CHAPTER 4

OFFERING COMMUNITY: ARE WE THERE YET?
FACILITATING A PARENT COMMUNITY

Note to the Reader


In this chapter, I use the metaphor of driving to Anchorage as a way to share my change of thinking concerning a parent community. I begin with a history of my attitude toward parent involvement. I show how I was influenced by national and local views to alter my thinking. Through readings and conversations with colleagues I reveal how I gradually change in my actions and attitudes towards parents, with the result being my intentional creation of a parent community. 


The next part of the chapter illustrates the changes I made to facilitate this type of community. Moving away from a formal way of transmitting information to the parents, I show how I work to transform my thinking and actions to develop a gentle flow of information and conversation in both directions.


In the next section of this chapter, I share the problems that arise and questions that persist as I attempt to create the parent community. Through continual self questioning and the jarring of parent interviews, I realize I’m not working to build a community but instead finding ways to connect home and school. I suddenly recognize the need to reshape my picture of a parent community.


The concluding portion of this chapter shows how I used my persistent questions and critical insights about the initial part of my parent community inquiry to facilitate a parent community based on personal relationships.


I learn an important lesson in this part of my study. It was only after listening to my inner questions, honestly examining the parents’ comments, and then stepping back from my study that I could gain a true picture of my actions versus my intentions.

Imagine a land larger than Texas with barely enough people to fill the Cotton Bowl. That’s Interior Alaska.

Sandwiched between the Alaska Range to the south and the Brooks Range to the north, the Interior is the largest region in Alaska. Vast expanses of untouched birch and spruce forests are separated by thousands of miles of rivers.

Although Alaska is big—about one-fifth the size of the Lower 48—travelers rarely realize what that means until they arrive at the Canadian border or rent a car and start driving. 



—”Traveling Through the Interior,” 1994


Alaska’s size is a difficult concept to comprehend. As a resident of Fairbanks, my closest town is Anchorage, which is three hundred fifty-seven miles away. Driving to Anchorage from Fairbanks is a straightforward task. There are no four-lane interchanges, cloverleaf overpasses, or multitudes of exit signs; there is only one road and eight hours of driving. There is very little chance of getting lost. But as a traveler, I must be willing to accept the long stretches of driving, to adapt to the changeable weather, and to face the unexpected challenges along the way. I encountered all of these on my parent involvement “journey”. This is an account of my five-year adventure across the landscape of parent involvement in my attempt to reach my destination: community.

Planning the Trip


Years ago when I traveled to Anchorage, I liked to travel alone. I knew the road (or thought I did) and I didn’t need anyone’s help. I could make my own stops when I needed and eat cookies, chips, and granola bars along the way without feeling guilty; listen to my favorite music; or think in silence. Then when I reached Anchorage, I could sleep, shop, or go to plays when I wanted. The time was my own. My trip, my ideas, my fun, my, my, my . . . .


That’s how I began my teaching career—traveling alone. I knew what I wanted to accomplish in the classroom, and I really didn’t want parents around to ask questions. Besides, I was the professional. What did the parents know about education? I was the ultimate “orchestrator” (Atwell, 1987) within my classroom domain. Pride, fear, and distance described my attitude toward parents the first few years of my teaching.


I took pride in doing everything by myself. I was the director and main actor, the students were the supporting cast, and the school and parents were the audience. An example of my attitude at this time was the cooking of the class Thanksgiving dinner during my first year of teaching. We’ll need at least two turkeys, one baked potato for each of us, some kind of salad, and of course, pumpkin pie. I’ll do the shopping the week before. I’ll put the kids in cooking groups; each can prepare one of the dishes. The hardest part will be monitoring the stove in the staff lounge. I can’t leave the kids alone too long. Maybe we can plan the actual baking times to overlap the recess time. That way the kids will be out of the room for some of the time I’ll have to spend at the stove. On the day of the dinner, I didn’t have time to pause one moment. I was constantly working with the kids in the classroom and then rushing down the hall, around the corner to the staff lounge to check the oven. I must have walked thirty miles that day. Roller skates! I need roller skates to save time going from the room to the staff lounge. Other teachers were amazed; parents were impressed. It never occurred to me to ask parents for help, either with donating some of the food or with the actual cooking. 


At this point in my teaching career, I believe I was afraid of groups of parents. I was fairly confident when talking individually with them but felt very uneasy when many of them were together. Parents are like children—they think of more things when they’re in groups than when they’re alone. During the traditional school Open House, all the parents come in for a designated half hour to see their child’s classroom and meet the teacher. Each fall this gathering made me very nervous, and I always spent a week preparing for the event. Do I have everything ready? I have a half hour to fill up. I can talk about the school rules, my rules, student expectations, books, field trips, homework, detention, and cold weather policy. That should fill up the time. If it doesn’t, the children can show the parents their desks and tour the room. What if they ask me something I can’t answer? What if they challenge my rules or my expectations? On the night of Open House, I welcomed the families into the room, then started a nonstop one-sided dialogue, covering all the items on my list plus telling them how wonderful it was going to be. I talked so fast and so much there was no time for questions. They left and I collapsed in a chair, relieved that Open House was over for another year. Then I locked my door and left.


I understand now that I was involving parents, but in a very traditional way (Greenwood & Hickmann, 1991). Through my planned events within the classroom, the parents were the passive receivers of information dispensed by me.


In my dealings with parents, I regarded teaching on a military base an advantage. Leaving it to go home was like leaving one world and entering another, and I appreciated the distance between the two. Since most of my classroom families did all their shopping at the military stores and didn’t generally venture off the post, I didn’t see them as I went about my daily routine. I didn’t want to be asked, “How’s Susie doing?” while trying to choose tomatoes for dinner. I liked being able to leave the military community at the end of each day. It was even a long-distance phone call from the Army post to my home, though I lived only fifteen minutes away. The additional phone charges provided enough of a deterrent to parents calling me and me calling them. It allowed me to separate my personal life from my school life, and I liked it.


This is how I taught for the first three years. I planned, drove, and enjoyed the trip by myself. However, in casual conversation, I discovered the advantage of listening to others share their recent experiences in driving to Anchorage. In school, I noticed other teachers using parent help when they needed an extra adult. The teachers still seemed in control. Maybe it is possible to have parents as helpers. I need to think about this carefully. I could do more and bigger projects if I had help. Maybe they can be useful without getting in the way. So I began to cautiously request parents to come into the classroom to help with specific jobs. 

Dear Mrs. White,

Would you be willing to help us bake cookies next Thursday? I would like you to monitor the ovens in the staff lounge from 11:00–2:30. Please let me know if this is possible. 

Mrs. Austin


I’ll tell the secretaries that she is coming, and they can direct her to the staff lounge. That way she won’t have to come down to the classroom and interrupt the class. As the students finish mixing, they can take the full cookie sheets down to Mrs. White, and she can take it from there. I’ll leave directions for her about what to do when she’s done, then she can leave whenever all the cookies are finished baking. I’ll need to remember to send her a thank-you note. I was willing to ask for help, but not willing to share the events or students within the classroom. I was afraid of parents judging me. 


I really didn’t want the parents in my classroom, but I learned to use them on my terms. On field trips I asked parents to show up fifteen minutes before the bus left. I told them what students they were to be with and what to expect. I left no room for error, nor did I have them in the room for very long. I wanted them for the specific event and once their usefulness ended, to leave.

Inviting Passengers


While waiting for a class to begin at the university, I ate a cookie and read the notices on a bulletin board in the hallway. “Wanted: A rider to Anchorage. Pay half the gas.” Hmm, that’s interesting. Here’s another one. “Fantastic Offer! I’m going to Anchorage next weekend. I have room for three people. If interested, call . . .”. There seem to be lots of these notices. It appears to be a popular thing to do. I never seriously thought about inviting people along. 


