychologist from the Cancer Institute became available
to visit the school, Anne felt that her own relationship with the school improved
tremendously. She no longer feels solely responsible for convincing the educators
about Justin's special needs, and also believes that the psychologist's presence at

the school has made a difference for the school people:
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Clare explained to me the other day, after [the psychologist] had
made a visit, she said, 'it kind of validates what you're saying, it's
not just a parent saying, it's somebody who is part of a medical team
who is validating what you've been telling us.

8. Parents and educators need to recognize that the relationship between
themselves will always have an element of tension, due to the different nature of
their "vested interest ' in the individual child.  Anne also talks about this issue,
which is also addressed by Lightfoot (1978), when she recognizes that the
school's "investment" in her child's education can never match the intensity of her
own:

I just see that my interest and concern for my children is probably
90%... and I hate to put a percentage on it, but I'm sure it's stronger
than the interest the school has in them... because they're not, |
mean, they have 350 kids, or however many kids, so their
investment in my children's education is not the same as mine, my
investment... | appreciate that, and I don't want my children to be
the only ones in the school and to have their undivided attention, but
they need to know how important they are to me. And if I come to
the school and request certain things, they need to know that it's not
because I think they're incompetent, or they can't do their job... So
they don't take comments as an affront to their pride, or whatever.

Clare addresses this issue as well, when she recognizes that parents and
educators can never be "equals” in their concern over the child, since the parent will
generally be more concemned.

9. The educators identified some barriers to collaboration that were not
mentioned by the parents. The biggest one for Clare, as a teacher, has to do with
the sheer limits on her time. Defining collaboration primarily in terms of
communication between herself and the parents, it is not surprising that she
sometimes finds that her "time and energy"” quite simply run out! Clare also
recognizes that perceptions and expectations can also be barriers, cither those held

by parents of those of the educators. Stance sees that people "not listening” to each

other is a major barrier to collaboration, as well as people who have a "hidden



agenda or an axe to grind, but they don't come out and just talk about it and deal
with it, so it's in behind them, and you don't know what it is.” In a sense, the
hidden agenda brings us back tc the importance of parents and educators being
open with one another.

10. There is a clear need for educator flexibility to meet the different needs
of parents... Not everyone wants the same type of "collaboration.” However, the
basis "themes” remain the same, i.e. trust openness, equality, etc. (Collaboration
as communication/decision-making about individual children, vs. collaboration as

communication/decision-making at a broader, or school-wide level.)

The follcwing would be my main recommendations, based on the findings
from this study. In order to achieve parent-school coliaboration, educators will first
have 1o make what I would call a "philosophical commitment” to parents' right to
have an equal voice in educational decision-making. I believe that in order to be
truly effective, this commitment has 1o begin at the administrative level of the
school, i.e. principal and vice-principal, but ii also needs to be adopted by all of the
educators on staff. The next step is to establish a mechanism for the parents' voice
to be equally heard; this is where [ believe that the establishment of a School
Council (rather than a Parent Advisory Council) comes in. This School Council
would need to consist of a fairly equal representation from parents, school
administration and staff, and perhaps one or two community members who are not
parents of children in the school. In addition to establishing schooi goals, this
Council would assume responsibility for broad educational decision-making, and
for resolution of conflicts that will naturally occur from time to time. This Council

vould also ensure that individual needs or wishes of parents or educators not take



precedence over generally accepted school goals, or over the rights of the general

school population.

Epstein (1992) notes that few leaders in the fieid «t school-family relations
have been school psychologists or counsellors, in spite of the "natural connections”
between their skills and interests, and the needs of schools for better school and
family connections. Over ten years ago, Lombana and Lombana (1982) suggested
that if parent-school partnerships are to be strengthened in the face of opposing
cultural, geographic, and attitudinal forces, school counseliors should be assuming
leadership roles in the school, in developing and implementing plans for working
with parents. They also stressed that these must be plans that meet the expressed
parental needs, as well as ensure the most productive use of available resources.
Lombana and Lombana (1982) proposed a model of home-school collaboration that
places primary emphasis on "parent involvement” and "parent conferences.” The
other two areas, (where counsellors have more often devoted their efforts), parent
education and parent counselling, are not as efficient in terms of time required.
Noting that teachers and administrators are generally ill-prepared in terms of
working with parents, Lombana and Lombana (1982) advocated for counsellors 1o
take a more active role within the school in consulting with and supporting teachers
in their work with parents.

