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ABSTRACT

Current home-school partnership literature reveals that parents who are perceived
by teachers as being “hard to reach” do care about their children’s education, and want
specific information about how they can help them with schoolwork at home. However,
the schools adherence to conventional home-school relations, including traditional

‘methods, bas "

The present study investigated the views of nine families with children in grade

eight at an inner city junior high school in Newfoundland, and the views of four school

personnel. The specific focus is the parents’ emerging stories about their children's
schooling experiences, and their opinions about helping their children with homework.
The study also examined the reasons why parents were perceived as hard 1o reach, what
issues affected. their children’s schooling; and how parents could contribute 0 a
collaborative process. The majority of families were in low-income, working-class

situations, with mothers as the primary caregivers and coordinators of the home-school

relationship. These step-paren,
‘The findings reveal caring but frustrated parents whose dismay about the school's

lack of d to their children’s cit can be attributed to

1. the school’ jcati i ntacti




them when problems arose; 2. the school’s adherence to traditional parental involvement,
such as the Parent-Teacher Association, contributed 1o parents’ feelings of alienation and

severely limited their participation; 3. insufficient and inadequate programs and support

systems, along with lack of homework information created confusion and stress; 4.

informed dstent, alth

-going pr keep
clearly preferred this type of involvement; 5. the traditional value-system of the school
suggests that, in challenging the school, some parents were considered as problems
themselves, without being given respect and legitimatization for their concems. Such
findings appear to have implications for The 1992 Royal Commission Report on
Education in Newfoundland which promotes the closer linking of home and school, and
developing strategies that encourage parents' involvement both in school and in leaming
activities at home.

Most significant. however. was that the majority of children had leaming
problems. including some with medical. behavioural. and leaming disabilites. Their
negative schooling experiences were intensified by the lack of early assessment, the
trauma of moving from the elementary to the junior high level. and particularly their not
being identified as “non-categorical special needs students” leading to some being
stigmatized as troublemakers. Thus. more importantly for studenis’ self-esteem and well
being, the findings again point to the Royal Commission which advocates the rights of the

child and equality of educational opportunity in order o cultivate “the intellectual,

hysical. emotional, social and spiritual
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Chapter One
INTRODUCTION
Background

A long history of research i and

hool and for
developing parents who are knowledgeable partners in their children’s education (p. 1)
~ Joyce L. Epstein & Susan L. Dauber (1989)

AC: Zeigler (

specific, instructi school 1

grade levels. The report points to evidence which suggests that “no other single focus has
the potential to be as productive for students as the closer linking of home and school. of
parents and teachers” (p. 4). Zeigler's comprehensive review of the research in 1987,
drawing on both Canadian and United States (U.S.) studies, is affirmed by Epstein and
Dauber’s empiricai findings in 1989 which indicate that families play a critcal role in the
personal and educational development of their children.

Investigations also demonstrate the need o engage parents in training activites to
gain information and understanding of the curriculum, of what their children are expected
10 leam each year, and of the teaching practices employed by the teacher with particular
emphasis on how parents can assist with schoolwork at home. Further to this, inservice
for teachers, principals and school board adminisirators is recommended for training in

collaborative partnership skils with parents. Epstein and Dauber's (1989) research shows

that there is a need for the part of teachers, but espe ge

in principals’ viewpoints conceming parents as formal partners in the education of their



children. ~ Specifically, they suggest that successful collaborative efforts for parent
partnership programs are usually contingent upon the beliefs of teachers, but are
particularly dependent upon the perspective of principals.

These findings, supported by other Canadian studies, reports, and publications
(Fullan, 1991; The Ontario Teachers' Federation, 1992; Pierce, 1994; Ross, 1994), also
indicate that teachers and principals are more reluctant to involve the parents of older
children, and may perceive hard-to-reach, lower-class, inner-city parents as not being
interested. However, there are convincing data suggesting that these parents want to be
involved and look 1o the school and teachers to take the initiative to include them in
specific practices o help their children at home or at school. In their 1989 U.S. study of
2300 parents in inner-city elementary and middle (junior high) schools, Epstein and
Dauber found that “Parents i all of the schools in this sample are emphatic about wanting

the schools and teachers to advise them about hild a

each grade level” (their emphasis] (p. 14).

Ross (1994) in his special report, “Parents Make the Difference”, echoes Fullan's
(1991) findings that after socio-economic status, racial composition, education level, and
students' ability and grade level are taken into account, “parents increased their
understanding about school most when the teacher frequently used parent involvement
practices” (p. 20). This finding also holds true for positive influences on student
achievement. Ross's review of the literature gives an exceptional list of positive
benefits afforded students through paren/family involvement: better long-term academic

achievement; higher grades; higher test scor

: higher motivation and more positive



atiitudes; increased commitment to schooling; fewer retentions in grades; decreased

placement in special education classes; fewer behavioural problems; improved average
daily attendance; fewer school dropouts; lower suspension rates; more successful
programs; and ultimately more effective schools (p. 19).

Relevant o this study are parents whose students may have behavioural, medical

and academic difficulties. Particularly noteworthy is the fact that the literature points to

importance of professionals i i the parents of these students
as “expert parmers” (Hegarty, 1993; Levin (1987); Mearig, 1992, Munn, 1993; Philport,
1992).  Highlighting parents’ formal involvement in helping their special education
children with schoolwork, Heganty states, “When pupils have difficulty leaming... the
curriculum is therefore a principal arena for home-school contact and one where effective

links between home and school can do much to enhance children’s education” (pp. 122-

123). to this study and further defini difficulties with which

some students have to contend, Canning (1996) stresses the vulnerable educational

ions of those children described by the Department of Education as “non-
categorical” special needs students. Without compreheasive assessment, te disabilities of
these students are not easily discemible by the lay person, or medical professionals, and
include, “Mild and moderate cognitive delay, leaming disabilities, behaviour disorders
and other learning problems” (p. 21).

The scope of Canning’s 1996 report on special education in Newfoundland is

extensive, and describes ing the classrooms of this province since the



integration of special education students into regular classes.' Without adequate teacher
and administrative training in special education, along with the lack of appropriate
academic and non-academic programs, students with special needs at the junior and senior
high levels are particularly at risk. Therefore, parental involvement is essentil to cope:
with schooling, and fundamental to their future success (Gersten. 1992; Hegarty, 1993,
Mearig, 1992).

However, some researchers emphasize some parents' feelings of alienation and
reluctance 1o attend traditional home-school occasions such s Parent-Teacher
Association meetings (Bastiani, 1993; Levin, 1987; Macbeth, 1993; Pierce, 1994; Swap,
1993). Particularly with regard to parents who are perceived by the school as difficult to

reach, not interested in their children’s schooling, and who are primarily contacted about

problem and crisis situations, Swap (1993) quotes Lightfoot (1978) who states: “Parent-
Teacher Association meetings and open house rituals at the beginning of the school year

are contrived occasions that symbolically affirm the idealized parent-school relationship

but rarely provide the chance for authentic ineraction (pp. 27-28)" (p. 19).

Furthermore. the literature points 1o teachers’ negative perceptions of families of
diverse composition, such as single-parent families, as well as those in low-income,
working-class situations. Particularly, authors note the low expectations held by teachers
for the children of these families (Brantlinger, 1985; Dombusch & Gray, 1988: Epstein.

1995; Gersten, 1992; Levin, 1987). Levin (1987) writes that teachers’ accusations about

! As set out in 1987 Deparument of Education Policy - see also Canning, Kennedy, &
Strong (1993).



working-class parents are affirmed in the “folklore of urban schooling and well-
documented in the lterature on school-community relations” (p. 274). Regarding
teachers' low efficacy for children in single-parent families, Dombusch and Gray point to
studies on home-school parterships which state that, “Teachers who tried to involve
parents in helping their children at home found that cooperation was just as great in
single-parent households as in two-parent households™ (p. 291). Also, many studies not
only emphasize the importance of altenative ways to communicate with parents but

structured, hool hips that are potentially

inclusive of more parents becoming involved in their children’s leamning (Bastiani, 1993;
Epstein. 1995; Gersten, 1992: Hegarty, 1993; Mearig, 1992; Oldford-Matchim, 1994;

Ontario Teachers' Federation, 1992; Philpot, 1995; Pierce, 1994; Swap, 1993).

Fullan (1991) investi is P
and compared the results with parental involvement in school govemance advisory
councils. In his review of the studies (Bowles, 1980; Fantini, 1980; Lucan, Lusthaus, &
Gibbs, 1978-79; Mortimore & colleagues, 1988 and others) he found that, “There is litle
evidence to suggest that parent involvement in govemance affects student learning in the
school, although there may be other benefits and indirect effects” (p. 237). Fullan
endorses the concept that students, teachers, and parents stand to gain more when parents
are directly involved in the academic processes of their children’s education. He
emphasizes that these instructionally related activities have a far greater impact on
students" schooling than when parents' participation only pertains to decision-making on

school governance councils



In Newfoundland, the authors of the govemment's (1992) report, Our Children

n of | Delive

‘Primary, Elementary, Secondary Education, advocate the need for school councils and
“effective parental involvement in the govemance of the province’s schools” (p. 11).
Subsequently, The Royal Commission Implementation Team in their “Adjusting the
Course Information Bulletin” (April 1994) recounted the value of parent involvement in
“decision-making” through school councils. Furthermore, they denote “benefits of
community collaboration” along with the idea that these benefits are being recognized by
more and more school administrators and  classroom teachers who “are welcoming
parents, and others, into the school in a variety of roles” [italics added] (p. 5).

Perhaps the most encouraging attention afforded the critcal issue of parents in the
role of educational learning partners “both in school and in learning activities at home” is
outined briefly in a “Consultation Paper on School Council Operations.”* Developed by
the implementation steering committee, the paper mainly deals with the legal
ramifications, structural  composition, and decision-making activities of councils.

Reference to parents’ involvement in specific teacher-guided practices, however, is only

“Strategies to Facil Input” It states:

A key role of the Council will be o faciliate parental involvement in the
education of their children with a particular focus on the closer linking of
home and school, and parents and teachers. Strategies should be

that encourage involving parents both in school and in
learning activities at home [ialics added). Because parental involvement
is a mechanism that links society, schools, and homes, i is crucial that

* Working Together for Educational Excellence, 1994, p. 22.



Councils have well developed initiatives to encourage and focus this type
of involvement. (p. 22)

Six pilot school council sites were set up to test the govemance model, and
information materials were developed 10 aid implementation at the remaining sites in
1995.96. The legisiative framework for the school councils reads, “not less than 3
[members) shall be parents elected by parents from among parents of students in that
school” (. 10).

Parental involvement, then, seems 1o be currently at the forefront of educational
matters in Newfoundland and Labrador. Nevertheless, what do we know of parents”
thoughts and ideas on these issues? With some cenainty we know that those parents who
partcipate in parent-teacher associations may want to become involved in school
‘councils, although only three representative parents can be selected as members in each
site. Therefore, what of the remaining hundreds of pareats, or guardians, or grandparents
- the families of our students in each school district? Especially, what of those parents
who are perceived by the school as hard-to-reach and who may have children with
behavioural. medical, and/or learning difficulties? Also what of parents in low-income,
‘working-class situations, and families of diverse composition such as single-parent and
step-families who also need recognition and understanding? Is there a link between these

families and the school’s perception of hard-to-reach parents? Finally, how do these

par

‘and teachers 1o respect and accept them as educational partners?



{b) Purpose of the Study

This study was conducted from an ethnographic qualitative research perspective.
The main purpose was to investigate the views, perceptions, and feelings of “hard-to-
teach” parents (mothers, fathers, guardians, or grandparents) regarding their involvement
in specific practices to assst their students with schoolwork at home, Le., involvement
that is specifically guided by the teachers and supported by the principal and vice-
principal. Parents of grade eight students at an inner city junior high school were selected
as participants for the study.