I began to notice other teachers and their interactions with parents. The primary classrooms, especially, had parents in and out of the room all the time. Parents seemed to be an accepted part of the teaching day. They brought cupcakes for parties, helped with art projects, accompanied the class on field trips, prepared teaching materials, and worked with students. It seemed that everyone was dealing with parents in some way, while I continued to keep my door shut. My research partner, Shirley Kaltenbach (1991), began a study that involved parents in a consistent teaching situation within the classroom. Daily, I heard her enthusiastic reports about the benefits of parents in the classroom. I couldn’t help but compare her room to mine. The whole idea nagged at me. 


Professional journals reported the importance of more parent involvement. The more practical journals, such as Teaching Pre K–8, ran monthly feature articles written expressly to parents for the teacher to copy and send home. The articles included ways the parents could help their child at home and in school. Educational Leadership and other more theoretical journals published articles exploring new ways to actively involve parents in the school. Is more being written about this, or am I just noticing it more since I’m trying to sort out my thinking? I talked with other teachers about their approach to parent involvement. How do you use parents? What problems do you have? What benefits do you see? My school district included parent involvement as a district-wide goal. Interesting idea, but they didn’t tell us how to reach this goal. My school’s Parent Teacher Organization began to send home surveys each fall to identify parents who were available to help during the school day. 


About this same time, I began to change my role as teacher with my sixth-grade students. I became more of a facilitator rather than a director. The students and I began making decisions together; we worked at forming a community of learners. All right, I give up. Everything indicates that this is good idea. If I’m willing to share learning with my students, then I should be willing to be more open in the classroom with parents. I read about it, I heard about it, and finally I began tentative steps to include parents. I will invite the parents to go on the trip with me, but they have to sit in the back seat.

Reading the Milepost


Almost everyone in Alaska consults The Milepost before traveling. It’s a very detailed description of Alaskan roads, often making comments on the scenic viewpoints in mile-by-mile increments. My “Milepost” map was fairly basic. My major goal was to provide ways for the parents to make a stronger connection with their child and the classroom. I wanted the parents to move from a passive role of supporter and audience to a more active role as partner in their child’s education. (Berger, 1991; Greenwood & Hickman, 1991). Research appeared to very clear about the positive implications of parent involvement. In a summary of school and family partnership research, Epstein (1992) writes:

One major message of the early and continuing studies is simply and clearly that families are important for children’s learning, development and school success. The research suggests that students at all grade levels do better academic work and have more positive attitudes, higher aspirations, and other positive behaviors if they have parents who are aware, knowledgeable, encouraging and involved. (p. 1141)


If I wanted parents to be more active, then I had to change my role. I had to quit being the ultimate director and build a new view of myself in relationship to my parents.

Beginning Communication

Newsletter


I begin creating a new role for myself with a fairly safe approach—a weekly newsletter. I was familiar with writing notes to my students, so this was familiar task. The audience was different, however. Before I started, I considered the parents in my community and my purpose for the letter. I want to write a letter that everyone will read. I’ll cover the general academic happenings to keep the parents informed of what we’ve covered during the week. I do know that some of my parents didn’t have a very positive experience and feel threatened by school. I want this letter to seem friendly, so I’ll write it by hand rather than type it. It won’t seem so official that way. Every Thursday night, I sat down and wrote about the events in the classroom:

Dear Parents,

This week we finished our reading book, The Phantom Tollbooth. We enjoyed reading about the adventures of Milo and Tock. We’re still working on reducing fractions. In social studies, we are halfway through our ancient Greece project. That should be finished by next Wednesday. In science, we’re learning the difference between solutions and suspensions.

Sincerely,

Mrs. Austin


The newsletter was always written on cherry pink paper, so the parent could identify it among all the other school papers. I was never sure how many read the letter, but I felt like I was making contact with parents. I feel good about sending this weekly letter home. Am I doing this because I really believe in informing parents, or is it because it’s easier to give in to pressure and now I’m “politically correct”? I don’t know at this point. I know now that this continual questioning that permeates the entire part of this study enabled me to continually move forward in creating my own understanding. The questions are an essential part of my growth.
Take Home Journal


The following year, feeling comfortable with my weekly newsletters, I added the “take home journal” in conjunction to my weekly newsletter as a way of informing parents. I borrowed the idea from Mary Carolyn Ramsaur, a first-grade teacher at a neighboring school. Using a small notebook, on Thursday each student writes a letter to their parents:

Dear Mom and Dad,

How are you doing? Why don’t we go sledding on Saturday? I have a basketball game on Monday after school. I may be late coming home.

Love,

Brian


I take the journals home on Thursday evening and write a brief note to parents:

Hi, 


I need a neutral but friendly way to start. “Hi” is good. That way I don’t have to worry about getting all the names correct. What does this say about me and my value of the individual if I’m not willing to learn the names of the parents? 

What has happened to Brian this week that’s important? I have met with the parents about his lack of participation. They would probably like to know what has happened since that meeting.

Since we had our meeting, Brian has really turned on. He smiles, he participates, he answers questions. He’s a different child.

Thanks, 


This will let them know I appreciate their efforts and it’s a neutral way to end the letter. How do I want to sign my name? Mrs. Austin sounds so formal. I’ll use my whole name instead.

Terri Austin


Then over the weekend, the parents write back to their child and to me:

Dear Brian,

How are you doing? Sorry, but we can’t go sledding this weekend. We have other plans, but maybe another weekend. Danny spent the night with you last night; hope you had fun. It was nice having him over and we were happy that he could attend church with us too. I’m glad you are doing better in school; you have a wonderful teacher.

Love,

Mom and Dad

Dear Mrs. Austin,

How are you doing? We are doing fine. I am glad that I attended the meeting on Tuesday. I like the way you teach, I wished I could have learned that way when I was in sixth grade. I think that it’s just great and fun. I am glad that Brian is doing better in school. I hope he will continue. He likes you very much.

Love,

Ann and Bob Roberts


Their letter is quite different from mine. It’s friendlier. They use compliments and the whole tone is more open. I need to think about this. I continued writing my letters in a rather neutral style throughout the year. I was willing to have the parents in the car, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to talk with them for the whole trip. I felt they should appreciate just being in the car. Control continues to be an issue. 


Parker Palmer (1993) contends that in general the human nature within all of us wishes to avoid knowledge that pulls and tugs at us to change ourselves. With the addition of the take home journal, I was purposely engaging in the pulls and tugs Parker describes. I am seeking to change myself by examining and questioning my purpose, my thinking, and my actions regarding the parents of my students.

Following Tradition


When traveling to Anchorage, it’s a tradition to stop at the Gold Hill Store, located on the edge of civilization, before leaving Fairbanks behind. Here the driver makes the pretense of stopping for gas, but in reality it’s time for all the travelers to stock up on candy bars, chips, sodas, and at least one ice cream bar. All are essential items to ease the travelers into the long trip ahead.


In a sense, I needed to ease myself into the idea of more active parent involvement, and I also thought I needed to ease the parents into their new role as well. As I continued to change my perceptions about myself as a teacher, I was more willing to change my views about parents. The more risks I took with my students, the more risks I was willing to take with the parents. I was changing, but were the parents? I assumed the parents needed to adjust too, but maybe they were more ready to step into an active role than I wanted to acknowledge. Possibly I was the only one who needed to change.


At this point, I felt the need to change my approach to the weekly communication. I saw positive changes in the classroom that occurred from more open and friendlier communication and I wondered what would happen if I tried a similar approach with the parents. As I experimented with the newsletters and the take home journals, I created three other communication paths.

Family Letters


I changed my approach to the weekly newsletters. I now referred to them as the “Family Letter” and saw them as a connecting link between the classroom family and the home family. I see now that I need to treat the parents in the same open friendly way I treat my students. So I changed my approach and my style of writing. 

Hi, 

Well, we’re into our second week of school. As a class, we are working out those minor problems that occur when there are twenty-seven people in a room all day. This group is terrific since every student is kind and considerate. They are delightful to work with. It’s important to share positive comments about the class. It helps the members of the class to see themselves in a positive light and it helps the parents feel good about the school.