The ideas proposed by Lombana and Lombana (1982) are closely related to
those of Weiss and Edwards (1992), who suggest that school psychologists might
assume the role of "family-school coordinators;” and Epstein (1992) who
advocates for the counsellor to become the "psychologist of the school.™ There
have been some long-standing debates about ways for school psychologists to

broaden their influence by working with all staff, students, and families (Epstein,
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1992); and to extend some of the "special education” practices to all families in a
school. In order for school psychologists to take on the leadership role in family
and school connections, there will need to be some changes in the educational and
training programs of the psychologists, as well as administrative support for this

new role.

g

ST H r Q6

This research has provided us with an understanding of how two parents, a
teacher, a counsellor, and a principal describe parent-school collaboration. Future
research on collaborative relationships between educators and parents, based on the
findings of this study, may explore some of the following areas:

1. A replication of this study with a larger number of parents and
educators, representing a variety of school setiings in a variety of socio-economic
settings.

2. A cave study of a school where a specific program for implementing
parent-sc 100! collaboration has already becen successfully established, to evaluate
which pructices have been particularly successful, and to provide greater specificity
regarding approaches to collaborauon.

3. Case studies of parent-principal collaboration, of parent-teacher
collaboration, and of parent-counsellor collaboration, to examine the similurities and
ditterence:, among the above studies.

4. A swudy on the effects of collaborative efforts (on the part of the adults)
on the students.

5. Any one (ur group) of themes that have 2merged from this sudy could
be explored further, to guin a fuller understanding of that theme's impact on
coliaboration between parents and educators (for example, the umportance of

cquality, or of 2 school-wide commitment 1o collaborating with parents).



6. A study on how the "barriers” identified in this study might be (or are
curr ndy being) reduced.

7. A study of the "link" betwees: the professional preparation of educators
and their coilaboration with parents.

8. A study of school counsellors” and school psvchologisets atutudes and
beliefs regarding parent-school relationships, and the impact of these attudes on
teachers and administrators in a school.

9. A study that explores how parent-school colluboration changes as the
students get older.

10. A study of students' perspectives on collaboration between the home
and the school.

11. It would be interesting to study the different "foci” of collaboration, 1.c.
with respect to individual children and with respect to the entire student body

12. Finally, I think that a "school development” program could he
developed to assist educators and parents who have expressed interestin
developing more collaborative relationships, and the implementation of this

program could be evaluated.



EPILOGUE

As [ listened to the participants in this study describe their thoughts,
opinions, and expericnces about parent-school collaboru:ion, I was -..ruck by their
honesty and the depth of their caring for children and for education. I1kepta
reflective journal as I carried out this study, and decided to share the contents of
some of the entries. There are three main issues that have been highlighted by this
research:

1. The role of children and our (adult) perceptions of chuaren.

3]

. The use of language, and its impact on relationships between
educators and parenis.

3. How "realistic” is this goal of parent-school collaboration?

The Role of Children

Throughout this thesis, the children's voices are essentially silent. Just as
in Lightfoot's (1978) book. Worlds Apart, even though the children are the
focus, they are seen through the eves of the parents and the educators. However,
perceptions of children are at the center of the relationships of the adults in this
study. Lightfoot suggested that these conceptions of the nature of childhood shape
and determine the interactions of parents and teachers. Also, the extent to which
parents and teachers are able to see themselves separate from the child, and are able
to see the child as a whole person, probably has a great deal 1o do with the degree
of wension and conflict that the adults experience as they attempt to collaborate.

In Lightfoot's study, "mothers who were overidentified and deeply

connected with their children were described as creating the most turmoil in the
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lives of the teachers. Because the mother was not able to differentiate the child's
separateness and wholeness, she became locked in a struggle with the teacher,
whose purpose it was to support the child's independence from family and provide
an alternative environment for learning and growing. In a similar sense, teachers
who are unable to perceive the individuality and wholeness of the child are likely to
be overly focused on parents as potentiaiiy intrusive forces and therefore are pronc

to building walls of silence and exclusion in relation to parents.” (p. 21(%)

5 y y

My concern about the term "collaboration” has been an ongoing one
throughout this research process. I chose to use the term because of its current
popularity in educational circles, as well as because of my own affinity for working
in a collaborative fashion. As I read, thought, conducted the interviews and the
subseauent analysis, and discussed the issue with numerous friends and
colleagues, I realize how the term itself creates difficulties. I have recently come to
the conclusion that the term: "collaboration” is not particularly useful in terms of
parent-school relationships. I like Epstein’s term "partnership” betier. It does seem
to me that collaboration seems to occur more when we are having difficulties,
whereas partnership impues more of a long-term, ongoing relationship.

