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Introduction
In 2005, Justice Matters and Teachers 4 Social Justice began working to bring
together a group of San Francisco parents and teachers to address the issue of
parent-teacher relationships. Justice Matters (JM) furthers racial justice by
developing and advocating for education policy rooted in community vision.
Teachers 4 Social Justice (T4SJ) provides peer-based professional development
opportunities for teachers in order to bring about meaningful change in
classrooms and beyond.
Parent-teacher relationships are often talked about as important to student
success but rarely are addressed through deep, systemic efforts meant to
improve and build partnerships between parents and teachers. Both JM and
T4SJ feel strongly that tenuous relationships between teachers and parents can
and must be addressed through education policy and organizing that tackles root
causes of systemic barriers that get between families and schools. Both
organizations believe in the potential for building strong partnerships built on trust
and respect between these 2 constituencies.
As a first step, a group of 5 parents and 5 teachers representing San Francisco’s
diverse communities met at Everett Middle School over the course of monthly
study group sessions from January to May 2006. By reflecting on each other's
experiences and perspectives through a variety of interactive workshops, the
study group surfaced a set of core problems or barriers that get in the way of
parents and teachers forming strong partnerships. JM and T4SJ approach our
work and analysis of education issues through a racial justice framework--the
methods we brought to the study group intended to raise questions that explicitly
addressed the intersection of race, class and culture with the school system in
the context of parent-teacher relationships.
After sifting through all of the notes, feedback, brainstorms, and additional
material that came out of the study groups, four major problem areas surfaced: 1)
Assumptions Based on Race and Class, 2) Communication, 3) Engagement and
4) School System Structures. The group also raised some ideas for possible
solutions that relate to the four problem areas and which we categorized into two
groups: solutions that rely on 1) Culture and Engagement and 2) Supportive
Structures and polices that make strong parent-teacher partnerships possible.
While there may be many ways to "cut", or present the experiences and thoughts
that were explored in the study group, we offer this version of a summary report
to consider. Below we briefly describe each problem and solution area and
provide some quotes to bring voice and clarity to these issues.
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Barriers Holding Back Strong Parent-Teacher
Partnerships
Assumptions Based on Race and Class
A core problem raised mostly by parents in the study group was the feeling that
teachers were judging or making assumptions about them based on their race or
class-- one participant put it like this in our "alien exercise" in which they
explained to an imagined alien what to expect from parent-teacher relationships:
"Expect to be judged by your outer appearance (skin color, traditional attire) and
your speech (whether you speak the language clearly)".
Parents shared experiences about how they had to constantly spend time
proving that they were good parents that care and have time to be involved with
their child’s education. For example, one mother shared that "They (schools)
assume because I’m not a typical parent I’m not capable of being involved.
Because I’m not the PTA parent who is always at the school all the time they
assume I’m not available at all or don’t care. I know I may not be available as
much as them but that doesn’t mean I’m not willing to help out".
Teachers, on the other hand, expressed difficulty in involving parents either
because they themselves lack time or believe that parents lack
"They (schools)
time--"It is very hard to get the parents to participate in their
children’s education because they say they have to be working
assume because
all the time." Many teachers expressed feeling overwhelmed by
I’m not a typical
the demands of the job, much less trying to involve more people
parent I’m not
in the classroom. When teachers assume that the parents of
capable of being
the children in their classrooms are just too busy to participate,
involved."
or when they themselves don’t have time to engage them in a
meaningful way they miss an important opportunity to build that
relationship.
Both parents and teachers also expressed that there was lack of knowledge and
recognition of each other's duties and responsibilities, which in turn fuels
judgments about parents’ ability to parent and teachers’ ability to teach.
Communication
Throughout all the study group sessions the theme of communication came up
as a significant problem due to a range of obstacles. For example, parents
expressed that communication from teachers and schools is minimal and not in
tune with parents’ needs. Teachers described how they struggle to meet all of
the demands placed on them and find it very difficult to establish strong
relationships with parents.
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When there is communication addressed to parents the information often is
either unclear due to inaccessible terminology or it is given too late. Both of
these problems make it impossible for parents to advocate for their child or
participate in their child's education. One mother said, “I don’t like to hear that
my child is doing ok and then when report cards come out they’re not matching
with what the teacher has expressed so far. If you don’t tell me with time I wont
be able to discipline on time."
Teachers felt that their relationship with parents
suffered in general because of the limited time they
have. A major impact of this limitation is that their
communication with parents usually involves putting
out fires instead of building an understanding of the
child’s strengths and areas of improvement. For
instance, teachers spoke about the chilling effect
that reporting negative behavior or news about the
child has on their relationship with parents,
especially if that communication is the first
interaction they had had with them. Although most teachers in our group
expressed the desire to communicate regularly with parents, and for positive
reasons versus reporting problems in the classroom, they agreed that due to time
restraints few were able to do so.