‘Through in-depth interviewing, the purpose was to have parents tell in their own
words what they know and think about parent involvement issues categorized in terms of:
(1) the out-reach communication methods used by the school; (2) the amount and type of
their participation at the school and to what extent they were involved in their children’s
schooling; (3) the effect that family characteristics, their gender and that of their student
had on their involvement at school and at home; (4) the time they spent helping with
homework. the quality of homework, and the school s informing and monitoring practices
for homework; (5) the current teacher-guided practices at the school; (6) their interest in
teacher-guided practices, suggestions they may have for potential programs, their
perceived ability (o assist with homework and the effect on their perceptions of their
children’s ability; (7) the educational opportunities for their children and their greatest
wish for them: and (8) other issues they may identify which affect their participation in

their children’s leaming.



Triangulation or multiple methodological approaches in data collection were
observed by the following procedures. Prior to interviewing parents, key informants
were interviewed at the school. Teachers and administrative personnel were asked to
identify existing communication methods and types of parental involvement. Especially
pertinent were their views of presumed hard-to-reach parents' participation, as well as
their interest in and perceptions of teacher-guided practices. Additionally, the analysis
from one section of a teacher survey conducted at the school in 1993 addressing “Teacher
Perception of Parental Involvement” was utilized to give comparative value 1o the study.
Finally, some findings from a questionnaire distributed by the school to parents in May of
1995 is referenced in chapter six.” The survey was designed to gather information from
all parents about their satisfaction with numerous schooling issues, however, it did not
identify hard-to-reach parents. Fifty-one percent of parents responded to the survey, and

of particular relevance for this study was the inclusion of several questions regarding

parents”invol their specil tin p
{e) Significance of the Study

The study obained grade cight parents’ perceptions about their role in their
students’ schooling and especially their interest in receiving information to help their

children with homework. Participants were selected by teachers from a computer list of

grade cight parents and were identified as being hard to reach and not interested in

participating in their children’s schooling. Most significant for the study was that some

? The author of this study participated in the development of the questionnaire and wrote
the final report.



parents described their students as having medical, behavioural, and leaming difficulties.*
‘Additionally, the background information obtained during the interviews indicated that,
for the most part, these parents had litle education and were in low-income, working-
class circumstances. Also, some were single-parent and step-families who, all 100 often,
are considered by the school system as being dysfunctional families quite disparate and
apant from the so-called normal family consisting of mother, father and two-point-five
children®

During the interviews, parents displayed enormous care and  interest in their
children’s education. However, their dissatisfaction with the school’s effort o inform
and involve them was exacerbated by the teachers’ and principals’ apparent adherence to
waditional communication strategies as well as waditional types of parental involvement.
These findings suggest an urgency for change and for the potential value in llustrating
the school how to develop and implement collaborative home-school partnerships.

especially with those parents considered as hard 1o reach.

* Described by the Department of Education in Canning (1996) as “non-categorical
special needs students.”
¥'See Power (1993) A School and its Families: A Feminist Ethnography of Divergent




Chapter Two
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
{a) Introduction and Overview

Most important for policy and practice, parents’ level of involvement is
directly linked 10 the specific practices of the school that emcourage
involvement at school and guide parents in how 10 help at home. The
data are clear that the school’s practices their emphasis) to inform and to
involve parents are more important than parent education, family size,

termining
‘parents stay involved with their children’s education through the middle
‘grades [ialic added). (Dauber & Epstein, 1989, p. 14)

Extensive studies spanning from the 1970s to the 1990 by Epstein and associates
at the Johns Hopkins University Center on Families, Communities, Schools, and
Children's Leaming provided the primary impetus and model used for this research. In
part. the concepts advocated in the above quotation by Dauber and Epstein (1989)
implicitly and explicitly declare the major theoretical themes which emerge from their
work and seemed most appropriate for use in this study. The investigation of parental
involvement in their children’s school lives requires an the epistemology (ways of
knowing). a methodology (ways of doing), and an ontology (the nature of realty for the
participant and the researcher) where one embraces a philosophical disposition and
‘manner that is sensitive, perceptive, knowledgeable, reflective, inquisitive, and respectful.
Also seemingly necessary is a broad scope of theoretical categories encompassing the
following interpretations and concepis:

Ia. Sociological, Political, Ideological, Cultural, and Historical
Interpretations: These interpretations incorporate concepts pertaining to family and the

diverse meanings implied and the realities that exist; gender and the implications for



mothers' and fathers" participation in children’s education; inner-city and implications of
social class, race, and educationally disadvantaged students and especially perceptions of
hard-to-reach parents lack of interest and not wanting to participate; middle grades or
Junior high where the probability of direct parent involvement is a somewhat novel idea
to some; non-categorical special needs students and the implications of their needs not
being legitimately recognized in the regular classroom environment; and finally, the
subsequent implications for students' educational outcomes in this political/ideological
milieu.

2a. StructuralTnstitutional and Pedagogical Issues: These issues incorporate
concepts peraining to program models or curiculum structure which is traditionally the
domain of educational institutions; school practices which inform and subsequently
involve parents: teaching issues and the implications surrounding the notion of parents as
“teachers’ in collaborative home-school relations: and reachers guiding parenis and the
implications for parents’ desire to partcipate in meaningful and long-term partnerships.

3a. Educational Values, Judgements, and Attitudes: These issues incorporate
concepts pertinent to studens', parents'. and teachers' increased confidence and respect
effecting positive change in their perceptions. attitudes and respect towards each other.

For students, it is particularly a change in attitude towards their schooling and how they

perceive themselves. and their parents, in t. For parents. it is especially a change in how
they perceive themselves and the school, and their capabilites to asist their children. For

teachers. it s notably a change in how they perceive parents and their ability o help their



children with home-schoolwork, and more especially their respect for them as “expert
‘partners” in the formal education of their children.

4a. Policy, Practice, and Educational Issues: These issues incorporate concepts
pertinent to implications for a change in mindset conceming teachers’ and principals
perceptions and attitudes towards a participatory, collaborative model for students’
formal education, as well as the influence of confidence in their own and parents”
abilities.  Implications for policy and practice also comrelate with the educational
ramifications for specific practices related to curriculum and parent participation in

formal education, and for the linking of parent involvement to those school practices

‘help at home.
(b) Substantive Fipdings

As previously discussed. research in Canada, the United Staes, and the United
Kingdom. clearly and consistently indicates that involving parents in their student’s
formal education greatly enhances the student's self-confidence and interest in
schoolwork, develops posiive aitudes towards schooling, and increases thei level of
achievement (Bastiani, 1993: Dauber & Epstein, 1989; Epstein,1995; Fullan, 1991:
Henderson, 1988; Kellaghan, Sloane, Alvarez & Bloom, 1993; Philport, 1992 & 1995;
Pierce.1994; Ross, 1994; Swap, 1993; Tangri & Moles, 1987; Ziegler,1987). The
tesearch specifically points to two fundamental elements necessary to involve parents as
knowledgeable parters in ther children's education. These are the school’s specific
pracices, programs or processes tha inform and direct paents how to help theirchildren,

and critical to this




These conclusions are particularly relevant for parents whose children have
difficulties with learning and have special educational needs (Gersten.1992; Hegarty.

1993; Mearig, 1992; Philpott, 1992). According to Gersten this also includes familics in

povery. Particularly writi vulnerability of juni igh students and
outlining the numerous benefits of teachers" role in developing puterships, she states

that, “Their (teachers'] swengths lic in developing an educational relationship with

specific those families” (p. 153).

‘The substantive findings corresponding o the interpretations, concepts and issues
outined above are delineated next. They are recounted under the same categories: (1)
Sociological, Political, Ideological, Cultral, and Historical Interpretations; (2)
Structural/Institutional and Pedagogical Issues; (3) Educational Values, Judgements. and
Atitudes; and (4) Policy. Practice, and Educational Issues. The findings are not
exhaustive.
1b. Saciological, Political, Ideological, Cultural, and Historical Interpretations

As noted above, Epstein and associates have studied parent involvement in
schooling over the last three decades. Of particular relevance to this study is the fact that
their investigations have included inner-city, middle or junior high schools where there
are large populations of educationally disadvantaged students and “hard-to-reach” parents
(Epstein, 1989). The steps taken to establish home-school relations are particularly
important when attempting to include and reach out to those families who are considered
by principals and teachers as being hard t0 reach and not interested in the school or their
child's education.



However, Epstein and Dauber (1989) point to their own research and others
(Chavkin & Williams Jr., 1987; Davies, 1987; Jones, 1987; Marockie & Lawrence Jones,

1987; McAfee, 1987; Moles, 1987; Pumell & Gots, 1987; Truby, 1987) indicating

substantal and persuasi & iddle (junior highl, and

high school children want o be involved [italics added, but often are not helped by the

schools to know how school or how to help their chil at home™
@

Related to this is also the idea of benefit, as Henderson (1988) asserts, “Children
from low-income and minority familis [italics added] benefit the most when parents are
involved in the schools, and parents do mor [her emphasis] have to be well-educated to
make a difference”(p. 153). In Newfoundland, Canning (1996) emphasizes the
connection between poverty and special education students, and in partcular their need
for help with reading. She also stresses that the, “Research has identified teaching
suategies and other interventions necessary to epsure that poor children have the same
opportunity to succeed in school as others from more advantaged backgrounds.” Other
authors are clear about some of these “interventions” and emphasize the importance of
parental involvement when students have special needs (Gersten, 1992; Hegarty, 1993;
Mearig, 1992; Munn, 1993; Philpo 1992). Hegarty particularly emphasizes the need for
meaningful, practical home-school relations in the areas of communication, curriculum,

and assessment; he states that parents with such children need, “A meaningful

ild ing 5o that the very di ibutions of home and

school work together in the child's interests” (p. 130). Gersten, upon extensive review of
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the literanure, goes beyond the notion of teacher-guided practices and advocates teacher

i ing families in )

she particularly notes the relevance for junior high students who may have special
educational needs. Emphasizing the many negative effects when moving from elementary
school 1o the junior high she staes:

Tahnuln 1989). vulnerability is

Early adolescence is a time of particular vulnerability for disturbances in
development (Hamburg 989). That
magnified for those preadolescents who must now cope with new

of mukiple hk clancusiates of e in povery. Mlny oty
adolescents find the tansition from the

[elementary) sct ol 10 e s disant e Guor digh? sehoot

stressful® (Blyth, Simmons, & Carlton-Ford, 1983). (pp. 147-148)

Some of the literature also points to the subtle and sometimes obvious negative
perceptions demonstrated towards low-income families by the school (Brantinger, 1985;
Gersten. 1992; Levin, 1987; Swap, 1993). Levin (1987) recounts the historical litany of
teachers” complaints about the working class and the barriers these attitudes impose for
some families. Regarding teachers, he states: “For their part, most teachers who are
caught up in the thetoric of ‘inner city education’ view the social and cultural
backgrounds of the children’s parents as making their task infnitely more difficult” (pp.
273-274). By the same token, parents are keenly aware of these perceptions and
especially do not feel welcome at “waditional” school iniiated events such as the PTA,
parent-teacher conferences, and the annual open house (Bastiani, 1993; Levin, 1987;

Munn, 1993; Pierce, 1994; Swap, 1993). Furthermore, parents are aware when teachers

‘concur with these findings.




have low expectations for their children. At the same time, however, they do not have
high expectations for schools in meeting their children’s educational needs (Brantlinger,
1985)"

In addition to teachers’, principals’ and school boards’ insufficient cognizance of
“contemporary families” from the perspective of “ethnic and cultural diversiy, situational
sk, individual vulnerability, and personal and social resources” (Procidano & Fisher,
1992, p. 3), there is also an important need for open-mindedness and knowledge of the
diversity of family composition. Power (1993), in a compelling exposé about one school

and its families in an urban setting in Newfoundland, outlines nine different family

legal status. Complexi schedules for single-parents

as well as custodial infl

the parents’ involvement in their children's schooling (Crosbie-Bumett, Skyles, &
Becker-Haven, 1988; Dorbusch & Strober, 1988; Dombusch & Gray, 1988).