Over the summer, I read the most wonderful book by Peter Stillman (1989). It’s called Families Writing and it has wonderful ideas for families. I would like to share his ideas with you, so each week, I’ll insert an idea from his book. This is the first time I’ve shared something so professional with the parents. I wonder how they will respond to the ideas? On the inside front cover, it says, “In warm, engaging terms Stillman explores the whys of family writing: its value in forging an unbreakable link between past and present, present and future; its incomparable role in keeping memories fresh; and its astonishing power for recall and discovery.” The first idea is on the back of this page.

The next couple of weeks, the students and I will be examining patterns. This includes number patterns in math; visual patterns on maps, grids, and graphs; writing patterns used by authors; and natural patterns in science. I’ll invite the parents to be involved in the idea of patterns. If you have anything you would like to contribute to these topics, please let me know or send it in.

Our first money-making project (the whys will be explained at Open House) is September 29th. It will be a huge indoor garage sale here at school. We have a storage area at school, so as you collect donated items, you can bring them to school. Please price each item before you bring them in. That will save us much time.

Open House is this Wednesday, September 11, from 6:30 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. I hope to see you there. This is a very important meeting where we will review the year and expectations and explore the possibility of a spring camping trip. Please bring your child since we will be doing some writing together. I like using the collective pronouns. It implies togetherness. 

I need another positive statement to end the letter. I enjoyed seeing all of you at the picnic Saturday. I’m still trying to thaw. We’ll have to plan something warmer in the spring. I want them to know now that we’ll all be getting together again. Enjoy your week and the beautiful fall colors, and I’ll see you on Wednesday. I’m taking it for granted that everyone will be at the Open House.
Terri Austin


My letters became friendlier and less formal. I included more requests for help on field trips or projects. I informed parents of upcoming projects and events. A regular feature of the family letter was the “Dates to Remember” on the last page. Here, I listed all the upcoming events by date, time, and place. This section will be helpful for parents who are in a hurry. They can glance at the list and know exactly what’s happening when and where. I also added a cartoon. I really want the letters to be read. The cartoon will add lightness and fun to the letter, so maybe more parents will be inclined to read it.

Take Home Journal Revisited


Along with the changes in the family letter, I altered my approach to the take home journal. The writing schedule remained the same, but my letters paralleled the family letter in my change in thinking. 

Hi Nancy, 

I like using her name. I feel like I know her after the home visits and the family picnic.

I didn’t realize you and Mike were so ill. Dave told me about both his parents being sick for the past week. This flu thing is really bad isn’t it? 

I think sometimes Dave suffers from “middle child” syndrome. As a middle child, I can relate to his feelings. 

I think it is important for me to share my experiences with Nancy and Mike. I wasn’t the oldest so I didn’t get some of the privileges, and I wasn’t the youngest, so I wasn’t considered cute. However, Dave has some terrific qualities. He’s very much a leader, he’s articulate, he’s smart, he works well with peers, and he has a great sense of humor. I want Nancy to see that I’ve really observed Dave and seen positive characteristics and that I have a plan in mind for the rest of the year. My goal this year for Dave is to give him an opportunity to use all these qualities, so he has a very strong sense of who he is. He does now, but I would like him to leave this class with confidence and assurance that he can tackle anything thrown in his path. I hope this makes sense; it’s rather late.

Rest and recover,

Terri

I’ll sign my first name. I want Nancy to feel comfortable with me. I wonder how she will respond?

When Dave returned his journal, I eagerly opened to Nancy’s letter.

Dear Terri,

Thanks for the note. I think you’re right about Dave. He’s expressed concerns about being “pushed aside.” I am trying to think of some ways to spend “one- on-one” time with him.

I feel so tired all the time. My new job is challenging and exciting but so draining sometimes. I feel like a “mom” to all the nurses and aides on my floor (which, in essence, is what I am). Mike is so busy at home, too. I don’t know how much I am helping him. I try, but sometimes it doesn’t seem like it’s enough. All in all, I hope we are holding things together. I have spoken to Dave and Sam about going to bed earlier and they’re agreed. We’ll see how it works this coming week. I overslept (first time ever) this morning and was an hour late to work. I told the boys we just can’t keep going like we’re going (I’m not the Energizer Bunny) . . . .

Well, you have a GREAT week and thanks again for all your hard work and dedication with the kids!

We love you,

Mike and Nancy


WOW! Nancy certainly responded openly. I know so much about her family now. Maybe I’ve underestimated the parents’ desire to be active in school life. Her positive response gives me encouragement to continue.

Picnics


One year, the three sixth-grade teachers in my building decided to organize a family picnic before school started. We thought it would be good way to begin the year. In years past, the students and I met over the summer in the park close to the school as a way to get to know each other. This would be the first time parents would be included. I never thought about inviting families before. My primary interest is the student; the parents are something that are attached to the students. I’m glad the other teachers and I are planning this together. I don’t know if I would do it by myself. Ninety percent of the families attended. We played games and ate the entire afternoon. This was good way for me to see the parents and children in a natural setting. I learned a lot about the families by watching their interaction with each other and with other families. I’m not only learning about individual families, but I’m also learning about the military community and the strong influence it has on family life.


The other teachers and I felt this was a very successful event. It was another way for me to interact with the students and their families, but I felt like it was only the beginning. I continued to search for something more.

Project Bags 


At a January meeting of the Alaska Teacher Research Network, I shared my feelings of success with the take home journals, the family letters, and the picnic, but I also shared my concern about parents questioning me on many of the classroom procedures.


“I don’t understand the parents! I feel like I’m always explaining what we’re doing in the classroom, but they still ask me questions like they’ve never heard about it before.”


“What do they ask about?”


“They want to know about my emphasis on cooperative group work. It’s January and they’re still asking what does brainstorm, draft, and polish mean. We’ve gone over this at Open House, in family letters, and in the take home journals. Then when we meet in person, they STILL ask about it.”


“I think they just can’t see or picture in their mind what you’re doing. What you do is so different from their experience of school.”


“Do they ever visit the classroom?”


“No, that’s a concern I still have. I thought I would have more parent volunteers because of the journals and letters, but I don’t. You’re right though, parents need to see what we’re doing.”


“But if they don’t come in, how are you going to do that?”


“What if I try to send school home?” 


The conversation continued on as we discussed the dilemmas of getting parents into the school and the classroom, but the idea of sending school home stayed with me. How could I send school home? I could plan small activity nights in neighborhood homes once a month or so. Do I have that kind of time? Would parents come to that? If they are too busy to come to school, would they be too busy to come to this? Could I find the parents willing to host the gathering? They would have to be willing to have all the younger brothers and sisters as well. I would have to carry everything. I need to think of something else. What if I created projects that demonstrate some fundamental beliefs of the classroom? They could be sent home on a weekly basis and would be designed to include the entire family. 


Thus, the idea of project bags was born. By the end of the winter meeting, I knew what I wanted. The following weekend, I created thirty project bags for my class. I placed the directions in a plastic protector, gathered all the materials, and filled the numbered canvas book bags. Next I created a student schedule rotating the project bags, so that each student took home a new project every week. Again questioning prods my thinking. Building on my understanding for the need for meaningful, interactive homework (Epstein, 1993), my knowledge of the likes and dislikes of this age group, and the desire to reach parents, I worked to develop a creative solution that combines all these elements.

After carefully considering my energy level and the families’ busy weekend schedules, I decided that the project bags would go home every Friday and be returned on Tuesday. That would give the families ample time to do the project and still give me time to organize the bag contents for the next Friday. I could put the take home journal and the family letter in the project bag on Friday. Then all communication would be together in one place for the parents. 

Video Library


The idea of viewing the classroom intrigues me. What would happen if I videotaped classroom events and then made the tapes available for students to take home and share with their parents? This would be another way of sending school home to the parents. The same year I began the project bags, I began assembling a video library. My goals for this project included:

1. 
Students would help videotape the events.

2. 
Classroom life would be the subject of the videos.

3. 
A journal would accompany the tapes for a response from the families.


I was totally immersed in the idea of parent involvement now. Along with teaching, I composed the family letter, wrote in twenty-seven take home journals, organized picnics, created project bags, and videotaped events in the classroom. Montessori (1995) calls this heightened awareness a sensitive period. It involves an intense emphasis on a topic or action that occupies a person’s whole concentration, which ultimately leads to a new understanding. And at this point, I was deep in my parent involvement sensitive period. I spent about the same number of hours focusing on this issue as I did preparing for the classroom. I soon realized I had underestimated the length of the trip and the conditions of the road.

