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TABLE 5.1. Building Shared Responsibility for Educational Outcomes

Orientation / Back to School night

Traditiona!l: Parents are welcomed by the principal and follow their
child’s school schedule. The degree to which parents hear about school/
teacher expectations and policies (e.g., homework, discipline) varies by school
and teacher.

Partnership: Parents receive an invitation to the orientation nights,
which are offered at multiple times to accommodate parents’ schedules.
School policies are explained and a handbook and school calendar are distrib-
uted to parents. Attendance is taken and there is follow-up (phone calls or
home vieit) for nonattendees. Several meetings are scheduled to receive par-
ents’ input on the policies and to discuss parents’ and educators’ roles and re-
sponsibilities.

Another approach is for teachers to welcome parents and students to the
classroom. Teachers articulate their goals for this to be the students’ best
year; they request that parents and students share their goals. Teachers sum-
marize by noting the goals for which there is consensus and reinforcing the
idea that if home and school work together, students will do better. Arrange-
ments are made for how to contact each other (Weiss & Edwards, 1992).

Workshops

Traditional: Schools offer workshops for parents to learn about school- or
parent-determined topics.

Partnership: Topics for workshops that require an “institutional® and
parental perspective are offered. Both parents and educators, as co-learners
and co-teachers, attend. An educator and a parent organize and facilitate the
workshops. Sample topics include homework, improving IEP conferences, im-
proving parent-teacher conferences, communication (e.g., maintaining a non-
adversarial approach), test standards, and so forth.

Good-news phone calls

Traditional: Teachers make positive phone calls to parents at work or at
home. If secondary teachers, make two phone calls per day (40 per month),
they have made 360 phone calls in one academic year.
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TABLE 5.1 (continued)

Good-news phone calls (continued)

Partnership: Phone calls are alternated between school and family.
Teachers make the first couple of positive phone calls. They request that par-
ents call next with their good-news observations.

Newsletters

Traditional: The school sends the newsletter to parents. School person-
nel, whether the principal or teachers, have taken the responsibility for writ-
ing the newsletter, which contains important information about child/2doles-
cent development, and school programs and policies.

Partnership: On the first of the month, the teacher writes the letter, and
on the fifteenth of the month, the parent is given a blank newsletter to com-
plete. Or the newsletter is written by volunteer parents, working with teach-
ers or students. Or the newsletter reinforces a partnership orientation, such
a8 “Our Turn” and “Your Turn” columns.

Communication system

Traditional: Most communication flows from the school to the home
(principal’s hour) and is in print. Home—school assignment sheets are used for
individual students.

Partnership: Written communication says: We want to be partners, par-
ent input and involvement is critical to children’s educational achievement,
and if there is a concern, we will work together to find a solution. Also, com-
munication builds-in opportunities for dialogue. For example, the principal
schedules “office” hours for discussion. The descriptar for this commonly used
structure is changed to Principal-Parent Hour to reflect the partnership.

Home—school assignment books, diaries, and journal notebooks are used
on a daily basis to set clear expectations for work to be completed. Teachers
set aside time before the end of the school day to allow students to organize
their responsibilities. Students write in assignments (they may copy from the
overhead) and may use a buddy for checking accuracy. Parents, teachers, and
students rate student behavior and academics weekly. The system is de-
seribed at Back to School nights; nonattendees receive a personal contact.

Contractpartnership agreements
Traditional: Home-school contracts are used for individual students.
Partnership: Home-school-student contracts are used schoolwide. These
can be linked to ILPs (individualized learning plans) and IEPs (individualized
education plans), where specific responsibilities for the school, family, and
student to achieve the goals are documented.

Monitoring student progress

Traditional: Schools, particularly teachers, assume the total responsibili-
ty for informing parents about student progress (e.g., report cards, personal
contact—phones, notes home).