"Parents don’t
always understand
the pressures or
demands that
teachers have to
deal with, especially
in the NCLB world."

Knowledge or awareness about each other's world or daily life also impacts
parent-teacher communication. Teachers expressed that parents lack
awareness of how demanding their jobs are, as one teacher put it in our "alien
exercise"-- "Parents don’t always understand the pressures or demands that
teachers have to deal with, especially in the NCLB world." We also heard from
both parents and teachers that teachers lack an understanding of or experience
with the ethnic, racial, and economic diversity of the families they are working
with and that this affects the way in which teachers communicate with parents.
For immigrant parents additional communication problems are layered onto
what's described above. Immigrant parents felt a greater need for general
information on how the school system works and contended with not having
information in their native language or translators at meetings.
Engagement
Both parents and teachers felt that there are few opportunities for engagement
that allow them to get to know and understand each
other better. Be it due to time, school structures or
Both parents and
culture, parents and teachers felt that there's a need for
teachers felt that there
engagement rooted in community building that would
are few opportunities for
allow them to create the foundation for parent-teacher
engagement that allow
partnerships. In one meeting teachers noted unequal
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them to get to know and
understand each other
better.
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parent participation along class, economic, and race lines and wondered if there
are cultural differences that prevent parent participation in schools.
In several sessions parents expressed wanting to be more involved in their
child’s education but that often times they got the impression that they were not
welcome in schools or that the type of involvement they envisioned was not
aligned with the prescribed roles schools have for parents. “I have offered help in
a way I know I can help most effectively, but it doesn’t seem to be the kind of
help my teachers need, and I as well have difficulty helping teachers in the way
my teachers requests.”
A general group consensus around this problem was that often schools have
very prescribed roles for parents that seem to cater to white middle class parents’
needs rather than that of low-income parents of color. One teacher described a
disturbing situation at her school where an immigrant mother felt that her
involvement in school was reduced to cooking and when it came to making
decisions on how to use the money raised off of her food, she was not welcomed
at the table for that level of participation. Both teachers and parents recognized
the need for high quality engagement that relies on all parent's strengths and
cultures.
School System Structures
Participants agreed that most of the problem areas mentioned above are rooted
in school culture and structures that cause systemic barriers between parents
and teachers. By school culture and structure we mean the way schooling is
organized, the rules of the game, how resources are allocated, how decisions are
made, and how parent and teacher roles are defined, among many other
important factors.

"...when finally I am
able to sit down with a
parent there is a clock
ticking in the
background which is
making both of us
aware of how little time
we have to exchange
information."

Time was a prevalent structural issue that
consistently came up during our meetings. Due
to the rigid and inflexible structure of school time,
parents and teachers felt they were not able to
communicate and engage with each other in
order to build partnerships necessary for student
success. For teachers, there was a sense of
endless hours of teacher tasks and duties that
gave them no time to communicate and engage
parents. One teacher put it best when she
shared that “teachers lack a lot of time to do
extra because we are swamped with the work that is expected of us...when
finally I am able to sit down with a parent there is a clock ticking in the
background which is making both of us aware of how little time we have to
exchange information.” Parents also shared this point of view and in addition felt
that the inflexibility of the meeting times come up against their schedule needs.
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Teachers also feel a lack of support by their schools and districts with regards to
the best ways to communicate and engage parents. For instance, they would
like to see the district provide models of best practices for a successful parent
teacher conference. In general, teachers feel that there is a need for high quality
professional development that can educate them on how to be more sensitive
and responsive to parents needs. With regards to administration at the school
level, teachers felt most schools are not organized to create better relationships
between teachers and upper administration, the implication being that teachers
are not sufficiently supported and that in turn affects parent-teacher partnerships.
Parents also felt that schools are not structured to foster parent-teacher
relationships. Schools are unwelcoming to parents due to administration’s lack of
attention to students and parents. Parents expressed that the complex and
tedious bureaucracy of the school system inhibits their child’s welfare and
education and fails to support parents in the ways they need. With regards to this
they also pointed to institutional racism and labeling as major roadblocks.
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Moving Towards Solutions
Towards the end of our study group sessions, we began to brainstorm possible
solutions to the problems laid out above. Although we did not delve into
solutions the two prominent themes that came across are briefly described
below.
Culture and Engagement
Teachers and parents believe that quality, respectful engagement that is in tune
with families' cultures can lead to improved parent-teacher relationships. The
intent of engagement should be to build the school's familiarity of the
community’s history, culture, language, values, and traditions. Some ideas for
bringing parents and teachers together included family days, potlucks, and
community tours. Parents and teachers wanted to explore ways to create roles
for parents in the classroom and roles for teachers out of the classroom to help
the two build trust and respect for each other. Parents also felt that their roles
within schools should not be limited to "helping" relieve schools burden but
should also include decision making and oversight of their child's success in
school. In general, there seemed to be consensus that culturally relevant
engagement was key to forming partnerships.
Supportive Structures
There are major structural problems that need to be moved in order for any
changes in parent-teacher relationships to happen. The key structural resources
discussed include time, professional development, and information. Polices that
relate to how teachers use their time must be changed to give teachers and
parents an opportunity to engage with one another. Teachers raised the need for
professional development on issues related to culturally relevant engagement
and communication. Both teachers and parents mentioned that information and
access to supports were important to help both of them with their responsibilities.
As with all the other areas above, language issues must be addressed so that all
parents can have equal access to information and participation.
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What's Next?
Our next steps are to lay the foundation for making real changes in SFUSD for
stronger parent-teacher partnerships. While this year we spent nearly all
sessions identifying the main problems among parent-teacher relationships, next
year we'll spend our time investigating if these problems resonate with most
parents and teachers and developing policy solutions. Initial ideas for moving
towards this vision are to:







Find out who feels the same:
 conduct surveys, workshops, and/or focus groups based on the
problems and solutions described above with parents and teachers
Gather information:
 talk with school site and district administrators to learn what they're
doing to improve parent-teacher relationships,
 research SFUSD policy and resources related to our issue
 visit schools where parent-teacher partnerships exist
Make an issue out of it:
 analyze what we hear from teachers and parents and our research
to develop ideas for policy solutions, and once we know what we
want
Take action!
 launch a campaign with families, teachers and allies to fight for
strong parent-teacher partnerships in SFUSD.

This summer we'll visit with our allies in SF to look for potential partners and
begin to plan for coming back together in the fall--we invite you to join us in this
work, we need your help! Next year we hope to meet more often and over the
entire school year. We look forward to continuing this effort with all of you.
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Appendix: Study Group Agendas

January
Community Agreements
Decide on community agreements for our group.
Energy Maps
Build community in our group, share our daily routines and get a sense of what
life is like as a parent and teacher.
Framing
Knowing the frame through which we will approach this issue of parent-teacher
relationships and know what to expect from the study group.
Creating a Collage
Work within our particular identity group, i.e. teacher, parent and create a collage
showing what relationships are like now and what they could be like.
Reflections/Appreciations
Provide feedback we can use to plan next meeting, appreciate each other and
the work we are doing together
February
Ice Breaker: Share-Pair
Give us some time to talk in pairs about what has happened since we last met.
Review Collage/Share/Clarify
Groups present collages to each other and clarifying questions can be asked.
Getting Deeper Into Parent Teacher Relationships
Use a role-play to look at some barriers that parents and teachers face, look at
each other's perspectives, and comment on what we see.
Small Group Issues
Break up into small groups to explore issues brought up in the skit and discuss
what could've been done differently and offer alternatives for improvement.
Reflections/Appreciations
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March
Review Agenda/ Debrief SFSU Workshop
Icebreaker: Significant year
Continue community building by sharing a significant moment from a particular
year.
Carousel
Break up group into 3 small groups, meanwhile taking on a role as parent,
teacher, or the school to look at sensitivity (race/culture), availability, and
collaboration from each other's perspective.
Skit Analysis
Revisit the parent teacher conference skit and create/act out new skit based on
strong partnerships.
Reflections/Appreciations
April
Assessing Where We're At
Look at and summarize what we have done so far and look at the problems or
barriers we see in forming parent teacher partnerships.
Parent Groups and Their Solutions
Look at different organizing groups from across the country to learn about what
they have done to help support parent teacher partnerships and the issues they
address.
Small Group Discussion
Discuss what and how race/culture, systemic, and individual issues are
addressed by the different solutions these organizing groups put into effect.
Vision for Next Year
Looking at what needs to happen for our parent teacher group.
Reflections/Appreciations
May
Check-in about May 1st
Share experiences and thoughts regarding the immigrant rights rallies and
marches.
What we’ve done and where we’re going
Look at the report the PTSG generated.
Review next steps for the upcoming school year.
PTSG Updates and Brainstorm
Update on our fundraising and discuss criteria for a 3rd organization. Identify who
would be willing to visit with organizations to share our report and next steps.
Appreciations
Express final appreciations.
Celebration!
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