Driving the Highway


The tape is playing, the bag of chips is open, and the tank is full. Ahead is the bright promise of a relaxing day driving through scenic Alaska. Pulling out of the Gold Hill Store, we make predictions about the potential moose and bear sightings. Then reality sets in. The car wallows from the permafrost heaves in the road. The construction work on the Nenana Bridge requires a forty-five-minute wait. Three hours on the other side of Denali Park, blizzard conditions hit and the car slows to a crawl. The bag of chips is empty. The sparkle of the day fades, and tensions inside the car expand, filling every available space. With my move to initiate more parent involvement, I had periods of both smooth scenic driving and roads filled with potholes. Only one of my creative efforts proved to be an easy path.

Family Letter Revisited


The act of composing the family letter is fairly easy to do once I identify the topics to discuss. Sometimes I keep a mental list of things to talk about, and at other times I keep a written list on my calendar. I think it depends on how harried I feel during the week. I usually write the letter on Thursday night after I finish the take home journals or early Friday morning at school. But no matter how I plan it, I seem to feel rushed and often scurry around getting it copied and stapled at the last minute.


I continue to wonder if the parents ever receive the family letter. No matter how careful I am about seeing them placed in the project bags, they tend to reappear. As the students clean out their desks, I see many family letters crumpled, written on, torn, and mixed in with cracker wrappers and pencil shavings in the dark corners of their desks. Do these letters ever get home? How effective is the family letter? Is it a connecting link between the classroom and the home as I envisioned it to be?
Take Home Journals: Another Look


I begin every year being excited about the take home journals. I look at the clean pages in the journal and wonder where our conversations will lead. After about two months of writing weekly in twenty-seven or so journals, it becomes another weekly task. I realize the importance of them, but frankly, I dread sitting down every Thursday night and writing.


At the end of each Thursday, I gather up the journals, toss them into my canvas bag, and head for home. After dinner, I stack them up on my dining table, turn on the TV, and begin to write. Since the task fills the entire evening, I play games with myself. After five journals, I can get something to drink. Keep writing . . . Ah, the halfway mark. I’ll let the dogs outside. Keep writing . . . When I’m done, I’ll read my new mystery book. I keep doing this week after week because I understand the importance of keeping in touch with parents. I don’t enjoy or have the time to call every parent each week, so the journals are a good compromise. Besides, I like the students writing to parents as well.


Of course it’s easier to respond in journals where the parents and I have continuing conversations. For the usual four or five parents who never answer either their child’s letter or mine, I have to decide what to do. At the beginning of the year, I continue to write a short positive note, but if it continues, I struggle with the effort. Why should I continue to spend my time writing if this person never has the courtesy to respond? At least the parents could write to their child. It’s very disheartening to open an empty journal at the end of a long, tiring teaching day. But then there are surprises. I wrote in Jessica’s journal for a month before her mother finally responded. From then on, we had delightful conversations. I have to decide how dedicated I am to this task each Thursday night. It’s the unevenness of the journals that makes it difficult at times. I always write because I feel it’s my job to make contact with parents, but I’m not sure the parents feel that kind of obligation. I also write because of the unexpected surprises like Jessica’s mom. Like the journal writing in the classroom, it is the hope of the possible that keeps me writing. I question my motives and values and wonder why I am doing this. It’s inconsistency of the journal responses that create a bumpy road in my parent involvement journey.

Project Bags


The project bags are the easy sections of the trip. The students eagerly look forward to Friday afternoons when they find out which project they are taking home. No one forgets to take them home, and very few students forget to bring them back on time. I periodically check the bags and am always surprised how well kept they are. My adult volunteer (provided by the school parent organization) always appears on time and efficiently checks and restocks every bag. Here the road is straight and filled with scenic spots. The driving is terrific.

Videotaping


The potholes, the blizzard, and the road construction all came with the videotaping. Nothing went according to my perfect plan. As we got into the daily routine and normal pressure of the classroom day, the video project got pushed to the side. Finally, by the second week in October, everything was ready. My camera was set up in the back of the room, the tape was in, and we began. I wanted to record our opening routine of story sharing and singing. That evening I reviewed the tape and discovered that I had forgotten to turn on the microphone. So I did it again the next day. For the next two weeks there was a problem every time I tried to record something: the wrong lens was in, the tape didn’t record for some reason, the camera got moved and I recorded twenty minutes of the wall. I was very discouraged. The students, however, were becoming very used to the camera in the room. It was set up in the library area, and we learned to walk around it or climb under it to find books to read. Finally, I was able to videotape several examples of classroom life. I recorded our opening book share time, our Monday work with our first-grade buddies, and our party with our college pen pals. 


The students and I set up the video checkout sheet, and nobody took the tapes home! When I asked the students about this, they told me the tapes weren’t exciting enough. In December, my husband videotaped a musical performance we performed for the parents. Most of the parents attended the evening, yet this tape has been checked out every single day since its creation. The students sign up in advance to take it home.


I stopped taping in January. My camera developed a strange quirk of stopping in the middle of recording. I never had the energy to continue. The students seemed uninterested in sharing excerpts from the classroom and only eager to see the performance tape. Driving conditions are now treacherous, and I wonder if we should turn back.

Stopping for Gas


Stopping for gas has nothing to do with the need to refuel the car. It’s a time for the driver and passengers to mentally and physically take a break. So at the midway point at a small truck stop in a high, narrow valley pass, the driver and passengers get out, kick the tires, stretch, restock the candy bar supply, and think about the past hours on the road.


At this point in my travels, I’m beginning to seriously question my destination and my methods of travel. I expected to see an increase of parents in the classroom and more evidence of school and home being connected. I realized I needed more information, so I, as I learned from my students, I ask.


I wanted to find out what the parents and students think, so in April I conducted a survey. For the students, I asked them to respond to a questionnaire, and for the parents, I posed an open-ended question in the context of my letter in the take home journal. I asked both groups two questions about the project bags; did they do the activities and did they see a connection with the curriculum in the classroom. 


Many parents talked about the issue of time. For those who talked about family time, their voices were strongly in favor of project bags. In John’s journal, his father wrote: “I think the whole idea of the family getting involved with the projects is terrific.” Anna’s mother shared a similar sentiment: “I liked the fact that we MUST sit down and all play together. I see the project bags bringing the family together.” The students also shared their ideas about the time spent with their families. In her survey, Mandy wrote, “Our family is sometimes together when we do this, and when that happens it’s a really special time to do something together.” Christy stated, “I think I and my family like it because this is basically the only time we can get together because our schedules are so busy.” Jesse said, “The only one that doesn’t play with the project bags is my cat.” Not all parents responded, but those who did were very positive. 


The other element was the connection between the project bags and the learning taking place in the classroom. One response on the student survey was, “My family thinks they’re fun because it shows them how I think in school.” I never thought of the projects as illustrating student reasoning and thinking, but I guess it does. It also shows the child how parents think. It has the possibility of being the ultimate multiage learning group. The same student wrote, “My mom usually helps me with the project bags because she wants me to understand things that I don’t know.” At first, I was concerned that many mothers were the only ones involved with the student and the weekly project bags. Then I remembered that often the fathers were gone for field training. I need to keep my community in mind when making judgments. Mark’s mother responded in her journal, “We especially like the project bag. It gives us entertainment as well as a learning experience.” Throughout all the responses, most parents and students did not associate the home activities with school learning. 