Further to family composition, Lareau (1992) poses important deliberations
conceming gender and class issues. That is, when familics comprise a mother and a
father, or a female or male guardian, or both grandparents, questions arise regarding who
‘supervises the student’s day-to-day schooling experiences and leaming activities at school

‘and at home. Does social class influence the school’s as well as parents' perceptions of

7 These findings were supported by the parents in this study.



‘gender role responsibilites regarding a child's education?* And is it of equal importance

for both female a i i 2 AsL s

Many studies of gender have focused on the differential treatment of
children in the classroom, as well as the way in which encouragement to

o bojs .

girls. Researchers pur
inequity by gender in the proportion offenube Idmlmm'l\nnmhlﬂﬂ
education. .1 suggest that we need 10 e gender a operating in another
i  of education (her emphasis]: the role
f P dded]. (5. 221)

Strober & Dombusch (1988) also recount the need for a change in the schools’
traditional atitudes towards families, especially with regards to gender. Writing about

communication between schools and parents, they underscore the “old assumptions” of

schools conceming the availability of mothers, as well as the role of fathers in their
children’s education. They state: “School officials need 1o act as advocates for the child,
educating both parents and legislators about the importance of good home-school

all adults who are ising the children” (p. 331).

Al of this implies that it is advantageous for school professionals to “adopt a

family perspective” and in particular to understand the possible effects on a student's

In accepting the challenge to promote and develop practical home-
school relations with parents, school professionals also need to recognize the potential

value of parents' contribution to the process (Epstein, 1995; Gersten, 1992; Grant, 1989;

* Weiler (1988) advocates the countering of gender related stigmatizing attitudes and
practices through critical understanding and organized, active, political opposition by
female students, parents, and teachers.



Hegarty, 1993; Martin, 1992; Mearig, 1992; Munn, 1993; Philpot, 1992-95; Pierce, 1994;
Power, 1993; Swap, 1993).
2b. Structural/nstitutional and Pedagogical Issues
According to Swap (1993), specific practices or “partnership models” may be
developed by teachers and principals in collaboration with familis to “assess their own
school's starting place in practices of pastnership” (p. X). Swap notes the importance of
outlining clear, three to five-year gaals for involvement practices with familis, including

two-way and three-way communications (i. school to home 1o school, and parent-

teacher-student).

Schools in Baltimore City, Maryland, developed a program called Teachers
Involve Parents in Schoolwork (TIPS) in 1986. The program, with a concentration in
social studies and art courses, involved over 400 students in the junior high grades.
Evaluative research following the first three years of implementation indicated
overwhelming support for the program by teachers, parent volunteers, and students. The
program continued into the fourth year and beyond under the leadership of the Parent
Teacher Organization.

In their 1989 evaluation study of approximately 2,300 inner-city parents, Epstein
and Dauber reported substantial findings concemning school programs and teachers'
practices. They state:

The strongest and most consistent predictors of parent involvement at

school home are the specific school programs and teacher

practices that encourage and guide parent involvement [italics added).

Regardless of parent education, family size, student ability, or school level
(elementary or middle school), parents are more likely to become partners



in their children’s education if they perceive that the schools have strong
pracices to involve parents at school (b =27), at home on homework (b
=.18, and at home on reading activities (b =.16). The sum of all nine
school practices has the strongest effect on parents’ total involvement (b
=.30), after all other factors have been statistically controlled. (p. 8)

In a brief to their provincial govemment in 1992 on “creating genuine
collaboration in schools,” the Ontario Teachers' Federation drew on research in the
United States and Canada as well as from the submissions of teachers, principals, and
superintendents. In writing about reaching out o parents they listthe factors required for
successful, workable collaborative efforts. Four issues clearly correlate with the work of
other researchers: first, collaborative initiativs with parents must have a focus; second,
communication must be personalized; third, teachers and principals have to take a lead;
and fourth. adequate have to be provided. Regardi ingful and specific

aim or focus, they state:

Most parents want involvement around specifics, such as the paricular
challenges or problems facing their child. Meaningful collaboration has to

ild around this need if it is to generate involvement and recognize and
use the skills and contributions of e 58 well as teachers. Problems
and issues have to be understood and. to command involvement and
action. (p. 18)

They also list twelve “tactics for generating successful parental involvement in the
school.” Several of these are specific to curriculum and some incorporate welcoming
efforts. They write that the school should:

Create a place for parents to meet informally within the school, for coffee
and interaction with other parents and staff, to examine curriculum, etc.;
Use Fuily Nighs 1 gt prens and hilien worinon ol pojecs
Use “Ziploc Science” Packs 1o be r home.
cxpeiments Have “Borow 3 Book" Programs .upplemmud hy loaned
Videos instructing parents on how to help their child to read; Encourage



s, talents, hobbies and with their child’s
class; Engage parents and teachers jointly in door t0 door outreach to
‘welcome new parents into the school, and to break barriers with those
intimidated by institutions. (p. 20)

In Newfoundiand, two home-school relations’ projects have already met with
success; one specific to reading skills and another to study skills. Developed by Oldford-
Matchim (1994), one program advocates the importance of “Significant Others as
Reading Teachers (SORT)." The developer/author outlines the details of the SORT
project in a brochure and, in part, describes it as:

A family/community reading program designed t0 establish reading as an

everyday practice in the lives of young children... It is supported by

s fndings wichshow it el experencswccce i g

cant others engage with them in reading activities for an
o period of me,

Iniiated in 1991, the program includes a videotape and a handbook for children’s
significant others. A variety of people contributed to the project, including educators.
students and parents whose suggestions are reflected in the project A thorough search of
the fields of self-concept, self-esteem and emergent reading also contributed perspective
forthe program.

A second program, developed by Philpon, was specifically designed for junior
high parents, as well as teachers. and was piloted in one school in 1995. One hundred
and eighty parents grew to well over 200 as word of th six-week program spread among

parents. A “Structured Homework Program"” accessible on the SchoolNet computer site



was subsequently proposed.” In the proposal, Philpott pointed out that the program was.
designed for both parents and teachers, and that it was:

The caucational parimership with specific methods fo enbence scademic

success for students during home study, class sessions, and independent

work sessions (italics added]. (1995, p. 1)
Particularly relevant for this study is that the impetus for this program came from
Philport’s course developed for special needs junior high students in 1992 called
“Empowering Studeats with Learning Disabilities.” Parents were included as “an integral
component” and it met with such success that a comparable course was developed for
“regular stream students.”

3b. Educational Values, Judgements, and Attitudes

Other research findings denote an added bonus from home-school partnerships in
that parents become more confident in their abilities (o help their children across the
grades, and give a higher rating of teachers skills and teaching ability. Dauber and Epstein
(1989)in citing their research in 1986 note that, “Earlier research showed that some of the
strongest immediate effects of teachers! practices of parent involvement are on parents”

attitudes iors” [their emphasis] (p. 15). igni perhaps indi

of an important change in mindset is the positive effects on, “teachers’ opinions about
parents” abilites to help their children on schoolwork at home” (Becker & Epstein, 1982;

Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Dauber, 1988; s cited by Dauber & Epstein, 1989, p. 1).

* Unfortunately, 1




‘These findings are also supported by the parents and teachers who partcipated in
Philpott’s “Structured Homework” project in Newfoundland. As one parent said of the
pilot program, “If it had not been for Mr. Philpott's course and my participation in it, I
would never have scrutinized my 16 year old son's notes and found his total inability to
take good notes. I don't know whether to laugh or cry!” (see App. C). Regarding teachers’
atitudes towards parents, after participating in the project, one teacher said, *1 have
studeats in my class whose parents are doing the program and I have had the opportunity
to meet with them and discuss their child’s progress. In my opinion this course has been a
blessing. The program defines for parents, teachers and studemts what their
responsibilties are” (see App. D).

Parents, teachers, and students, therefore, demonstrate more positive atinides

and their efforts, when appr

are comprehensive, well-planned and long lasting (Bastiani, 1993; Henderson, 1988;
Pierce, 1994; Swap, 1993). To reiterate Dauber and Epsiein’s (1989) findings - “The
level of parent involvement was directly linked to the spesific practices of  school 1o

).

encourage involvement at school and to guide parents in how o help at home” (p.
Other studies emphasize the importance for schools to respect and acknowledge
parents as expert partners and to be cognizant of the differences in family circumstances

(Hegany. 1993; Mearig, 1992; Munn, 1993). Writing about “Families with Leaming-

parents can make
0 their students’ schooling, Hegarty is primarily concemed with the shallowness of

partnership chetoric if families’ differences are not taken into account. While outlining



the “complementary” roles of parents and teachers, the author also stresses the need “for a
functional description of home-school contact” which includes not only defining the
actvities, purposes, and relevance o schooling goals, but also involves determining,
“How do they relate to parents’ wishes and needs.” (p. 119). The author goes on to
describe:

functional home-school relations in special edwmnn [by examining]

communication, curriculum, assessment, personal support, and. liaison

with other agencies. Such an approach is held to be more useful because it

allows for the possibility of partnership but is not confined to partnership-
type activities. (p. 117)

4b. Policy, Practice, and Educatio

In 1983 Becker and Epstein studied the implications of parent involvement on
school policy including the types of parent involvement which benefit students, the types
of involvement schools should encourage, and to what degree schools should expect
parent participation. Reporting on the results, Epstein (1984) indicated the recognition
and significance accorded parent involvement in their children's learning by “prestigious
committees of scholars” in their contribution to reports on American schools. She notes,

findi il research that children have

an added advantage in school when their parents encourage and support schooling” (.
70). Furhermore, U.S. Federal Government Policies, Programs, and Acts since the
19605 were indicative of this support, for example: Head Start, 1967; Follow- Through.

1967; Variations for both, 1971; Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act,



1974-75; and its successor Chapter | of the Education Consolidation and Improvement
Act, 1981

In studying the effectiveness of the various programs, Becker and Epstein’s results
strongly suggested a need for district-level policies “that would help classroom teachers
develop workable programs of parent involvement in home learning activities” (p. 72).
Other types of involvemen, such as parents helping at school, did not indicate the same
strong effects on parents’ atitudes and evaluations of their abiliy 1o help their children
and their evaluations of teachers’ efforts and merits. In other words, the most rewards for
the majority of parents came when teachers involved them in helping their children leam
at home, through consistent and organized involvement in the teaching practices of the
teacher.

In another U.S. study, Chavkin and Williams (1987) carried out research in six

states which local school distr i ind presidents of local

district school boards. The study brought to light important insights into the feelings of

parents and administrators towards various aspects of parent involvement, and the kinds
of distrct-level policies that existed to promote it. The researchers recommended
guidelines that administrators could use to enhance parent involvement in schools. The
guidelines are consistent with other findings elucidating the importance of parents’ role in
educational specific practices. In part, Chavkin and Williams outline that there is a need

for school administrators to:

() look beyond traditional ways of working with parents and respect their interest in
shared decision-making;



(i) collaborate and state clear goals of involvement denoting that parents are as

(i) write formali istrict polici

() providei nd g
activities for adminisrators themselves as a change in mindset may be necessary
concerning the importance of parent involvement.

(v) sk parents how they want to be involved - their ideas may be more sophisticated

than educators perceive them to be.

o) y i for upon
parents’ skils, time available, work schedules, and individual preferences.

(vil) make cerain that parents are provided with more information, ample opportunities
10 share insights or concems. and with sufficient raining for partnership roles with
school saffin the education of students.

(i) view the various types of parent involvement as a developmental sequence from all
points of view, for the traditional parent role as audience obviously requires less
effort than the roles of home tutors, decision makers, advocates, or co-leamers.

(ix) make available the appropriate kinds of resources for parent involvement efforts:
staff, space, and finance.

Recent advocates of policy initiatives in Canada include Fullan (1991). the
Ontario Teachers' Federation (1992), Pierce (1994), Ross (1994), Zeigler (1987), and as
noted earlier, in Newfoundland, the Department of Education’s 1994 “Consultation Paper
on School Council Operations.”