{continued)
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TABLE 5.1 (continued)

Monitoring student progress (continued)

Partnership: Monitoring student progress is shared with parents. Par-
ents are asked to keep educational records for their children; these can be
shared with the child’s teacher(s) the following year. (See K-12 examples of
an educational file developed by Johnson & Johnson, 1994-1995.) Also a sys-
tem can be established whereby parents request specific information about
the student’s progress (i.e., parent calls ninth-grade teacher to ask about
child’s performance in algebra class). Conferences with parents are held early
(i.e., within first half of the quarter) for the purpose of developing two-way
communication about student progress. Suggestions for improved class
grades/learning the material are available.

Volunteers

Traditional: Schools distribute a list of volunteer activities to parents.
The list specifies the needs of schools and indicates that parent involvement
in this eapacity is desirable.

Partnership: A list is distributed to parents. However, the wording em-
phasizes that parents are essential, and the list is introduced in a way to un-
derscore the fact that involvement and participation are expected but respon-
sive to the parents’ choices. For example:

“At School, we believe that teachers and parents are both needed
to help students achieve their very best performance in school. This is an invi-
tation to share your abilities and time with your child and/or other children at
school. Your suggestions and expertise are needed.

“These volunteer positions include one-time cormmitments:

“These volunteer positions include ongoing, longer-term opportunities to
be involved in helping students succeed/improve their school progress: _____

“In what way do you plan to be involved? (Feel free to suggest another
way.)
“We know when parents are involved in their children’s learning, they
flist benefits for student learning].” Involvement can include activities at
school and at home. Slips are obtained from all parents by malking personal
contact with those who do not return the slips by the designated time. A par-
ent often coordinates this activity.

Conferencing

Traditional: One-way communication, usually focusing on teacher evalu-
ation of child performance, results in sole responsibility being placed on
teachers.

Partnership: The use of early (within first month of school) goal-seiting
and information-sharing conferences provides an opportunity to build the
parent-teacher relationship. Parents are given sample questions to ask, and
answer for, the teacher. Students are encouraged to attend the conferences so
everyone iz “singing from the same sheet of music.” A system for ongoing com-
munication is established. Student-led conferences pair well with this format.
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Sheridan and Christenson
Appendix E

APPENDIX E
"

Inventory for Creating

School-Family Connections
L4

The goal of creating constructive family—school relationships is to engage
students as learners. Family and school—out-of and in-school influ-
ences—provide different but complementary opportunities for children to
learn. Ideally, schools and families interact as partners to achieve the
goal of enhancing students’ learning and development (i.e., members of a
school community that work together to achieve a common mission).

The “four A’s” provide a heuristic aid to conceptualize the key ele-
ments or conditions that enhanee productive school-family relationships:
approach, attitude, atmosphere, and actions. Various indicators for each
of the four A’s are listed. Each indicator can be considered an objective
that contributes to the overall goal of creating constructive school—-family
connections for children’s learning.

This inventory was designed to provide a structure for educators,
parents, and other individuals in the school community as they dialogue
about ways to promote positive connections for children’s learning in
their school context. Respondents are asked to judge the degree to which
each objective stated below has been accomplished in their school commu-
nity. The following 5-point scale may be useful for sharing perspectives
across family and school environments:

1: Not at all/never
2: In some situations/infrequently

Note. From Schools and Families: Creating Essential Connections for Learning by San-
dra L. Christenson and Susan M. Sheridan. Copyright 2001 by The Guilford Press. Per-
mission to photocopy this inventory is granted to purchasers of Schools and Families
for personal use only. See copyright page for details.

223
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3: Variable/sometimes but not usually
4: In most situations/usually
5. Completely/always

APPROACH

To what extent are the following conditions present in our school commu-
nity?

1. Mutually shared goals across home and school for children’s learning.
1 2 3 4 5

2. Belief that parental involvement in school is paramount.
1 2 3 4 5

3. Belief that working together as partners will benefit the child’s learn-
ing and development, with mutually supported roles and actions to
achieve this goal.

1 2 3 4 5
4. Recognition of the value of both in- and out-of-school learning opporta-
nities for children’s learning and school progress.
1 2 3 4 5
5. Recognition that the nature and quality of the family-school relation-
ship influence (positively or negatively) children’s school performance.
1 2 3 4 5
6. Expectation that families will be involved, and recognition that such
involvement can mean different things to different families.
1 2 3 4 5
7. Expectation that teachers and school personnel will seek ways to in-

vite parents to share in the educational process for their children, rec-
ognizing that this may “lock different” to different families.