The last issue, and probably the biggest one, is the issue of home time, the actual time it takes to do the activities. Over and over again parents and students said their family life was so busy and so crowded, they found it difficult to do the projects, write in journals, or watch the videotapes. Joyce’s mother stated in her journal, “At times, I must admit that we are pressed for time to do the project bag. If we were to omit one activity, it would be the project bag.” Meg, a student, shared the same feeling: “I feel OK, but sometimes I don’t have time for them.” Again and again, the students repeated the same message: their families were too busy to participate. How busy are they? I see school as the most important event in the students’ lives, but do the parents? How do families decide priorities? Do I try to balance our views of the importance of school, or do I continue to push the priority of school? What is the best perspective? My questions really pushed me to consider school from a viewpoint I hadn’t considered. I spent days pondering them and trying to understand the results from the survey.


The videotape disaster intrigues me. I thought the students would be clamoring to take all the tapes home to show parents, but the only tape they wanted to take home was the one of the musical performance. Christy’s mother was the only parent who mentioned the videotapes in a journal response. She said, “The video actually brings families straight to the classroom.” In the student survey, when asked why they didn’t take a tape home, common answers were “I am not interested in them,” “I don’t have time,” or “because I don’t feel like it.” Even though I talked about the availability of the tapes in the family letter, I never received a parent request to view them.


I’m doing a tremendous amount of work here, and I’m not really seeing more parent involvement. At least it’s not visible in the classroom. I don’t have parents knocking on the door to volunteer. I haven’t really seen any change in their behavior. On the plus side, I feel more comfortable with them. I think I know more about each family, and that helps me deal with the individual students in the classroom. Is there an easier way to get to this point, though? Fog settled over the road. Driving became hazardous. I see now that I was viewing parent involvement through a singular lens; by the number of parents physically present in the classroom or school (Kaltenbach, 1999). I expected parents to be engaged in traditional “parent” activities, and gave little value to the parents writing in the take home journal, attending school programs, or participating with the project bags.


I decided to verbally interview parents, and my first opportunity arrived during the third quarter student-parent conferences. I talked with parents as they gathered around the refreshment table in the hallway. 

Terri: 
A lot of teachers are talking about parent involvement. I’d like to know what you think that means. 

Clarissa: 
To me parent involvement is basically what it says, getting involved and taking time out to see what your kids are doing. And if there is a weakness there, seeing what you can do or how you can help. Getting involved with their homework. Assisting in any way you can. Getting to know their teacher and what’s going on in the classroom.

Terri: 
Then, if I could ask you, what would be the best way you would like to be involved in Fred’s school? What would work best for you?

Clarissa: 
To me, if I had more time to be here, and if I had more time to sit in on the classroom or just get involved more with the school. And you know that with my job, it doesn’t allow me to do that.


Clarissa left, and Sally and Tom came over. Sue also joined us as we munched cookies and talked.

Terri: 
My question tonight is about parent involvement. . . . I’d like to know what parent involvement means to you.

Sally: 
Help with the child’s studies here at school. That’s becoming involved.

Sue: 
Do bake sales and everything else. Do that if they really need help.

Tom: 
Get involved with the kids in doing things, you know, a project maybe. For their class or something.

Terri: 
Kind of like the science fair type of thing.

All: 
Yes, yes . . .

Terri: 
So it’s helping with homework. It’s helping with those extra-curricular things like we’re trying to do—raise money. It’s also helping with those major projects that come along.

All: 
Yes. . . . 

Terri: 
Anything else?

Sally: 
Anything that requires assembly, we become involved in.

Terri: 
I’m getting rather discouraged here. So far none of the parents mentioned anything about the ways I’m offering to help them feel involved. I’m going to ask! What do you think of the project bags that went home every week? Last week was the last week.

Sue: 
It is? Why?

Terri: 
Why, do you want some more? (Laughter.)

Sally:
I think they’re great.

Terri: 
Do you like it?

Sally: 
Yeah. It’s more like an activity for them. They take it out and it’s “Oh, we get to do this today.” Alyssa would shout upstairs, “Elaine, come down, we have to do this for my school.” Elaine would say, “Oh, we got a game again!” (Laughter.)

Terri:
Did you like those?

All: 
Yeah . . . 

Terri: 
What do you think of the take home journal?

Sally: 
I think it’s good communication.

Terri: 
Terrific! She sees the reason for the journal. At last, a connection.

Sue: 
They might write more what they feel and not what they say.

Sally: 
Yeah, I know.

Terri: 
Oh, they were talking about communicating with their child, not with me.

Sue: 
Mandy doesn’t say all the stuff she writes about.


We continue to talk as Jessica’s parents and Pam and Al wander over to pick up a cookie or two.

Pam: 
Parent involvement means to me discussing with my children after school what they did during the day, helping with homework, and seeing if there’s a time when I need to come to school and be involved in the school, whether it be with art or home economics. I don’t think with the math or reading or writing the parent needs to be involved in school, but at home.

Al: 
The only thing I would add to that is try to be an active participant in what the child is going through. . . . 


We talk a bit about respect—respect for teachers and respect for the children. Sally and Fred leave and as Diane joins us, Sue says good night.

Diane: 
Being involved in every aspect of your child’s life, whatever that may be.


Al and Pam nod.

Terri: 
What’s the best way for you to be involved in Aaron’s school life?

Diane: 
Take part in it, you know, when he’s doing his school work. Sit down and go over it with him and help him with it.


All of us chat a few minutes more and then the parents leave for home. As I organize the desks and fold tablecloths, I think about the evening’s interviews. Every parent’s first response was to help with homework. Is this because it’s such a concrete act? Or is it because it’s the role society expects them to play? I thought Clarissa’s response about wanting to help in the classroom but she couldn’t because of work was interesting. It was obvious that she felt guilty because she couldn’t do this. Is society expecting too much of parents? Am I? I’m discouraged about the things I’m doing. After the discussion tonight, maybe I should give it all up and let the parents just focus on helping with homework. It doesn’t appear that I’m making much of a difference here. This is a very interesting place in my study. I’m seeking to build community with parents, yet I am continually focusing on parents seeing the connection between classroom learning and my created parent activities. I realize my value of community is not aligned with my actions of classroom connections. My travels look bleak, but off in the distance, I see Wasilla.

Arriving in Wasilla (It’s Not Anchorage Yet)


Wasilla is a small town about sixty miles from Anchorage. Reaching Wasilla is always celebrated by stopping at a local convenience store and buying either a cold soda or a hot cup of coffee. The parents and I pile out of the car and buy our drinks. We stare across the valley, looking at the sharp peaks of the Alaska Range. We’ve run out of words. We haven’t been talking about the same things at all. With all my communication, I really don’t know these people. I draw circles in the dust with a stick as I sit on a log in the parking lot. I’ve been going in circles and wearing myself out with nothing to show for it. I’ve been working on this parent involvement idea for three years. Where do I go next? Do I walk away from the concept? If all they want to do is help with homework, let them, and forget about everything else. Did I rush into this because it was the latest educational fad? What do I want here?


 I look up and see a family pull up. They remind me of Jesse and his family. The last time I saw them was when I had to have a publication permission paper signed. I had called Beth, Jesse’s mom, and asked if I could come over. She said, “No problem,” so I quickly drove over. I knocked on the door and Will, Jesse’s father, invited me in. I stepped over toys, brushed a magazine from the couch, and sat down. Will and I chatted a few minutes about the hockey game on TV and his family vacation to Disneyland. Will went to the stairs and called up, “Beth, Terri’s here!” and then he went to the basement stairs and called down, “Jess, Terri’s here!” Beth came down and Jesse came up. We sat and chatted about summer plans, Jesse’s drawings, college tuition, and seventh grade. After forty-five minutes, I finally got the paper signed and left. I was so struck with the visit, I sat in the car thinking about it. Every parent interaction should be like the visit to Jesse’s home. This is really what I want. I want the ease and comfortableness just like with Jesse’s parents. I don’t want parent involvement at all. I want an easy relationship with parents. Is this it? Is this what I’ve been trying to find? Like the three significant teaching stories I shared at the beginning of this thesis, the account of visiting Jesse and his family becomes my critical story concerning parent community. 


It’s time to toss the soda cans in the bin and continue on to Anchorage. As we approach the car, I invite my parents to sit in the front seat with me. We’ll make the rest of the trip sitting together.