Although policy can be an important step towards changes in attitudes and
implementation of any innovative programs, Canning (1996) and Canning, Kennedy, and
Stwong (1993) underscore the serious implications of policy implementation without
appropriate and adequate support systems to maintain initiatives. Investigating the
outcomes of the 1987 governmental special education policy for special needs students in
Newfoundiand, both studies reported that despite comprehensive policy, teachers,
principals, and program coordinators did not receive training. Additionally, there were
(and sill are) no accountbility surategies to ensure the appropriate utilization of
resources, to assess service delivery and to hire suitably qualified teachers. As Canning

(1996) states: “Informi hat they ing i " (5.26).

Advocates of home-school partnership programs evidently concur (Epstein, 1995
Swap, 1993). For example in describing policy and implementation strategies for parental
involvement in San Diego City Schools, Swap outlined the extensive planning,
implementation and evaluation involved. She described the work of a task force of

almost 50 parents, teachers, administrators, and community representatives. Following

policy well for principals, “The task

34 lan, che ized supported,

implementation™ (p. 63). The three components included: |. Building Staff Capacity that
provided workshops for principals, parents, and stff; incentive grants; and widely
distributed materials for parent involvement. 2. Partnership Development that included
planning and implementation of comprehensive paren involvement programs; a planning
process for principals; a major conference for 700 paricipants in the first year of the



program; and community-based organizational leadership and training on parent
involvement in schools. 3. Follow-up and Support from the schools' district Parent
Involvement Programs Department over a two year period clarified procedures, provided
assistance to schools on needs assessment, staff training, implementation, volunteer

programs, and evaluation, provided finance support for innovative programs, coordinated

luation plan.

I isi Literature

Methodological issues involving collection methods, sampling, and data analysis
encompass four categories: 1. empirical research; 2. comprehensive studies: 3. review of
studies and literature; and 4. review of partnership programs.
1. Empirical Research

Studies carried out on home-school program parterships indicate that data
collection methods, for the most part, consisted of mailed or group distributed
questionnaire surveys and include: Becker and Epstein (1982b), Chavkin and Williams Jr
(1987), Dauber and Epstein (1989) report no. 33, Epstein and Dauber (1989) report nos
32and 41, and Pumell and Gorts (1987).  The samples in cach of these studies were
selected randomly from fairly large populations of parents, or teachers, or students, or
superintendents. Various combinations of paricipants were selected depending on the
type of study and information sought. Data analysis was quantitative wtilizing computer

Software such as SPSS (Software Program for Social Statistics).
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It is noteworthy that in Dauber and Epstein's 1989 study, Parent Attitudes and
Practices of Involvement i ity El i , “action
research” was carried out by the teachers of these schools. A local Baltimore City

foundation for education made small grants directly to teachers to attend workshops and

panicipate i

Personal and telephone interviews have also been used. In one unique study,
Marockie, Jones (1987) developed a home-school communications drop-out intervention
program. The data provided simple but valuable techniques such as daily phone calls and
home visits emphasizing that personal contact is the most genuine and effective way of

ith potential drop- pan

Brantliner's 1984 study, a project combining interviews and  brief questionnaire,
elaborates the important notion of seeking the “real feelings” or true perceptions of the
panticipants. As she points out, the forced-choice element of questionnaires interferes
with discovering the true realities of people, in this case parents. While her sample is
considered by some (Weir, 1986) t0o small to be significant, others such as Olson (1986)
consider that indeed “its great methodological srength (i that it]taps into the lifeworld of
the parents of the children we teach” (p. 80).

Grant (1989), in her book Leaming Relations, echoes the importance of personal
communication in research and also emphasizes the importance of language as key to
unlocking a student's capacity 10 learn. Personal interviewing and focus groups, therefore,
were her primary source of data collection. Her participants were selected by knocking on
doors of families in a low-income, inner-ity neighborhood in Glasgow, Scotand. A
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long-time teacher, educator, and Sister, her descriptive data analysis (produced as a book)
demonstrated “improvements in children’s active leaming when parents participate and
professionals co-ordinate their efforts” (back cover).

Participant-observation, and in-depth interviews were utilized by Larcau (1992),
and Power (1993). These authors have contributed most impressive and important case
studies conceming family and gender issues in schooling from a critical feminist
perspective.  Power (1993), a Newfoundland cducator, researcher and consultant,
observed students in an inner-city school classroom. While they were her primary
participants, Power also interviewed parents, teachers, administrators, and govemment
offcials as key informants, Power's work s a long overdue, critical accounting of the
“mismatch” between schools’ and educators’ “images and expectations” of families and
the realies as lived by students. Lareau's 1992 study looked at the impact of social class
and gender on students in a middle-class school compared with those in a lower-class

school in a Lond hi I

2. Comprehensive Studies
‘Canning’s 1996 review of special education in Newfoundland has implications for

hool relations. In particular it i for supposed

hard-to-reach parents who have students with special needs, and for those within working-
class, low-income circumstances. Comprehensive in scope, it included the review of the
current policy on programming and service delivery, as well as other policies identified in
curent literature or practiced in other provinces. One hundred and five written

submissions were received from those who were responsible for the organization and



delivery of educational programs and who provide support to students and families. The
researchers also met with a number of community groups, educational agencies and
organizations, parents, teachers, student assistants, and personnel from school district
offices and government departments. They visited large and small schools in rural and
urban areas throughout the province.

Additionally,  total of 12 questionnaires were developed and distributed to board
personnel, support personnel, principals, classroom teachers, and special education
teachers. Meetings in the field and visits to classrooms provided the basis for the
questionnaires and indicated the most appropriate questions to ask. Meetings with a
number of concemed parents were held, as well as consultations with relevant
organizations and goverment deparuments. Finally, visits were made to other provinces
10 observe current practices. and to meet with teachers. other educators and goverment
personnel.

3. Reviews of Previous Studies and Other Literature

Reviews of previous studies include: Epstein (1987), Fullan (1991), Mearig
(1992), Moles (1987), Tangri and Moles (1987), Henderson (1988), Munn (1993),
Procidano and Fisher (1992), Ross (1994), and Ziegler (1987). Munn's work, published
a5 a “well-researched book"” in 1993, is a compilation of the writings of nine educational
authors in the United Kingdom. Contributors ranged from professors involved in home-
school partnership projects to the Deputy Director of the National Foundation for
Educaional Research. Al topics pertained to the title of Munn's book - Parents and
Schools: Customers, Managers or Partners?



Procidano and Fisher's (1992) text Contemporary Families: A Handbook for
School Professionals included the writings of twenty-one authors comprising
pychotherapists;  psychologists; research ~ associates;  sociology and psychology
professors; associate and assistant professors; and family clinicians. An American
publication dealing with the many complexities of today's families and the relevance to
education. the chapter topics ranged from family composition, families of diverse cultural
backgrounds, to families in stressful situations, and families with vulnerable individuals.
Of particular relevance to the present study was the chapter by Joanne C. Gersten (1992)
entitled “Families in Poverty.” Chief of research and statistical analysis at the Arizona
Department of Health Services and an adjunct professor of psychology, Gersten has
‘completed several studies and is widely published on the epidemiology of both health and
‘mental health problems in children and adolescents. She advocates home visiting by
teachers, underscores the high risk factors of poverty for junior and high school students,

pportunity for regardless of family i

Also in Procidano and Fisher (1992). Mearig's rescarch about “Families with

Learning-Disabled Children” is also pertinent. A professor and coordinator of school
psychology graduate programs and member of a state board for psychology, Mearig has

worked extensively with children with special needs and their families. She especially

of parents’ the school's

‘partners in the schooling of their special needs children and underscores parents' on-going

concern for their children’s self-esteem.



The relevance of Tangri and Moles" (1987) writings is evident in their anintion
to various types of parent involvement, home-school communications, family
‘composition, and especially the implications of parent-school relations for older studens.
Henderson's (1988) work provides valuable information gleaned from 53 studies during
the 1970s and 1980s. The tite of her artcle is revealing: “Parents Are A School's Best
Friends.”

Fullan (1991), a Canadian author, researcher and educator, highlighted an
important perspective of parental involvement by comparing parent “instructional and
noninstructional” involvement and the subsequent effects on students’ personal
development and school accomplishments. As well, he stressed the importance of
schooliteacher guided programs for parents. Ziegler's (1987) Canadian report has been
well uilized by other authors, and is significant for its thoroughness, as well as for its
review of parenv/school partcipation at all school levels from pre-school through to junior
and senior high.

4. Review of Partnership Programs

Partnership programs reviewed include: Bastiani (1993), Davies (1987), Epstein
(1995), Hegary (1993), Kellaghan, Sloane, Alvarez & Bloom (1993), McAfee (1987),
Ontario Teachers' Federation (1992), Oldford-Matchim (1994), Philpott (1995), Swap
(1993), and Truby (1987). In particular, Swap’s book makes a significant contribution for
researchers, developers and implementation groups of home-school partnerships. Author
of the best-selling Enhancing Parent Involvement in Schools, as well as two other books,

her current text, Developing Home-School Partnerships From Concepts to Practice, not



only gives a thorough review of schooV/home partnership models, but also delineates the
advantages and disadvantages of some models. As well, she proposes an alterative
model which she calls “A New Vision: The Partnership Model.” Additionally, this author
discusses the potential barriers to parental involvement, and follows with an accounting of
various successful communication approaches.

‘The Ontario Teachers' Federation (1992) brief to their provincial govemment on

creating genuine collaboration in schools listed the key factors to achieve success in

reaching out to parents h gful, specific focus. In addition, tacti
generating successful parent involvement with the school are outlined, and include
initiatives for assisting children with schoolwork.

Hegarty’s (1993) work s pertinent because of his atention to special needs
children. Deputy Director of the National Foundation for Educational Research in the
United Kingdom, he has published widely on the education of these students but is
particularly interested in the integration of special needs children into mainstream
schooling. Stressing the importance of recognizing families’ differences he describes the
‘main components of “functional home-school relations” in special education, and notes
the need for collaboration between parents and teachers whose roles complement cach
other.

Finally, Epstein (1995) not only summarizes the theory and framework for home-
school relations, she sets out detailed guidelines which can assist schools in building
partnerships. The co-director for the Schools, Family, and Community Partnerships

Program in the Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed at Risk at The



Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Epstein has completed research on these issues
spanning several decades. In highlighting the joint responsibilities of caring for children,
she underscores the need for schools o take the initiative in partnership programming,
outlines her framework for six types of involvement, and lists the expected results for
students, parents, and teachers. In addition, there are descriptive steps for developing
more positive school-family-community connections, a listing of the characteristics of

uccessful rnershi




‘This study involved one inner-city junior high school and was carried out in two
phases. First, interviews were carried out with four key informants'® at the school.
Second, inerviews were conducted with nine families. n secking permission to conduct
the research, separate meetings were held with the principal, vice-principal, and an
assistant superintendent at the school board office. Approval from the school board also
included obtaining a list of parents’ names and telephone numbers from the school’s
consputer database.

‘The first phase of the data collection involved the interviews at the school with
1o grade seven homeroom teachers and two principals."! The vice-principal provided the
names of several teachers who might be interested in participating. Initially, three teachers
were contacted by telephone. and with the final approval from the principal the interviews
were set-up. One teacher was unable to participate; however, the other wo interviews
went ahead as scheduled, separately, in each of the teacher's homeroom classrooms. Ms.
Moore'? was interviewed first; she had been teaching for almost thirty years, sixteen at the
junior high level. The other teacher was Mr. Hunter who had been teaching for only three
years, all at the junior high level. The principals were Mr. Smith, the long-time principal.,
and Mr. Gates the new principal. Since the principalship changed during the study, it was
1 “Key informants are individuals who possess special knowledge, status... and are
gt share thtknowledge with h eseacher” (ecompe & Preise, 1553 p 166

""The principalship changed hands during the
12 Fictional names are used throughout the thesis.



y. Mr. Smith
was interviewed a few weeks following the teacher interviews, while Mr. Gates

position for h

The procedure for each interview involved explaining the rationale for the study,

‘and obuaining participat i formed letter of

consent. All i 10 have the ions audio taped. An interview

guide provided consistent direction for open-ended questions. The main focus of the
interviews with both the teachers and principals was to gain information about the types
of parental involvement at the school as well as the communication methods employed.
Also pertinent to the study were their thoughts and opinions about specific teacher-guided
practices to involve parents directly in their children's leamning. The ratio of mothers'
compared to fathers” involvement was also queried; however, the over-riding issue was
their perceptions about seemingly hard-to-reach parents. In addition, background
information about the school was discussed with the principals. The length of the
interviews ranged from 25 minutes with the first principal to approximately 60 minutes
with each teacher and the new principal.