1 2 3 4 5
8. Presence of a mission statement that promotes the importance and ex-
pectation of school-family connections for children’s learning.
1 2 3 4 5
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ATTITUDES

To what extent are the following conditions present in our school commu-
nity?

1. Attemp{:s éo understand the needs, ideas, opinions, and perspectives of
families and educators.

1 2 3 4 5

2. A nonblaming, no-fault problem-solving stance in interactions with
families.
1 2 3 4 5

3. Willingness to share perspectives across home and school.
1 2 . 3 4 5

4. Perception of family involvement as essential (i.e., bringing a critical
element to the team that is otherwise unavailable) rather than simply
desirable.

1 2 3 4 5

5. A positive attitude that focuses on school, family, and child strengths,
rather than only on problems or deficits.

1 2 3 4 5

6. Willingness to co-construct the whole picture about children by dis-
cussing, exploring, and understanding different perspectives.

1 2 3 4 5

7. Willingness to listen to and respond to concerns across home and
school—viewing different perspectives as a way to better understand
students’ needs, and viewing parents’ and educators’ concerns as a
way to offer mutual support.

1 2 3 4 5
8. Mutual respect across home and school (i.e., respect for family mem-
bers by school personnel, and respect for school personnel by family
members).
1 2 C o3 4 5
9. Understanding that barriers for positive family—school relationships
(i.e., constraints of each system) exist for parents and educators.
1 2 3 4 5
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ATMOSPHERE

To what extent are the following conditions present in our school commu-
nity? .

1.

Recognition of the value, and active solicitation, of family input re-
garding important decisions about their child.

1 2 3 4 5

. Use of family and school input to promote positive outcomes for stu-

dents.
1 2 3 4 5

. A welcoming, respectful, inclusive, positive, supportive climate and at-

mosphere for ol children and families.
1 2 3 4 5

. A variety of communication strategies to reach all parents in a manner

that is sensitive or responsive to family background (e.g., language,
skills, knowledge level), easy to understand, and “jargon-free.”

1 2 3 4 5

. A variety of communication strategies to share information and/or

monitor children’s performance.
1 2 3 4 5

. Parental and school trust in each other (including motives, objectives,

and communications).

1 2 3 4 5
. Mechanisms for listening to and responding to concerns across home
and school.
1 2 3 4 5

. Meaningful ways and flexible options for parents and students to be

involved.
1 2 3 4 5

. Opportunities for parents and school personnel to learn from one an-

other (e.g., cross-cultural communication opportunities).
1 2 3 4 5
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ACTIONS

To what extent are the following conditions present in our school commu-
nity?

1. Information is provided to families about school policies and practices,
parents’ and students’ rights vis-a-vis education, and ways to foster
students’ engagement with learning.

1 2 3 4 5

2. Opportunities or mechanisms are. provided for home and school to plan
jointly and collaborate to resolve a shared concern or to improve learn-
ing experiences for students.

1 2 3 4 5

3. A process exists for creating mutually supportive roles for families and
educators.

1 2 3 4 5

4. Supports and resources exist for creating and maintaining partner-
ships.
1 2 3 4 5

5. Policies and practices support a coordinated, collaborative approach
(Le., shared responsibility) for home and school.

1 2 3 4 5

6. Parents and school personnel (i.e., partners) routinely review ‘the
availability, accessibility, and flexibility of family—school roles and re-
sponsgibilities for fostering children’s/adolescents’ learning and school
engagement.

1 2 3 4 5




Routine Family-School Conference

Sample Invitation Letter
Dear [parents’ names]: 







I am writing to invite you to a new kind of conference about your child’s school progress.  There will be several differences from past conferences.

Because this conference is about your child, I would like to include [him/her] in the conference.  I will be working with the students in the classroom to prepare them to participate.  If you prefer for your child to not participate or have any questions about this, please call me so we can discuss it. It is important for you to feel comfortable with your child’s participation. 