On to Anchorage!


For the inexperienced traveler, it’s easy to assume that the trip is almost over, but for some reason, this last hour or so seems to be the longest part of the whole journey. The small groupings of stores and gas stations along the way fool the traveler into thinking that Anchorage is just around the next turn. Besides the increase in population, there are so many other sights to see. The mountains stand clear and sharp against the sky, birds glide by and rest in the marshes, giant green ferns hug the floor of the spruce forests, and the ocean flows in between the mud flats and the mouths of rivers. It’s vastly different from everything we’ve seen along the way and it gives the traveler a new perception of Alaska.


In the last two years, I’ve changed my perspective about the idea of parent involvement. Now my goal each year is to attempt to help create a parent community, and like the tiny gas station and a house tucked in a corner of the forest, the parent community can involve just a parent and myself. Or it can involve other families as well, similar to the villages built at the intersection of roads. The size of the community doesn’t matter, it’s the relationships that are important to me. This is exactly the value I attempt to enact with my students as I work to develop a personal relationship with each student. I wonder why it took me so long to understand this?

Another new view in the landscape of community is the realization that creating a parent community is different from creating a classroom community. This difference challenges me to be creative and inventive in considering possible solutions. These are some challenges I face. First, I don’t see parents on a consistent basis, so every minute of contact needs to be used in building the community feeling. I can’t waste one minute. Second, parents are not sixth graders. They are adults with their own schedules, priorities, and goals. I can’t keep them in for recess if they don’t follow through on commitments. Third, I have to be willing to accept their perceptions of school and learning. I can work at changing that perception, but in the beginning, I need to acknowledge their views. This one can be especially hard. I love school, it’s my favorite place to be, so I tend to feel defensive when parents display negative attitudes about school. I have to remember that parent attitudes are often a result of their own experiences with school (Sarason, 1995). Fourth, and maybe the most important, I have to be willing to welcome them into my life and accept them as they are. Flexibility is vital. Christine Bowditch’s 1994 article questioning the assumptions of parent involvement caused me to think carefully about my underlying suppositions about parents. She asserts, “The tensions created by the poor fit between nontraditional families and traditional schools need not be resolved by forcing families into a more traditional model” (p. 23). Where am I in relation to this idea? Am I being led by the thinking of others and not critically examining the issue for myself? Am I not taking into account the individual aspects of each family? Am I trying to force families into my view of what families should be? As I consider these new thoughts, I work to adapt the elements of climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations (elements I’ve successfully used in the classroom) to facilitate a parent community, and I begin to see new sights along the road.

Climate


The parents and I pause in our talking as we notice a family of geese nesting in the marsh by Wasilla Lake. I pull over to the side of the road so that we can watch the mother lead her little ones out into the lake. The mother duck seems so at ease and confident in her environment; she knows exactly what to expect as she paddles around with her ducklings following her.


Like the mother duck, I’m at ease in my setting. My environment is my school and my classroom. School is a comfortable place for me to be, but not necessarily for parents. The students and I spend a lot of time in that setting, but the parents are occasional visitors. Every parent interaction, except for the home visit, takes place in MY environment of school. I needed to step out of my traditional setting and reach into their world, so I considered three areas that might broaden the concept of climate: being visible outside of the school, welcoming parents into the classroom, and treating parents as friends.


Becoming visible in the military community served two purposes. First, I wanted the parents and the children to see me as a person, not just the teacher who lived at school, and second, I wanted to see the parents in their environment. So Ken and I began riding our bicycles on the Army post. During our weekly biking treks around all the neighborhoods, we talked with the children and waved to parents. We watched parents water the lawn, wash cars, and walk dogs. We also took walks through the new construction areas, ate at their shopping mall, and occasionally exercised in their new gym facility. Hmmm, three years ago, I didn’t want to meet the parents, now I’m going out of my way looking for them. This is evidence of a real change in my thinking. In later conversations with the parents, I better understood when they referred to an area of the post or the problems of living so close to others. The neighborhood became the common ground or “classroom” for the parents and myself. Furthermore, I learned about their physical community on my excursions. The more I learned, the more questions I had about military life. I wonder how this new building will be used? It’s right next door to the clinic, but it doesn’t look like a medical building. I bet the parents will know. I’ll ask around and see if they do. I’m changing the expected roles. The parents are now the experts and I’m the learner. 

My next step was to welcome the parents into the classroom. In family letters I repeated again and again, “Feel free to drop by anytime that’s convenient for you.” I want to invite them in, but how do I really feel about parents in the classroom? What if it’s one of those chaotic days and nothing’s going right? What if we’re in the middle of silent reading and they assume that I sit and read all day? Wait a minute! When I visited Jesse, I had to clear the couch to sit down. His little sister walked through the living room in a dripping bathing suit. When parents come to the classroom, they will see our clutter and our drips too. This is what school is like. The repeated invitations were as much for the parents as they were for me. If I repeat it long enough, parents will come and I will believe all will be fine. Next, I took the standard school sign off my door that said, “Students working. Do not interrupt. Please report to the office.” 


Sean’s father visited us one Friday afternoon. Yeah! He’s one of the first parents to take the plunge and come see us. Taking off his coat, he looked around and joined three students working with blocks on the floor in the back of the room. I’m glad he came. He’s our first dad. He must feel at ease: he just came in and immediately became involved. Now he’s stretched out on the floor, listening to his group explain what it was trying to do. He’s joined the perfect group. They are all girls and two of their fathers just left on a nine-week Arctic training mission. His attention today will help them. During the ninety minutes he spent with us, his group talked continually and worked together to build a huge complicated structure of blocks. He left as quietly as he arrived. Some of the students hardly noticed his presence. 


Other parents occasionally visited. Sam’s mother and father took turns joining us on Friday mornings. Brandi’s mother showed up one day right before lunch and told me, “I just wanted to have lunch with Brandi.” Dave’s mother would often casually drop by on her breaks from work. “I had a few minutes and wanted to know what he was doing today.” Kim’s dad often did the same thing. At the end of the year, Frank, Kim’s dad, told me that he enjoyed visiting the room and felt at ease dropping in to see the happenings in the classroom. I don’t have to entertain or perform for parents. The parents are interested in being with their child, not me. We just do what we have to do, and the parents join in as much as they wish. 


I learned to relax and enjoy having the parents visit, but as I got to know families, I also realized that some work schedules or work requirements did not allow time for classroom calls. As I learned more about the military community, I understood the importance of being accessible to parents outside of school hours. At the beginning of school, I received a list of students, parents, addresses, and phone numbers. If I have their phone number and address, why shouldn’t they have mine? Sharing my phone number seems like such a little thing, but it was a big step of trust and faith on my part. If they have my number, will I receive irate phone calls during the evenings? Do I want to talk to parents after my work day is through? Will parents abuse the offer? Wait, wait! I trust my friends with my phone number. There’s never any doubt that they won’t use it responsibly; besides, I like to hear from them. If I’m going to establish an open community here, I have to open the door or it will never happen. I began including my home phone number on every piece of correspondence and later also added the easiest times to reach me during the school day and at home. 


Sharing my phone number didn’t create a landslide of abusive phone calls. Those who did call really wanted to talk about a concern. Welcoming parents to call me when it’s convenient for them shows respect for them as people. 


Families also know where I live. One summer evening, Chuck and his dad, John, drove in the driveway. I went out to greet them. 


“Hi, Terri. I hope we aren’t interrupting.”


“Not at all. Come in.”


“Actually, we’re on a mission. Chuck, since this is your idea, you can ask.”


“Mrs. A., could I chop down two pieces of your diamond willow to make walking sticks for my grandparents? They’re coming to visit next month.”


“Sure. You might want to go a ways from the house to find good pieces. How did you know I have diamond willow?”


“I saw some in your house. Then I found the trees during our camp out. Thanks.”


“Thanks, Terri. Chuck, you head out that direction and I’ll bring the saw.” 


Chuck sawed, his father held the trees, and I watched from the porch. We talked a few minutes more and they left. I liked that. I liked having them drop by as other friends do. 