However, ['ve also been intrigued by Garfunkel's article suggesting that
partnerships are a way of maintaining the status quo, and that if we are really
wanting change, we should be talking more about advocacy.

I'm bothered by some of the "language” that is currently being used by
politicians and bureaucrats when the area of parent-school relationships is
discussed. Especially now, when representatives of Alberta Education have been
talking about giving parents more "control” over decision-making, as stated in Bill

19, the amendments to the School Act. This is the lunguage of power, isn'tit? If
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one group is gaining more control, it automnatically implies that another group will
be losing control. The "language of collaboration” is qualitatively different than
this.

What might a "win-win" situation with respect to parent-school
collaboration look like? Is there a limited amount of "power", i.e. if parents begin
to assume greater power, have more iuvolvement and participation in the schools,
does that mean that educators have to "lose"” some of their power/control? Might
collaboration be the key to having these "win-win" situations?

Bill 19 also requires that each school establish a "School Council,” whose
roles and responsibilities have yet to be defined. These Councils could be a great
vehicle for establishing more collaborative relationships between schools and
parents. A very important questions seems to be: How can educators remain "the
professionals,” and still be more open to working with people other than their
students, i.e. the parents? We may need to think about re-defining the

"professionalism” of educators to mean working with parents as well as students.

w_Reglistic is thi: al?

As [ was writing the last part of my literature review, I suddenly
remembered very clearly one of the things Joyce Epstein said when I heard her
speak at a conference in Banff in May, 1994. She was talking about the "Goals
2000" that have been recently set by the U.S. Congress, "goals” that the education
system is to have met by the year 2000. Joyce said that she thought with some of
these goals, there must be some mistake, the Congress should have said the year
300K, not 2000 -- for example, the goal that U.S. students would be first in the
world in terms of Math and Science. However, she said that there was one goal
that she believes is perfeculy attainable, given the will and the work to achieve it

that is, the goal that all schools will, by the year 2000, have established parent
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participation programs. Epstein believes that a 3-t0-5 year plan for achieving

school and family partnerships is a realistic goal for all schools.
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Parents and Schools Working Together: A Study of Parent-School
Collaboration

Researcher:  Marianne Gareau, M.Ed. Swdent in Educational Psychology
University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta
Phone: 469-9975 (home)

Supervisor: Dr. Don Sawatzky

{ understand that I am volunteering to participate in a study in which [ will be asked
to describe my thoughts, beliefs, and experiences with respect to parent-school
collaboration. I am willing to share my thoughts and experiences with the researcher, but |
understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice, and that I do
not have o answer any questions that I do not want to answer.

I understand that the interview will take about 45 to 60 minutes, and will be
audiotaped: the researcher will later ransceribe and analyze the interview. Ialso understand
that T will be asked to review the transcnption and analysis of my interview at a later date.

Information obtained trom the interview will be used for Mananne Gareau's
Muaster's Degree Thesis and possible future publications.

The study has been explained to me, and I have had the chance to ask questions
about the study. I understand that the name of the scheel and my identity will be kept
contidential, by changing my name and identifying factors whenever possible, in any
reports writren about the study. The audiotapes will be kept secure, and will be destroyed
when the study 1s completed.

I am satistied that I have been given sufficient informaticn about the study, and 1
am willing to participate in the study by sharing my thoughts and experiences.

Datwe Participant

Dartwe Resesrcher
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Appendix B
Interview ““ide for Educators

Before we begin this interview, I'd like to remind you once again about my
research topic. I'm trying to learn how parents, teachers, school counsellors, and
principals each describe parent-school collaboration: what they think is important,
some of the experiences they have had, how it does or does not come about, what
kinds of things they can do to ensure that it does happen, and what their "vision” of
parent-school collaboration consists of.

Question: How do parents, teachers, school counsellors, and
principals describe parent-school collaboration?