Children’s success in school is supported by many people. If there are other adults that you feel have important information to share at the conference, please invite them to join us!

At the bottom of this page are three questions for you to think about. If you would like, you can write some notes and bring them with you.  We will be able take more advantage of the time we have if each of us thinks about what we want to talk about ahead of time.

Although I will have your child’s work available for us to discuss, it is my hope that we can spend most of our time discussing what is most important to you and to your child.

Conferences this year will be scheduled on [DATES]. Please let me know what times are most convenient for you by completing the attached form. Please call me at [number] or email me at [address] if none of these times work for you and we will try to find a better time.

Thank you for taking the time to come to school so that we can work together to make this a successful year for your child!
Sincerely,
[teacher’s name]




-----------------------

 Parent’s Agenda for the Conference:

What are two or three things I am most pleased about in my child’s school performance this year?
What do I think my child needs to improve on?

What other things do I want to talk about in the conference? 

Routine Conference Overview
Start the Meeting
Teacher:  “(Student), will you please introduce everyone.”

Teacher:
(making eye contact with each person) 

“I’m very pleased that we are all able to meet today to catch up on (student) progress.  Thank you all for coming! We will each have the opportunity to talk about what we think, and to hear what everyone else thinks, about (his/her) progress in school.   I know that we all want to see (student) do well.

We will begin with (student) and then the rest of us can join in.  We have about 20 minutes.

We are here to talk about your (looking at student) progress so far this school year.  I believe you had some things you wanted to share.  Let’s do that first.  What are you most pleased about so far this year?”
Structure the Discussion
(No problem solving should take place in this section.)
1.
Help student describe his positive point by giving clues about classroom process or asking him to compare last years performance to this years.  Reflect.

2.
After student has explained one positive thing, ask parents their views on that point.  Give them ample time to brag.  Reflect. 

3.
Offer your own view of that point.

4.
Ask student for next point.  Follow steps 1-3.

5.
Ask parents if they have any other strengths they wanted to bring up.  Reflect.

6.
Ask student his/her view of what parents say.  Reflect.

7.     Offer your own view of their points and bring up any left out positives.

8.
Summarize positive points.

9.
Repeat steps 1-8 substituting “areas to work on” and “concerns” for positive points & strengths.

10.    If you have any remaining points, share them now.

11.    Summarize discussion. 

Plan for future success
1.
Ask which one of the strengths, areas to work on, or concerns the family wishes to select to make a plan for future success.

2.
Brainstorm possible plans.  Allow family to have primary input.

3.
Facilitate the discussion as the group discusses the choices and chooses which one to experiment with.

4.
Encourage all participants, including you, to have a task (responsibility) in the plan.

Summarize & plan follow-up
1.
Either summarize yourself or invite someone else.  Check that all agree.

2.
Discuss & get agreement on the method of follow-up.

Evaluate Your Success

Conference Checklist
Prepared parents:





_____
Letter sent asking for meeting.

_____
Form included to help parents organize thoughts.

Prepared yourself:

_____
Reviewed child’s work and developed list of a few key points to be communicated.

_____
Developed comments designed to highlight child’s uniqueness.

Prepared students:

_____
Explained procedures.

_____
Practiced having students introduce the adults.

_____
Helped students develop list of strengths, needs, and comments.

Prepared environment:

_____
Comfortable, adult chairs

_____
Avoided using desk as a barrier.

During the conference:

_____
Introductions; connected with each participant.

_____
Invited student to share first & assisted him/her in verbal expression.

_____
Invited parents to share and provided ample time for them to express comments.

_____
Integrated your comments appropriately; introduced needed additional points.

_____
Used effective communication strategies (attended to non-verbals; reflected; highlighted strengths; used clear, jargon-free language; focused on specific behaviors).

_____
Responded effectively to negative information (validated concerns, requested clarifications, summarized before problem-solving)

_____
Developed plans collaboratively as needed to support success.

_____
Elicited or provided a summary of the conference.

_____
Determined what, if any, follow up is needed.