Communication 


I had elements of communication already in place with the family letter and the take home journal, but now with a focus on building community, I forced myself to reexamine these practices and create new ones as well. 


I changed the home visits to focus on the parents along with the child. Last year, I composed a handwritten note to each parents and mailed it separately from the student letter. 

Dear Alice and Joe,


I’m going to start out using first names. I want them to use mine so I’ll model. Besides I want this letter to be very friendly.

Your son, Rick, is going to be in my sixth-grade classroom. I’m excited about working with him this year. 


Rick will be our initial common ground. 

I’m also looking forward to knowing you. I would like to stop by to meet you on Wednesday sometime between 6:00 p.m. and 8:00 p.m. I’m visiting other families that night also, so I’m unsure about the precise time. I want them to realize that I’m visiting all the families in the class. This will start people phoning to find out who the other class members are.

I just got back from a summer in England, so I’d love to hear what summer was like here in Fairbanks.


I want them to know something about me and it also provides a conversational opening if we need one.

See you Wednesday,

Terri Austin 


I’ll use my whole name this time since this is our first contact.

479-1234 


Here goes, my phone number.

P.S. If there is a conflict with the day or time, please give me a call so we can reschedule a time together. 


I’ll provide options. If there is a conflict or concern we can settle it together—our first problem-solving activity as a partnership.


This mental change in the approach to home visits really illustrates my growth and understanding of my desired values of community and relationships with parents. It came from continually questioning my actions, deep reflection on my observations, and a frequent rummaging into what I believed were my values.


During the home visits, I consciously made the effort to talk with parents as well as the child. In the past, my sole purpose was to meet the student, but now it included the parents. During our conversation, I invited the parents (and family) to a picnic at my house. “This is your personal invitation to you and your family to come to my house, since you allowed me to come to yours. I would like you to see where I live, too.” I passed out maps and gave verbal directions to my home. Everyone seemed enthusiastic about the picnic. 


As a result of my new knowledge, I made other changes in communication patterns. I sent home an “Information Survey,” offering choices in ways to stay in weekly contact. The survey options included the take home journal, a phone call, or another suggestion of their choice. In this same survey, I asked if parents wanted the family letter to be handwritten or typed. My classroom is based on choices. I need to offer choices to parents as well, but choices aren’t easy to offer. I see the value of the take home journal; I know that at the end of the year, the parents treasure the journal. How do I convey this idea to parents who are just beginning the year? The teacher part of me would rather dictate than offer choice. Twenty-five of the twenty-seven parents wanted to correspond through the take home journal. The other two set days and times for phone calls. The majority of the parents selected a handwritten family letter over one that’s typed.


The family letters changed also. 

Hi,

How was your weekend? Saturday I caught up on school work and yesterday I wrote. Ken and I managed to squeeze in a walk with the dogs. The trees are beautiful. I hope they last until Friday. 


It’s important that the parents know about me and my life. From now on, I’ll include a paragraph about events with my family.

The sleep-over is THE topic of conversation in this room. Please remind your child to wear warm clothing. We’ll be outside both days, and it’s easy to get chilled. Also, please only send the items on the list. It’s only a two-day, one-night trip. Each child should have one sleeping bag and one clothing bag.

Ken and I divided up the food. Thanks for volunteering to help out. Please send the food with your child on Thursday. If you have any questions, give me a call. We’ll be focusing on environmental studies while we’re there. Thank you for your support of this trip. The friendship we build over those two days will be the foundation for our entire year. 


Praise is important. Parents need to hear it, too.

I loved seeing all of you at the Open House. There’s always so much to talk about and never enough time. 


Parents need to hear how much I enjoy being with them. Maybe that will encourage more parents to attend school functions.

Have a terrific week!

Terri 

479-1234


I’ll use my first name only, since that’s how I want them to address me, and, of course, my phone number.

Dates to Remember:

Thursday & Friday, Sept. 15 & 16—Trip to Mrs. A’s home. Remember to check the supply list. Rain ponchos are a must. Rain is predicted!


In a similar fashion, I changed my notes in the take home journals. They became more informal, and chattier, and I placed more emphasis on finding common ground with the parents. Through these conversations, I learned about goals, new babies, job transfers, divorces, frustrations of living with a twelve-year-old, fears of being in Alaska for the first winter, homesickness, and military life. And I shared my continual struggle with writing, favorite movies, past Alaskan adventures, descriptions of places I’ve visited, books, and stories about my family. When I’m open and willing to share, most parents are, too. Being a teacher implies a very restricted way of acting. I can change the boundaries if I’m willing to take risks and be creative.


One boundary I wanted to change was the dreaded “call from the teacher”. I borrowed the idea of “care calls” from Charlotte Schwartz, a third-grade teacher in my building. In September and October, I called two parents per night to make positive comments about their child. The care calls will make me talk with every single parent about something good. This may help them feel more comfortable calling me in the future. The care calls were highly effective. The parents were delighted to hear from a teacher who wanted to share something wonderful about their child rather than talking about something that needed fixing.

Consensus


In comparison to the classroom, the parents and I were never together for a long enough period to really identify who we were as a group. But as a community of two (the parent and myself) we continued to learn about each other through the family letters, take home journals, and phone calls. 


I found more opportunities to offer choices to parents. I sent home surveys asking when they would like the next family night to occur. I asked about their preference for the time and date of musical performances, and if they wished me to make a home visit before school ended. With each choice offered, more parents responded. 

Challenges


I’m always astonished by the traffic in Anchorage. As we get nearer to the city, the road changes from a two-lane to a four-lane and then to a large, divided highway with a variety of exit signs. I often get in the wrong lane and have to maneuver my way out. I have to take deep breaths, keep my sight on my destination, and keep going.

Being Together


My first “deep breath” challenge was the family picnic. I wanted the parents to meet each other and to begin to view themselves as a part of this classroom group. I also wanted the parents to see where I live. I learn so much about the people by visiting the homes. I’d like to give the parents the same opportunity. But can I do this by myself? I’m not a wonderful hostess. I don’t cook and I don’t like elaborate preparations. If I’m going to do this, it will have to be simple and easy. I decided to have a potluck picnic on the back porch. If the weather was rainy, we would move inside. I scheduled the picnic a week after school began so that any new families would have the opportunity to join us. I wrote about the picnic events in my journal:

Nine families came for the picnic. That’s a little over a third, so that’s pretty good, I think. I asked them to bring a food that begins with the first letter of their last name, so we had Wilson watermelon, Williams wheat bread, Tucker tacos, Miller macaroni and cheese, etc. It was fun and we had lots of food. After eating, I decided to let the kids play—to form their community—and the adults would play the game and form ours.

The game required the adults to find out who had a relative over ninety, find the person with the largest shoe size, etc. When we began, I asked them to only use a name once. They groaned, then they began. The whole back porch was filled with laughter and writing. The game finally resulted in a community effort. “Who has a famous relative?” someone would shout out. All would respond with their findings. That really ended our evening. I gathered up the pens—they wanted to keep them, but then I said that I “borrowed” them from school and they all went “oooooooh” like I was in big trouble. It was nice that they could tease me. At 7:40 p.m., I ended the evening since I promised that we would all be on our way by 8:00 p.m. It was 8:30 p.m. before the forest was quiet again. Before they left, they wanted to know when we would get together again. We have Open House this Thursday, so we’ll decide then. It will be a group effort.


The picnic turned out better than I imagined. The parents obviously enjoyed talking with each other, since I had to force them to leave. It’s nice to hear them ask about wanting to get together again. The picnic was a success! 


Open House followed the picnic three days later. I purposely did not plan a scheduled talk for the evening. OK, if I’m modeling my interactions with parents after my beliefs I hold for the classroom, then tonight’s the real test. No formal talk. I have a few ideas, but we’ll talk together. During the day, I wanted to write an agenda, but forced myself not to write anything. Here they come. I’ll just offer a few opening remarks and let them take it from there. I talked briefly about my expectations for myself and the students and sat down. The parents began asking questions directed to me and to other parents. The discussion was an interesting mixture of finding out about the curriculum (from me) and checking about adolescent behavior (from other parents). I wasn’t the only authority in the room; the parents obtained needed information from other parents as well as me. This is just what I strive for with the students. Now the parents were enacting my goal.