‘The second phase comprised the arranging and conducting of the interviews with
the grade eight parents and. obviously, tis process took much longer to complete than the
firs phase. Grade seven parents were the original choice for the study (and two grade
seven teachers were interviewed); however, since the research was initiated at the
school's year-end, the students were in grade eight when their parents were interviewed.

Therefore, a sted.




bef isting could be obtained
from the school. Summer vacation and the school’s up-dating process for the computer
listings brought about the delay. Consequently parents were interviewed a number of
months later than the teachers and the first principal Mr. Smith. Upon receipt of the list. a
crucial first step in the procedure was 1o ascertain a “reputational-case selection” of
presumed hard-to-reach pareats (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). This method of choosing a

particular segment of a “population” is based “on the recommendation of experts” (pp.

76-77). The experts in this instance were a grade seven teacher and a grade eight teacher
Permission was again obtained to meet with the teachers and they agreed to make the
selection by checking names on the list. They were specifically asked to select names of
parents whom they considered as hard to reach, or difficult to reach, and whom they
considered as those who usually did not participate at the school o in their children’s
schooling. Out of a total o 145 names. the teachers selected 25.

Amangement of the interviews involved calling the parents. explaining the nature
of the study, asking permission to use a tape recorder and deciding on a mutually suitable
time for each interview. Parents were given a telephone number should they later have
decided 1o cancel. They were also contacted on the day of the interview to confirm their
decision to paricipate. Taking into account some of the delays in reaching some parents
due to work schedules. and rescheduling interviews due to illness or other commitmens,
the process t0ok a period of four months to complete. Of the 25 families selected, seven
ould not be reached for reasons such as not having a telephone or not returning the call.

Some numbers on the list were incorrect (sometimes reflective of recent changes in



marital satus and changes in address). Of the 18 who were contacted, nine participated,
seven declined, and two canceled.

Mothers were the major contacts in scheduling interviews; some fathers who
answered the telephone referred the call to the mother. While an atempt was made for
both parents to be interviewed, only three fathers fully participated. However, it should be
taken into account that three of the families were single-parent, female-headed familis.
One student’s family contact was the grandmother; unfortunately, she decided not to
participate and canceled the interview.

Prior to the parents being contacted and following many inquiries, arrangements
were finalized to offer them an altemate place where the interviews could be conducted.
Privacy and comfort were uppermost and a community health-consulting centre located in
4 former residential home provided such a setting. Although parents were offered

wransporation services, only o i the

centre, with the remainder generously providing their homes as the interview site.
Without exception. all participants demonstrated genuine interest in the rescarch and were
eager 10 tell their “stories’. The privacy of the interview setings and the attention they
afforded the discussion illustrated this. Most seemed 10 be appreciative that someone in
education was interested in lstening to them and purting their commentary in writing.

In addition to explaining the purpose of the research and ensuring their
confidentiality when iniially contacted, parents were given an informed letter of consent
10 read and sign before the interview began. As well, while they had given prior

‘permission to audio tape the conversation, this was again confirmed before the discussion



began. Only id not want instead. While this
limited the opportunity for substantive quotes, she was generous in her cooperation and
was quite animated in sharing information not only about her children’s schooling but
‘about her own personal interests and achievements as well. One other parent, a father,

objected to using the tape recorder just prior to the commencement of the interview. The

mother had been 10 being taped. Complying with his

wishes, they agreed that the mother could be recorded when she spoke but the machine

‘would be stopped when the sponded. However, only one questi

deci id it was b well. At the
end of the nterview, the father was especially interested in hearing some of the recording.
It was then discovered that a partcular setting on the machine had disrupted a partion of
conversation towards the end of the interview. These parents generously rescheduled
another meeting to redo the segment.

Again an interview guide was utilized and provided consistent direction for the
topics of discussion with the parents. However, the open-ended nature of the questions
and an effort to facilitae an attentive and reflective atmosphere appeared to encourage a
generous sharing of information especially pertinent to their children’s schooling
experiences.” The length of the interviews varied. Interest and comfort level appeared
high so that the shortes interview was about 80 minutes long and the longest was about

two and one-half hours. The average length was approximately 90 minutes.

% As evidenced by the depth and breadth of the parents’ “voices” in chapte five.



(b) Data Analveis
‘The data were fully transcribed from the tape recordings. Data analysis procedures
were employed uilizing what Miles and Huberman (1994) describe as theme patierns,

clustering, metaphors, and connecting data to theory leading to a logical chain of

evidence. This d out by using p for the analysis of

4 d v40.
multiple coding procedures which were guided by the interview topics and the
participants' responses. The resultant coded or  theme segments were also compiled and
collated through a search process thus permitting efficient access o the dominan themes

that emerged from the discussions. As well, preliminary writing conducted by using the

s memoing ial or the analysis and in finalizing
the emergent themes of the research.

In addition to the memo-writing during the analysis process. notes were also
writien following each telephone contact with parents and the school personnel. Most
helpful. however, were the substantial observational notes that were writien following
each of the interviews. These were beneficial in the development of consistent emergent
themes prior to and following the completion of the interviews.

Some comparative analysis was also carried out using the school’s 1993 teacher
survey. For instance, the parents’ stated willingness to participate in their students’
schooling i this study was compared with the frequencies of the teachers’ perception of
parents’ desire to be involved, as a whole. Also, the parents” stated expectations of their

students’ abilities in this study were compared with the frequencies of teachers’



perceptions of parents’ expectations for students, as a whole. Finally, quantitative data

fro par by the school in May of
1995 were uilized. These were frequency distributions from the specific questions
‘pertaining to parental involvement. As well, parents were distinguishable by grade since
they were asked to indicate the grade of their student. However, as noted earlir, the
survey was completed only by fifty-one percent of the parent population, and supposed
hard-to-reach parents could not be identified. Quantitative analysis of the survey was
carried out by using the Software Program for Social Statistics (SPSS).
{6 Protection of Participants

Fictitious names were used for all persons and for most place names in the
findings. Some local organizations are named without relevance to any particular family.
‘The listing of parents’ names and telephone numbers were obtained from the school with
the approval of the school board and the school's administrative personnel. Informed
letters of consent were signed by a school board offical, the key informants at the school.
and the parents. These outlined the intent of the research. the agreement to use a tpe
recorder where permitted by the participant. the option to withdraw from the study at any
time, and the assurance of confidentiality.

) Limitations of the Studv

Since this study involved one group of parents in one inner-city junior high school,
there is no attempt o generalize the findings to the wider population. As well, the
endeavor to interview parents who were supposedly hard-to-reach limited access to only

those parents chosen by the teachers. Therefore, while it is reasonable to assume that



types of parental involvement in Newfoundland schools tend towards traditional patterns,
and parents' perceptions of their involvement depends on their individual experiences.

obviously, the readers of this study will determine the significance of th findings



Table 1
Schedule for Data Collection and Analysis
Date Task
May 1995 Request Permission to Conduct Study
June 1995 Tnterview Key Informants at the School Site
September 1993 Request List of Grade Eight Parents
December 1995 Receipt of List
Tanuary 199 "Ask Teachers (0 Select Hard-to-Reach
Paren
January 1996 Tnterview New Principal
Tamuary-Aprl 1996 “Arrange and Conduct Interviews with
Parents
May-July 1996 Data Analysis
December 1996 Writing
July-December 1997 Writing
Table2
Sampling and tional-Case Selection of Parents
I st
Interview Key Informans | Obuain Listof All Grade
Two Grade Seven Teachers | Eight”® Parents
Long-time Principal
New Principal
Stepd
Ask Teachers o Select | Sample Selected - 25
Hard-to-Reach Parents | Contacted - 18
Final Sample -9

" The principalship changed hands during the study.

" Due o
cight when the parens were inferviewed.

the commencement date of the study, the grade seven students were in grade




SCHOOL VOIC!

‘Adult collaboration in any form is relatively rare in schools (p. 17).
- Susan MeAllister Swap (1993)
{a) Introduction

In this chapier, the findings from interviews with the two grade seven teachers
‘and the two principals are presented. These participants were key informants for the study
with the focal point being their perspective on parental involvement at their school. The
pertinent questions revolved around four major themes: 1. how parents were involved in
their students’ schooling; 2. what kinds of communication methods were utilized to
contact parents; 3. how the teachers and principals perceived the idea of teacher-guided
practices 1o involve parents in helping their children at home; and 4. who played the more

significant role in students" schooling - mothers or fathers.

Of particular importance was the issue of so-called hard-to-reach parents

determined by the teachers as those who usually did not participate in act

's education. Of pri o

topic - special needs students. ~Arising during the conversation with the first teacher,
issues pertinent to these students were 1o foreshadow the context of the remaining
interviews. The seting in which the conversations with the teachers t0ok place is

described next, followed by the findings from the teachers and then the principals.



Setting

Since the grade sevens were involved in sports day competitions, the interviews
with the teachers took place in their homerooms. Each classroom was quite traditional
with rows of students” desks facing th teacher's desk surrounded by ordinary classroom
paraphemalia of chalkboards, charts and posters. The loud echoes of conversation
reverberated in the empty rooms, and while this was somewhat distracting, even more
bothersome were the announcements given over the public address system from the
school's office. Without warning, these messages abruptly interrupted the privacy of the
conversations, causing one to consider how teachers and students cope with these
intrusions during the learning process.

‘There were several grade seven classes in the school and both teachers had one
class of approximately 35 to 40 students each. Ms. Moore had been teaching for almost
thirty years, including sixteen as a junior high teacher; Mr. Hunter had been teaching for

only three years. Next the findings of the interview with Ms. Moore are presented.

@ loo; eacher

There s simply
work together, lear from each other, and i
(cited by the Ontario Teachers rndmnm 1992, p. 49).
Fullan & A. Hargreaves (1991)

1. Parental : Insular Cl d Roles

‘The interview with Ms. Moore points to what Swap (1993) describes as “school
norms that do not support partnership” (p. 17). Individualism appears to be a pervasive
acceptable approach to homeroom and subject teaching, whereby teachers rarely



collaborate with each other or with parents. For the most part, Ms. Moore appeared to

view her role quite separate from that of pareats and other teachers. Congruent with

school manager itions,'® Ms. Moore’s probably
being quite insular. That is to say, she did not appear to share her successful teaching
strategies with other teachers, and seemed to consider the idea quite unnecessary.

‘The discussion with Ms. Moore began with her views about parental involvement.
In particular she was asked about the level of activity in parent-teacher interviews and the
school’s Parent-Teacher Association (the PTA). She noted that “waditionally over the
years” she had good parental involvement. However, as Ms. Moore continued, it became
evident that her perspective of parental involvement related to the communication
‘methods she used to contact parents concerning homework, and more especially about
student behaviour. To Ms. Moore, parental involvement essentially seemed to mean the
assurance that parents were informed about what she referred o as. classroom
“infractions.” She described parental involvement this way:

1 feel I've had a far bit of parental involvement but a lot of it has been

msuaabd by myself because I'm always phoning parents! If a child is not

homework done, | keep a record. I have something called a

dwmsd.iy book which the kids laugh at kind-of-thing, but they take it sort

of seriously. So if they have their name written in that book three nmes,

for either work not done or some infraction in the classroom,

realize that there’s a phone call at home; mmanmdmm

it starts again. So they realize - and I tell parents that should there be three
infractions of any kind, I will call at home. Now in the meantime if a

' Traditional 10 school management have, and still continue to embody the
insular classroom. Emphasizing hierarchy, individualism, and technology instead of
dialogue, lelnmﬂﬂup, and reciprocity has contributed greatly 0 the fact that “teaching has
‘been and continues to be an isolated and isolating experience” (Kidder, 1989 in Swap,
1993,p.17; Nnddmgl 1988).




serious one comes up, I phone anyway and I always encourage parents of
what [ consider atrisk students, that is, not necessarily emotionally at risk

but academically as well, I encourage them 1 call me probably once a
‘month just so that we can have a chat. If T don’t get to them, they should
gettome.