1. Tell me about parents and schools working together....
2. How do you know when parent-school collaboration is occurring?

3. If I were watching you interact with parents, what are some things I might see
you doing?

4. Please talk to me about a specific time recently when you though that you were
working collaboratively with parents...
(Some of the probing questions that I might ask inciude the following:)
Who was there?
Where was this taking place?
What was the "agenda"?
How did you prezpare for this encounter?
Can you remember some of the actual words that were spoken , by you and
by the parents?
What feelings did you experience at different times during the encounter?
What did you notice about the parents' body language? How did the
parents react?
How did you feel at the end of this encounter?
What kinds of things did you do as follow-up to i 's encounter?

5. You've talked about some of the things that you do to encourage parent-school
collaboration. Can you tell me what you think are some things that parents can do
to promote such collaboration?

6. Will you describe a situation where you thought that collaboration was not
occurring?
(Some of the probing questions that I might ask include the following:)
Who was there?
Where was this taking place?
Whet was the "agenda”?
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How did you prepare for this encounter?

Can you remember some of the actual words that were spoken , by you and
by the parents?

What feelings did you experience at different times during the encounter?
What did you notice about the parents’ body language? How did the
parents react?

How did you feel at the end of this encounter?

What kinds of things did you do as follow-up to this encounter?

7. If I wanted to understand what "parent-school collaboration" means to you,
what would I need to know? (What questions could I ask?)

8. What difficulties/barriers have you experienced when you have tried to develop
collaboration between school and parents?

9. I'd like to ask you a few questions about your personal background: your age,
your educational and work experience, family information, community
involvement, special interests, etc......

16. Is there anything else I need to know about you to best understand your
responses?

11. After discussing this topic, how would you define parent-school collaboration?
(What differences do you see between "collaboration” and "a good working
relationship”? Between "collaboration” and "partnership”?)

12. "Vision" question: What are some ways you would like to see parents and
schools collaborating/working together?
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Interview Guide for Parents

Before we begin this interview, I'd like to remind you once again about my
research topic. I'm trying to learn how parents, teachers, school counsellors, and
principals each describe parent-school collaboration: what they think is important,
some of the experiences they have had, how it does or does not come about, what
kinds of things they can do to ensure that it does happen, and what their "vision” of
parent-school collaboration consists of.

Question: How do parents. teachers, school counsellors, and
principals describe parent-school e¢ollaboration?

1. Please tell me about your family: how old are your children, what grades are
they in, how long have they attended this school? What kinds of community
activities are you involved in? What are your occupations?

2. VWhen was the last ime you spoke with a teacher or principal at the school?
{Describe the circumstances.)

3. Please talk to me about a specific time recently when you though that you were
working well (collaboratively) with the school...
(Some of the probing questions that I might ask include the following:)
Who was there?
Where was this taking place?
What was the "agenda"?
How did you prepare for this encounter?
Can you remember some of the actual words that were spoken , by you and
by the teachers and/or principal?
What feelings did you experience at different times during the encounter?
What did you notice about the educators’ body language? How did the
educator react?
How did you feel at the end of this encounter?
What kinds of things did you do as follow-up to this encounter?

4. You've talked about some of the times where you thought you were working
well with the school. Can you tell me what you think are some things that
educators can do to promote such collaboration? What do you think parents can
do to promeote collaboration with the school?

5. Will you de:cribe a situation where you didn't think that you were working
well (collaboratively) with the school...
{(Some of the probing questions that I might ask include the following:)
Who was there?
Where was this taking piace?
What was the "agenda"?
How did you prepare for this encounter?
Can you remember some of the actual words that were spoken, by you and
by the educators?
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What feelings did you experience at different times during the encounter?
What did you notice about the educators' body language? How did the

educators react?
How did you feel at the end of this encounter?
What kinds of things did you do as follow-up to this encounter?

6. If I wanted to understand what "parent-school collaboration” means to you,
what would I need to know? (What questions could I ask?)

7. What difficulties/barriers have you experienced when you have tried to establish
better working relationships with the school?

8. After discussing this topic, how would you define parent-school collaboration?
(What differences do you see between "collaboration™ and "a good working
relationship”? Between "collaboration” and "partnership”?)

9. Is there anything else I need to know about you to best understand your
responses?

10. "Vision" question: What are some ways you would like to see parents and
schools collaborating/working together?