Coming Together


During Open House, the parents and I planned our next gathering. We decided to meet again in October for a “family night”. Janelle McCrackin (1994), a fellow teacher researcher, created the idea of family nights for her classroom of first graders. Once a month, Janelle invited six families to come to school to explore a specific theme, like bread, bananas, or water. I borrowed her idea of families coming to school, but invited all the families and planned the evening around one segment of the curriculum. 


Just like my picnic, this needs to be low key. I want families to come and enjoy themselves, but I want my preparation time to be minimal. I don’t want to be in charge. My purpose is provide another opportunity for parents to feel comfortable in school, spend time with their families, meet other families, and spend time with me. This has got to be simple or I’ll never continue. 


In October, we had art family night. We met in the art room. Soft music played in the background. As the ten families gathered around the tables, I explained each of the seven art areas. “You can do them all or spend the evening on one art project. It’s up to you and your family. Each project is designed so that every member of your family can participate. If you have a question, let me know. Otherwise, let’s begin.” We spent the hour blowing paint bubbles, constructing paper hamburgers, and fingerprinting designs while talking or singing to the music. Families freely talked with the other families at their tables and easily moved from one area to the other. They shared ideas and techniques among and between families. 


At the end of the evening, the students cleaned the art room while I invited the parents to return to the classroom for a chat. I’d like to provide a time for parents to talk. This seems like an ideal time. Once seated and nibbling cookies, Kathy began the conversation with her concerns about her daughter. “Diane seems to be changing into this strange creature. Does anyone else have this problem?” Everyone nodded and started talking. Ending the family night with a “parents time only” section worked out well. We don’t often get to see each other without the children around. Twenty minutes later, students wandered in, and we set the dates for the November science family night, and the January math family night. 


The other events that brought families together were our classroom performances. On these nights, families crowded into the commons area or the school with video cameras running. I especially enjoyed the time after the performance ended. I love to see the families staying to talk. My students are so tired they collapse on the floor. The younger brothers and sisters run up and down the steps and the parents form conversation groups scattered here and there. A few men are talking to Ken about the merits of particular cameras, and some of the women are discussing the logistics of fund raising. Others are easily moving from group to group. Would this have happened without the picnic and the family night events? There are two reasons for me to plan student performances. The first is for the self-esteem of the students. The other is to allow for interaction between the parents. 


In April, one parent wanted to meet and talk with other parents about adolescent behavior. During our phone conversation, she told me, “We’ll have it at school one evening. You need to tell parents to come. This is important.” I don’t tell parents to come to anything. I can offer opportunities, but I don’t tell. I offered to send out a survey to see if anyone was interested, and if they were, there would be no problem in meeting in the classroom. Eight families responded. On the night of the meeting, Ken and I brought sodas and waited. The mother requesting the meeting showed up, but no one else did. Eight families were interested, but none of them came. Was the topic not important enough? Was it on the wrong night or wrong time? It’s close to the end of school, is everyone tired? Too involved in softball or soccer practice? I work to create new opportunities for the growth of the parent community, but just when I think I understand, something happens that reminds me to continue to be observant and flexible while working with parents.

Celebrations


We’re almost to Anchorage! I can see the tops of the ARCO building and the Captain Cook Hotel straight ahead. Off to the left, I can almost see the parking for the Northway Mall.


I understood the importance of celebrating with students, and felt it would be important to do with parents. It proved to be a challenge because we weren’t often together. I tried to find creative ways to honor them. Periodically in all the take home journals, I would add stickers or an ink stamp to brighten up a page. Because of the exclusive conversations with each parent in the take home journal, I could be an avid supporter of whatever was happening in their lives. I cheered for Nancy when she discovered she was accepted in a master’s degree program for nursing. I encouraged Ann when she heard word that she was hired for a long-sought-after position and was nervous about returning to work. I congratulated new fathers and couples celebrating anniversaries. I celebrated more on an individual basis with parents than as a total group. 


As a type of final celebration, I wanted to meet individually with my parents one more time before school is done. Home visits—I could offer to visit any family who would like a final visit. Choices continue! In my final survey of the year, I offered to make a visit. I have no specific agenda, I’m interested in seeing what we’ll talk about. The family could choose the day and the time during the second week in May. Eight families requested a visit. 


On Monday, I began with Jennifer’s family. My journal entry for that day says:

It was rather a strange visit. They invited me in, offered a chair at the table, and then proceeded to work in the kitchen. They ignored me for a few minutes. Then they “struck.” They sat on either side of me and proceeded to tell me that it was my fault that Jennifer didn’t like school this year. . . . I spent forty-five minutes listening to both of them tell me how hard they are working with her and she’s still not improving. I had a sore neck from looking back and forth. We ended with a request to see her grades and my promise to send them home with Jennifer the next day. I briefly saw Jennifer as she came into the kitchen to get a glass of water. Her face was red and I think she was embarrassed that I was there. She was definitely not the Jennifer of school. I left feeling run over. 


The visit wasn’t the most positive way to begin the home visits. Will they all be like this one? I could barely find room to jump into the conversation. Actually it was a conversation between the two parents, and I was the audience. Her parents write in the take home journal regularly, they’ve attended family nights and other school events, plus they have my phone number, and this is first I’ve heard of this. I hope the other visits are better. I’m worried.


On Wednesday, I visited three homes. All three families reminded me of my visit to Jesse’s. They were all quite casual in attitude to my visit. I entered their family life easily. In Kim’s house, her younger sister finished her homework in the living room while the parents and I talked around her. The TV stayed on, showing the final minutes of a basketball game, while Brian’s family and I chatted about England. In Diane’s home, the family cat snuggled onto my lap. This is more like it. These give me the same feeling of comfortableness that I had when I visited Jesse’s family. 


On Thursday, two families canceled, one because of a last minute change in plans, the other because the daughter was sick. So that left Ray. I recorded the events of the visit in my journal:

Donna opened the door and said, “Why don’t you say hello to Raymond, while he eats his dinner?” I peeked in the dining room, waved at Ray eating with his three sisters, and followed Donna into the living room. I commented on her large fish, we chatted about the weather, gardening, and landscaping. By that time, Ray joined us. During our conversations, Ray went out from time to time to move the sprinkler and talk with Ken, who was waiting for me in the car. Donna asked about Ken’s work and said there was an opening for a plumber at the hospital on post. She had Ray fetch her briefcase, so that she could give me the number to call. She even gave me the name of the person to contact. I left with the paper and the admonition to “have Ken call first thing in the morning.”


With the exception of Jennifer’s visit, they were great. While school issues were mentioned, it was a very minimal part of the conversation. The families seemed quite at ease with me in their home, and like our picnic, I didn’t see any grand preparation for my visit. This was a great way to end the year. I wish more families had signed up for this. I wonder how I can encourage this next year?

Reflections


As I sit in my favorite Anchorage spot, watching individual birds soar and dip over the ocean then settle in flocks on the beach, I wonder if I’ve made any progress in forming a community of parents. I’ve come to realize that I value easy and open relationships with each parent. I’ve learned that the individual is important, and just as I make each student feel valuable and wanted, I also need to do that with parents. I’ve created opportunities for this type of interaction using the welcoming notes, home visits, care calls, and the weekly take home journals. I’ve also tried to foster a larger feeling of belonging to a special group of parents through the family letter, the picnic, classroom invitations, performances, and family nights. This is like having two classrooms, one for sixth graders and one for parents. No matter how informal I tried to make every activity, it all adds up to an incredible amount of work. The persistent question that is always in the back of my mind is: Is it worth it? Is the payoff worth the effort? It is if I’m willing to accept the fact that some parents never will become part of the community. I can offer many different kinds of opportunities and try to make it easier for parents to join, but I can only offer. The parents must make an effort too. I can’t create a community by myself.
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