Ms. Moore seemed 1o delineate the roles of teachers and parents from a fairly
twaditional perspective. When asked about parents assisting at school to do a workshop, if
for example they had knowledge in a particular area such as social studies, her perception
of the question appeared to be that of parents” infringement on her curiculum planning,
particularly in terms of creating a great deal of coordinating work for her. Noting that
pasents and people from the community “are invited in the school to do various things.”
she appeared anxious to think that parents might possibly be included in daily teaching
She stated:

But to actually come in let’s say, to be involved in the day-to-day running

of the curriculum, I don't know if  would have the time to coordinate it, 1o

e onetwithyou. 3 suns wemendous bt oy do s ey Long s

i don' ki could G i v o st dov 8 pan tins ot
because it would &

She went on to relate her experiences working with student teachers which she noted
caused “a load of work!" Pointing out the difficultes in orienting a new person nto her
class and particularly referring to the “eight special education” students'” in her class, her
exasperation was evident as she said, “So how are you going to get an outsider to come in
and get them to tune into the individual needs when it takes awhile to get into that. (s

very difficult™

17 See topic five about special needs students.



As noted earlier, Ms. Moore had been teaching for almost thirty years. Her
responses, stated with confident intonation, seemed to indicate that she considered her
homeroom class very much her domain. “I guess I have a fair bit of conrol in my
classroom and I have my objectives set up and I have sort of my program now - after all
this time, it is set up. IV's working; it's very good.” Surprisingly, despite her strong
misgivings about involving what she described above as an “outsider” in her classroom,
she did go on o say that 1 like parents to come in to assist, to help with seat work and
projects and we do this quite a bit.” But again she repeated, “I1's difficult - its a ine line
that you're following, as I say because I se the big picture in where I'm going and it's
very hard when - if you're going 0 get someone to come in 1o do a topic.” Obviously

viewing ous ssu for her I il further.

It's very difficult; the more people you have involved in the curriculum,

the more work it is on the classroom teacher." That is, if you're going to

have it structured and if you're going to follow your objectives and if

‘you're going to make it interesting and tailor-made to your needs - and this

is what makes a successful classroom.

Perhaps Ms. Moore was cognizant of her “delegated” teacher responsibilites to
deliver the curiculum as set down by the Department of Education through her school
board. But delegated roles are not only given to teachers but to parents as well. Swap

(1993) points to these delegated roles arising from administrative decision making. She

" Th Swap (1993).
children is best left to the “professionals,” :mwummw‘beupenlmm;
environment. 50 argue that the extra time it takes to work with parents would

“They als
place an intolerable burden on already over-worked teachers and principals” (Henderson,
1987, p.2in Swap, p. 21).



notes what Seeley (1989) describes as schools being set up in  “delegation model” (p.
18). In this traditional model, both parents and teachers view parental involvement from
the following perspectives:

Pmnmmmdnnmhvembehvolmmhjobvf
education has been delegated 1o the schools, and

mvolvzml a5 an interfereace with the jobs that have been ot
them (p. 1

Nevertheless, despite Ms. Moore's appareat adherence to traditional designated
oles for teachers and parents, her emphasis on the importance for teachers to actively
seek parental support was profound. - Negative experience had obviously led her to this
decision as she noted with an all-knowing chuckle:

Bt if you've got the home working against you, you can forget it!_So
what you have 10 do is seek their support. You have t0 go and seck their
suppert and i hy Lne thct you'e ersied n ek ckild and St
you're doing the best you can for their child, very often -

o en - you'e going 1o 5t she support o thse parens! Very “eom
will you get one who's against you. Now you will find somebody who
totally disagrees with you - you're not God.

In summary, parental involvement for Ms. Moore appeared to be primarily a
matter of seeking parents’ support and contacting them about their students’ behaviour in
not completing schoolwork assignments and how well they behaved in class as recorded
in her “doomsday book.” The idea of parental involvement n the classoom appeared to

be a matter of some constemation for her, and she did not offer any comment about other

' Will the School Council



types of involvement, even though the PTA was particularly mentioned in the question.”

Discussion of her communication methods is presented next.

2. C “Secret’

As noted earlier, Ms. Moore’s approach to teaching and especially to managing
her students appears consistent with the literature in characterizing an insular classroom
perspective. Not surprisingly, therefore, Ms. Moore described her communication
strategies with parents as “a secret” and consistently spoke in terms of her individual
approach throughout the interview. She stated:

whcnxnavgmym-mmmm Ihave a very full night for parents

and I really touch on a lot of things... And usually by the time the evening

is over, these parents realize that, okay, we are working together. Right?

And it's open-door and it's phoning whenever. And I'll phone you

whenever, or I'll send a note whenever. And I tell you - it’s a secret th
alot of teachers haven’tfound. I’ so simple.

Specifically responding to what she thought was the best way 10 contact parents
she noted that  the “telephone is a great tool but another great tool is student agendas.”
As with her “doomsday book,” Ms. Moore used “student agenda books” more o less as a

problem solving measure; n this case to ensure homework assigaments were completed.

trategy, here s her description »

But another great ool is their student agendas, which I very often make a
oo n every day. Ifthere's  stdent not geting his bomework dore, |

a note - “Please ensure that Johnny gets this done. He has this much
Homevwork.” And [ iniial it and Il expect th parent 0 send me back a
litle note in the agenda, initialed or signed... So I use that. That is an
ongoing system. And it works tremendously well. Because sometimes I
can’t get parents; they're busy or at work or they're this or that and they




can't get me. But that agenda going home - there’s a note in it every night
if needed.

Despite the “open-door” idea she explained to parents on the meetsthe-teacher night,

par of a problem appeared to be the rule rather than the
exception. To reiterate, her doomsday book was also a reactive process regarding
students’ behaviour.

On the other hand, be emphasized that Ms. Moore di

emotionally and academically at-risk students 10 call her at least once a month “Just so
that we can have a chat. If I don’t get 10 them. they should get to me.” Ironically,
however, Ms. Moore pointed out that parents did not take the initiative to cal her because
they expected to hear from the school for negative reasons only. Commenting on why she
had to take the initiative to call them she noted, “Because if you don’t, a lot of parents are
reluctant, because some parents still have the idea that the only time a teacher and
parent talk is over trouble - and sometimes it's good 10 talk over good things as well."

Indicating a *good-news' approach in communicating with parents, Ms. Moore went on o

explain, *I have often called parents to say - *She got her ‘A" in English." I have one

student here this year who's been working all year since September to get an “A" in

English, and has not gotten an ‘A" untl recently, so it was very nice for me to call home

and say that was happening.” Obviously a positive process. it was not evident that Ms.
Moore did this on a regular basis as a planned swrategy for all students, but rather as an

infrequent occurrence.



Unfortunately, Ms. Moore's observation concerning parents’ expectations about
hearing from teachers only when problems arise may belie a more pervasive and well
entrenched atitude of parent-teacher relationships derived from and perpetuated by

traditional ing schools. In addition to individualistic and hierarchical

aspects of school management traditions contributing to insular classrooms and
‘perpetuating negative attitudes towards home-school relationships, practices such as the
ones Ms. Moore describes may help to establish what Swap (1993) refers to as acceptable
negative reactive communicational routines between home and school. For example,
while there may be no time set aside for building parnerships, there is usually time
available to react to problem or crisis situations. Unfortunately, according to Swap “At
that point, the stage is set for touble, and the time spent together is often punishing and
adversarial” (p. 23).

Interestingly, although Ms. Moore thought that teachers should be trained and
encouraged to use such initiatives as her homework-agenda-book communication idea,
she fel quite strongly that it should not be school policy. She stated:

A policy - T don’t know - when you start to dictate - when something

comes out as a policy, I think it takes a lot away from it. I think what

needs o be done is when teachers are being trained initially and are being

oriented into the school system and through in-service and from guidance

from the administrators, I think this is something that has to be brought in

this way. But soon as you start 1o dictate and so0n as you start 1o say

“This s  policy”, well then, i really takes away something from that

‘You've got to encourage teachers... and you've got to get teachers to see

the benefits of this. Even if it were an initiative from the office to say,

. make sure you all

gety
witten down.” This is guidance from the office and encoursged by the
teachers, but to make it a policy, I think it is doomed.
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‘The idea that policy means failure for a project is mot consistent with the literature.
Considered a necessity, policy is required to aid with a change in mindset on the part of
most teachers and school administrators towards innovative home-school partnerships, as
well as actual practice implementation (Chavkin & Williams, 1987; Dauber & Epstein,
1989). Swap (1993) makes the important observation that policy is not a “sufficient
condition for good home-school communication [however] a district policy that supports
parent involvement is very useful” (p. 62). Additionally, Swap advocates a policy
‘handbook for parents either on a variety of topics or on specific topics to be developed in
cooperation with parents in language common to all

Finally, an important and relevant issue for this study, Ms. Moore noted the
relationship between her communication strategies and student success, “The students,
my students, who do the best in class and who get along better with their peers are
people that I'm always in contact with their parents. They're always in contact with the
school.” This view is entirely consistent with the research which is unequivocal that
parental involvement is an important factor for student success, but particularly their
involvement in students’ academic schoolwork through specific programs set up for that
purpose (Epstein and Dauber, 1989; Epstein, 1995; Fullan, 1991; Henderson, 1988; Ross,
1994).

In summary, Ms. Moore's communication methods to contact parents were well
planned, and in her view “an ongoing system [that] works wemendously well.”
Unfortunately, Ms. Moore seemingly did not collaborate with other teachers and her idea
remained as she described it “a secret that a lot of teachers haven't found.” Additionally,



although ication methods seemed to work, her primary for contacting

parents appeared t0 be in response to problem situations rather than being iniiated as a

proactive strategy.

3. Teacher-Guided Practices and Hard-to-Reach Parents: A Good Idea, But...

‘While school initiated programs to show parents how they can help their children

with schoolwork s the prime issue of this study, the emphasis concems practces that

‘would involve parents who are thought to be hard to reach. However, to eiterate Epstein

and Dauber's (1989) research on thisissue, it i very clear that:

The strongest and most consistent predictors of parent involvement at
school and at home are the specific school programs and teacher
practices that encourage and guide parent involvement [italics added
Regardless of parent education, family size, student ability, or school level
(elementary or middle school), parents are more likely to become partners
in their children's education if they perceive that the schools have strong
practices to involve parents at school. at home on homework and at home
on reading activities. (p. 8)

Ms. Moore expressed that it was about time that somebody focused on this idea of
involving parents in this manner. However, she was quick to distance teachers from any
responsibility and felt that school board program coordinators should initiate such
programs. She explained:

1 think it's about time somebody focused on this. I think perhaps the
initiative should come from the school board. | think that this is something
that the program coordinators - and leave teachers in schools - could work
on. And they should say, “Okay we’re going to concentrate on Math for
this particular workshop and any parents in our system, if you are
interested in coming to find out how you can help your children at home.”
Then why don't they get the program coordinators - and leave teachers in
schools - to put off these things in the evening or on the weekends because:
a lot of parents canno take time off work to do that - or, if they choose I
suppose, in the daytime. But really, what an initiative to take!



As well, she appeared to distance teacher responsibiity for new parmership

activity with parents by focusing on somewhat negative aspects of their parenting skills.

She gave leng s leisure time in

a more practical way noting that children’s time today was “scattered,” and that while

they had more leisure time they were too “bombarded with media” such as television and
video games. She felt that they needed, “more time to think, to read, or just to be, just to
experience ife themselves.” Parents need o arange a “best way” for their children’s
leisure time “and this would improve not only the academics, but it would improve the
relationships between parents and their children and just generally make them calmer.”

Additionally, Ms. Moore felt that parents blamed the teacher for the problems
their srudents experienced with schoolwork especially parents whose children had
Ieamning disabilites. When asked if she fel that teacher-guided programs might improve
students” atttudes towards school and improve parents’ expectations of their children, she
quite agreed. However, her major concem was about parents' high expectations rather
than their low expectations for their children. Concerning the improvement of parents
expectations she exclaimed:

Absolutely! Because a lot of parents have unrealistic expectations. And

I've also heard, believe it or not - this is common of parents who have

children who are having learning difficultes of various kinds. ['ve heard

people just blame the teacher for those difficulties when this s something

the child is bom with - a learning disabiliy they 're born with! And you

cannot change it. They have 10 accept it. And how are they going to
accept it if they don't get guidance or the students don't get any help at
home!



‘When asked specifically about involving parents whom she considered difficult to
reach whereby they are shown how they could help their children with schoolwork, Ms.
Moore’s initial reply appeared to indicate her understanding of *difficult to reach’ to mean
that of parents with learning difficulties themselves. She replied:

Over the years, I've had a lot of parents who are dysfunctional themselves.
Who are themselves secking help and their children are walking in the
same path. For a fair number of them, | think an involvement like this
would help, not only their children, but it would help them. It would
improve, perhaps their home life somewhat, because a lot of parents have
very few parenting skils.

She went on to give further examples of parents having extreme expectations for their
students, “I do have some children here whose parents® expectations are way in the air.
You do have t0 talk to parents - they have to have realistic expectations.” She noted they
had to be involved in the educational process with the school and their teachers,
otherwise, she said, “They're not going 1o get it if they're not involved.”

While Ms. Moore's responses demonstrated an apprehension conceming the
involvement of teachers in on-going teacher-guided practices, she did seem to recognize
another important aspect of home-school partnerships, that of school support programs
provided for parents themselves. Swap (1993), for example, describes programs such as:
Activities that Enhance Parenting Skills; Activities That Support Parents’ Own
Educational Needs and Interests; Seminars for Parents and Educators; and Outreach to
Parents in Their Homes (pp. 122-126). Epstein and Dauber (1989) also point to the
development of parents “who are knowledgeable partners in their children’s education”

(9. 1), thus emphasizing initiatives taken by the school, not the parents, as an important



component of home-school parmerships. Although, Ms. Moore felt that iniiatives should

begin with the school board, her responses are consistent with the literature o help

needs.

However, as Epstein and Dauber (1989) and Swap (1993) clearly indicate, it is

most icy and pr

in .y p thei home. In fact * confusion in not
knowing how they can help. She points to the research of Davies (1988) and Epstein
(1990) which she says “is unequivocal in concluding that almost all parents from all
backgrounds care about the education of their children at school [but] those authors also
explain that parents often do not know what is expected of them or how they might
contribute to their child's schooling” (p. 25). Most interesting for this stdy and
presumed hard-to-reach parents is the research which also indicates that, “Some parents
respond to this confusion by withdrawing; others become angry and frustrated when the
school seems to be failing to meet the needs of their youngster™" (p. 25). Ms. Moore did
not elaborate any further conceming the involvement of hard-to-reach parents. though the
term was further explained to her.

‘When queried about whether she saw any connection between her homework
agenda books and having workshops for parents 1o reinforce what she expected of her

id, “Absolutely!” She

* This frustration and anger is well documented in Chapter Five.



‘meet-the-teacher night; this was a one-night information session done at the beginning of
the school year:
I have a very full agenda and by the time they leave my classroom, they
have these systems explained to them. What I do is I just make a list of
things I want to talk about and it really makes a tremendous difference;
what are my expectations of behaviour in class, of homework and
assignments, and of contacting each other.
As outlined above. Ms. Moore did endeavour to keep close contact with parents on a

continual basis. However, formal programs were not initiated by the school whereby

parents were i i by Dauber & Epstein (1989),

Epstein (1990), Epstein (1995), Fullan (1991), and Swap (1993). Again, the focus of Ms

Moore’s objecti i mpletion and student discipline. Talking
with parents occurred ad hoc should their student’s name be placed in her doomsday
book, or if an agenda-book note indicated a particular need to contact one another. For
Ms. Moore, these were not only workable communication strategies, but also represented
sufficient involvement initiatives with parents.

‘When asked whether she had observed an improvement in students’ attitude and

par L Ms. por

Yes s ongs ey mlved ina it vay ey became molved
in a kind of threatening or “you'd better do your homework" - that kind of
tone - then it backfires on them. If you haven't got parents supporting the
children ina positive way, i’ better, I guess, they're not involved.

As for the potential of specific practice programs for parents being a positive or negative
involvement, she said:

Well, I think it depends on who's heading it up and how it’s done. 1 think
it has to be a very structured thing. I think homework in itself has to be a



verysucured ting, 1wt o the boed vy eveing They wie
their agendas. That, number one, helps parents

g0 home, they i say, “What have you got for pron They

should say, “Let me see your agenda.”

Ms. Moore again gave a detsiled overview of how her agenda book worked, concluding

by saying, “And I find it's  wemendous aid for homework. It gives the parents the
knowledge up front - what have you got tonight for homework?” As far as being a
prerequisite for specific practices she continued:

Ivs just common sense. It's only common sense, you know, that the

children have their homework written down. I think a lot of e fx

parents relating to homework and assignments comes down to common

sense. They have to have the knowledge that their homework has o be

done. They have to have the control of their children in a positive kind of

way. They have to provide an environment for these children to do their

work and they have to set an example themselves. You know, the

‘homework has to be done. I’s no good to get mad at them in the morning

ifit's not done.

In summary, Ms. Moore saw teacher-guided practices as a good idea. Evidently
however, she felt that someone else should take the initiative to implement and conduct
such programs, in particular, program coordinators at the school board office.  As well,
she seemed to emphasize that it was the parents' responsibility to improve their parenting
skills in order to help their children and better organize their leisure time. Primarily she
‘noted that hard-to-reach parents often needed help themselves, however, it was not clear if
she fully understood the use of the term and further explanation did not elicit an
additional response. Initatives taken by the school did not appear 1o be an altemative

concept for her.



However, consisteat with Ms. Moore's thinking, Swap (1993) notes Epstein’s
research which indicates the serious lack of school administrative leadership support for
teachers, “Administrators often leave the selection and use of parent involvement
activities 1o their teaching and support Saff” (p. 24). Further to this, she particularly
emphasizes the serious lack of information for teacher pre-service and in-service. She
quotes Epstein (1987) “This lack of active administrative leadership and attention is due,

in part, o the dearth of useful, organized information on parent involvement in schools™

(p. 120 in Swap, p. 25). Finall; i training.
for teachers and school administrators themselves is clearly a barrier, “t0 successful
parent involvement programs” (p. 25).
4. Gender: A Nou-lssue

Ms. Moore, for the most part, considered questions concerning any differences in
‘mothers' and fathers’ involvement in their children’s schooling 10 be relatively a non-
issue. With the exception of her comments about some fathers' professional work
situations permitting time for them to visit the school during the day, her responses were
somewhat curt.  However, she did recognize that throughout her years of teaching that
‘mothers had played the more significant role. She observed that today with both parents

working outside the home, fathers usually have more autonomous work situations

Over the years, there was always more involvement with the mothers. |
see that changing quite a bit. A lot of mm have jobs perhaps that are
more difficult in the sense for them 10 get away. Sometimes, the men have
he obs where hey havea i mor (bl obs where her n more
leadership capacities 50 they have a bit more flex-time, so sometimes it is



the fathers that I have to contact. And very often, the ones that come here
with some

Ms. Moore was quite definitive in her response for any differences she may have
found in parents" attitudes towards the importance of sons versus daughters receiving an
education. She simply replied, “No, I don't see that at all. 1 probably saw it twenty years
ago butl really don’t see it atall today.” This observation from a teacher who had been in
the profession for as long as Ms. Moore had been, perhaps, is encouraging information.
Lareau (1992) emphasizes an important and, what she considers, much neglected
dimension of education, that of the role gender plays in parents helping their children with
schooling. Power's (1993) research confirms that mostly mothers are involved and that it
is also mothers who are blamed for their student's academic, and personal failures. Swap

(1993) describes the dilemma this way:

mothers) and supposed

o be infinitely responsive, nurturant, freely giving, lvnhble, and focused

on children. Parents and teachers convey to each other impossible high

expectations about their performance, and each group embodies for the

other its disappointed expectations about perfection (p. 23).

In summary, while Ms. Moore had very little to say on this topic, the second
teacher who was interviewed, a5 well as both principals, noted that it was mothers who
were more involved. They indicated that mothers are involved more directly, not only in
their children's schooling, but also in fundraising and other activities for the Parent
Teacher Association.” Interestingly, Ms. Moore choose not to elaborate on this topic; as

noted, it was seemingly a non-issue for her

 See the interview findings with Mr. Hunter and the principals.



5. Special Needs Students - Junior High Studeats; Unexpected Issues”

While Ms. Moore initially appeared rigid in her attitude towards parental
involvement, particularly in her classroom, what emerged was the fact that Ms. Moore
was dealing with a very challenging teaching situation. These circumstances may have
contributed to her detailed attention to closely managed teaching and classroom strategies.
Despite this, she deseribed her homeroom as “a typical classroom:”

1 have cight very good students; | have three extremely emotionally
distrbed srudent. I have somebody come in from the ouside, | have to
take an hour and say, “Now, you don’t say this to this person. You don't
touch i person You don’t ask a question of this person.” And I
it 100k me - at the beginning of the year, it 100k the month of
Septemben 1 wegh out his siuaton tht [ hav! As 8 mater of 1
even when I have a substitute teacher in, I have a list of things that a
substitute teacher has o read because this class has the ability to be very
explosive. So I'm jugeling all of tese things.
Evidently, for such teaching situations as described by Ms. Moore, there are no
elassroom or outside support services in place (Canning, 1996). Though Ms. Moore did

not speak about an inadequate system, her exasperation with what she called her “typical”

class ) her class to be typical,
itseemsa sad commentary on the education system in Newfoundland and Labrador
that while integration of special needs students is supported by many in the education
community, the structures have not been put in place to sustain it. Written guidelines have
not been put nto practice, as Canning states it is not a workable integration:

‘What was evident from our data gathering is that there is not in fact a
continuum of services, rather the intensity of service given to any student

 These issues, introduced by Ms. Moore, were to foreshadow an unexpected floodgate of
information from the parents who participated in this study.



is based on the school or district position on integration of students with

are a number of notable gaps in the service continuum which cannot seem
to be bridged under existing staffing formulas and school organization.
One of the most serious gaps is that between the high level of service for
students with severe mental handicaps and the service available through
teachers for “non-categorical” special needs students, most of whom have
mild to moderate cognitive delay. (p. 20)

Apparently, Ms. Moore is not alone in her frustrations. Canning’s report on
special education is a testament to the woefully inadequate teaching, curriculum, and
structural supports for special needs students, their parents and teachers. One insidious
example is the total lack of recognition of students the Department of Education terms as
“non-categorical” special needs students. Referring to the Department’s policy set down
in 1987, Canning notes this situation has led not only to unavailability of services, but

also emphasizes, “The section of the policy document which states that labels should

student, regardless of ionality, has led to a denial of
the need to identify specific problems and 10 a belief that the cause of a learning
problem does not matter” fialics added] (p. 21). She notes the crucial importance of
personnel knowledge about the characteristics of each student’s disability in order that
appropriate program planning processes can be designed and implemented for effective
intervention measures* Pertinent to Ms. Moore’s situation regarding instructional
support for ber students, the report states:
‘Comments from classroom teachers, special education teachers and special
education coordinators clearly indicated that the very students for whom

special education was designed are not now bemg adequately served
because of ‘these students @.23)

 Some parents unequivocally supported this notion.



Ms. Moore’s agitated frustrations at the suggestion of parents, o student teachers,
o even substitute teachers coming to her classroom is undoubtedly justfied since the
planning is totally her responsibilty. It was during the discussion about the feasibility of

parents giving a presentation to her class that Ms. Moore introduced the problems she

pecial needs students.

For instance, 1 have eight special education [students] here. Wihatever
work you do for the main group, you have 10 redo everything for these,
and within the eight you have to o it again so how are you going o get
an outsider to come in and get them (0 tune into the individual needs
when it takes awhile to get into that. It very difficult.

Also complicating the teaching challenge is the problem of junior high schools.
While discussions about the junior high structural concept were not pursued in particular,
Ms. Moore expressed a keen awareness of the special needs of junior high students in
general. Availing of every opportunity, she talked about the plight of the junior high
student indicating very insightful concern and observation. Her initial mention was about
the needs of junior high parents:

And I think, not only do parents of preschool children need some parenting

skills, but there should be times throughout the school year when the focus

s on being the parent of a junior high school studet. And that would, of

course, take in how do [ help guide my child's time so that they're geting

the b.st - and s0 they can enjoy themselves and still be children.
‘When queried about the importance of the school having close family contact at the junior
high level she replied:

It's erucial - it’s more important because the children that we get in

Jjunior high school are going through the most difficult period of their

lives! And it's a period where you - t's make or break, and even with the

best of situation, with the most understanding teacher - understanding is
one thing, structure is quite another - because they certainly need both.



Even with everything going as best you can for them, it’s still a rough ride.

‘Adolescence is a rough ride.

Drawing on her sixteen years experience with junior high students, Ms. Moore
also noted the constancy of their needs as individuals regardless of the changes in
curriculum or technology. Her experience had shown her what to anticipate, and what
worked in dealing with their day to day schooling needs as well as their personal
situations. She stated:

The fact that they are looking for independence, that they want respect,
that they’re very tuned in to what is fair. This age group, I don't care
‘what methods you bring in, what technology you bring in or anything you

bring in, these things are the connecting links throughout the years. And
once you have a system for this, al other systems following take their
place.

Finally, with the awareness of the burdens of her special needs students seemingly
ever present,she continued her monologue about junior high students:

Once they realize that you are their teacher, that this s a safe, pleasant,
relaxed envuvnmml b vry s  the e e« ey epond
Ihave ve though

people bee whos '8 dlfﬁcuh class. Butit's very easy to handle them
once you keep the same things in mind.

6. Summary and Conclusion

Ms. Moore is pethaps the cpitome of a dedicated teacher. Her commurication
methods with parents conceming students’ homework could be of benefit to other
teachers, their students and parents. Unfortunately, school management traditions of
teachers working alone within individual classtooms have apparently contributed to her

somewhat secretive perspective. Perhaps more importantly, it has evidently created far

too much Thi on i poignant when one

considers that the integration of special needs students into the ‘regular’ classrooms of



this province has occurred over the past decade. While 1987 provincial government
policy led to its implementation, adequate numbers of trained teachers, appropriate
academic programs and support systems Were not put in place, and still do not exist
(Canning, 1996; Canning, Kennedy, & Strong, 1993).

Obviously, Ms. Moore, her students and their parents could benefit from
appropriate development and implementation ~ strategies and support ~systems.
Furthermore, information on programs which include parents in their children’s schooling

‘The problems in achieving partnerships between home and school have a
longhiscry. ‘They are not primarily due to lack of concem or skill among

either parents or teachers. Rather, they seem to arise from traditions
within the school culture of running schools according 10 a hierarchical,
non-collaborative, delegation model; avoiding conflct; uilzing ritualized
formats that inhibit authentic communication; and failing o allocate
sufficient resources of time and money to home-school relationships. (p

The interview with Ms. Moore scems to support the notion that structured home-
school partnerships would be of particular benefit for junior high studets, and perhaps

even more so for special needs students and their parents.

M Grade Seven T

1. Parental lnvolvement: A Teacher’s Differing Perspectives

Mr. Hunter's three-year teaching experience had been primarily in French
Immersion junior high school classes, but he had also taught a large number of students
enrolled in compulsory Core French courses. Interestingly, he framed many of his

responses in ways that compared his experiences with these two groups of students. Mr.



Hunter's opening comments about parental participation appeared t0 set the tone for this
differentiation:

French Immersion, yeah. And speaking generally but not as a rule,
Immersion parents tend to be very interested in their student's progress
and involvement in school activites, etc. And I found that this year, and
two years ago when I was at another school in the same position, every

up and every single one of them wanted to have more than just ten minutes
o talk about their child's progress. So, from my perspective as a French
Immersion teacher, there’s been a great deal of parental involvement in the
child's schooling, education, activities in school, etc. As far as the other
‘courses in regular French, | get probably - and this is a stab in the dark -
about ten percent show up on parents’ night or show any interest. Out of
the forty-five or so students in the [Core] French classes, I probably have
five or six parents show up, whereas in my class of twenty-three, I believe
every single one showed up. That's the French Immersion.

In addition to the French Immersion parents’ excellent attendance at parent-
teacher interviews, Mr. Hunter's experience was that the students also demonstrated a
positive attitude towards their parents helping at the school. For example, when asked if
pasents assisted him by camying out workshops, he told about parents who had helped
him out with various drama presentations and how he could not have put on the
performances without them. He noted that the students had responded very positively o
particular parents’ involvement. He explained:

‘They were super-excited, you know, when they knew that there was going

0 be somebodyelse besides me. Not that they dida't like me or anything

but I mean it's nice to have a different person involved, and especially

when the person that's coming in has specific expertise in an area that the

kids want to see. We had a lady come in, for example, who procured a lot

of conumes for ou recent producion. The Kids were banging off ber

dressed them all

o lscuzd\nﬁnmicammzdlm\myindmzy
respanded veally well 1o her. And anothe pure from my class (he




Immersion class) came in and helped with make-up and the kids
responded really well to those presences [sic].

In contrast to these success stories were his experiences with his Core French
classes. Moreover, Mr. Hunter appeared persistent in associating the negative behaviour
of these students with any contact he had with their pareats. Thus, when asked for his
thoughts about the desirable effects of contacting these parents for reasons other than

nd about the potenial for teacher-guided practices to inerease interest

i their students’ schooling, Mr. Hunter responded this way:

No, T haven't seen any real cases of that. Most of the time, most of the
experiences I've had with kids and parents are that kids don’t want their
parents involved with school. They don’t want sir talking with mom or sir
talking with dad. It makes them extremely uncomfortable and that's why
708 ot semacns n clest ho's ot cocperming it 308 e yom 30,
“If you're not careful, this is going to warrant a call h
socahing - bey i vp gkt s, Tow It g thy wan 1 5 ealling
mom or dad; and when you do talk to mom or dad. there's a change in the
relationship that you have with that student.*

As the interview progressed. it appeared that Mr. Hunter was unable to perceive of
contact with these parents for reasons other than the reporting of negative behaviour. The
literature suggests that differences in student behaviour i related 1o the segregation of
students by academic ability, and furthermore that this can translate into self-fulflling
prophecy with regard to academic achievement. Fullan (1991) quotes Weinstein (1983):

In classrooms where students were aware of the teachers’ differential

reatment of high and low expectations, the students’ own expectations for

themselves more closely matched the teachers’ expectations, and the

teachers’ expectations for their students were powerful predictors of
student performance (p. 302). (p.177)

* Later, his comments seemed contradictory on this topic.



Mr. Hunter also indicated that some students earolled in Core French courses are
there against their desired choice’® as he noted later in the discussion about
‘communication:

Last year I had to call a lot of [Core French] parents because I was

experiencing difficulties, mostly because of large class size and difficulty

in controlling many students who were repeating grades and just weren't

interested in the subject area I was teaching - French.

To summarize, on the one hand Mr. Hunter's experiences with parenial
involvement were quite positive with his homeroom French Immersion students, whom
he described as “special.” On the other hand, the circumstances with the Core French
students, whom he evidently associated with misbehaviour and low parental involvement,
were mostly negative. It is perhaps relevant that his contrasting perceptions of these
students may have been influenced by the notion of incansistent teacher expectations of
students enrolled in classrooms of a differing academic milien’” These contrasted
impressions were prevalent in the discussion about communication as well. Finally, like
Ms. Moore, Mr. Hunter did not comment about parental involvement in the Parent-

Teacher Association.

“ompwnwbow-sinmxwedmmisnmwammywmmmm,
g, was in Core
"Unexp«ldly,vkplmnah leaming cmlcn;ednmmmcudmmopmmmm
the funding and programs available in French Immersion for higher achieving students,
and the paucity of programs at the junior high level for special needs students such as
their son. See Chapter Five.




2. Communication: Problem Response Methods - An Accepted Routine

Again, as was the case with Ms. Moore, Mr. Hunter’s communication with parents
seemed to be mainly for disciplinary reasons, particularly due to the negative behaviour of
his Core French students. He described his contact with the parents:

Where [ was having problems, behavioral or discipline problems in the
classroom with certain students and I decided to make home contact; and
in the majority of caes, | was greeted o received positvely and with a ot
of concem and let's work together t0 alleviate this problem. But in many

ther cases, it was - 1 got the distinct impression, just through the
telephone, the parent was either intimidated, not interested or didn’t think.
it was a serious problem and sort of brushed it off and said something like,
“Yeah okay. Ill speak to him” or “Ill check into it” and that was all was
said about it

The literature is consistent in pointing to the need for proactive plans to involve
parents in on-going collaborative partnerships rather than in routine communication
procedures invariably carried out as a reactive procedure® In some Ontario schools
where efforts have been generated towards “Creating Genuine Collaboration in our
Schools," one teacher described a proactive plan in her school:

We had a parenis’ night on curiculum, and went to parents and asked
them what they would like to do... So, we set up the evening around
different stations based on the topics they wanted discussed, with teams of
teachers at each, and the parents going around... It's good to get the
parents’ input. It solves so many problems. You get good ideas, and
automatically, you have good PR [public relations]. They are behind you
100%. They know what's going on, they know why, they know you, and
they have more confidence in what you're doing.  Any way you look at it,
it solves so many problems. (Ontario Teacher® Federation, 1992, p. 17)

* Parents who participated in the study confirmed this observation.



Obviously, one such plan will not clear the way for comfortable communication
between all parents and teachers. In particular, school administrators’ and teachers™
perceptions of working-class parents whose children have special needs bring about
anitudinal and communication barriers. Particularly vulnerable are those children whose
leaming problems have not been identified. These unrecognized and, therefore.
undiagnosed learning, emotional, and health disabilies create severe  academic
challenges for these students, contribute to their misbehavior in class, and lead to their
subsequent stigmatization. In these cases, communication with parents seems (o involve
one crisis after the other.

‘When initialy asked what kind of communication methods he used for his classes,
Mr. Hunter said:

Well, the methods would be basically the same. It’s either a letter sent

home by the office informing them that interviews are taking place and,

‘you know, that’s the only communication I make - or that's made with the

parents on behalf of the school. It would be the same across the board for

teporting time, that sor o thing
On the other hand, he indicated having more personal contact with his homeroom French
Immersion parents. He referred to them as “my parents” in describing the use of the
“telephone tree™

But otherwise, if I wanted to get a message o all of my pares or to all

‘my kids in my homeroom we have a telephone tree system set up and I've
used that a few times this year and that's one way to communicate to
everybody. Basically, everybody is - well, every parent is on the tree and |
have two parents who volunteer to start up the tree and I call both of those.
parents whenever | want to transmit a message and  tell those two parents

‘and they in tun have three that they call and those three have two or three
that they call until everybody has been reached.



Mr. Hunter seemed to take pride in telling about the telephone tree as he noted that
“everybody - every classroom in the school is supposed to be on that telephone tree in

.

‘While he used the telephone tree to relay particular messages for his homeroom,
Mr. Hunter appeared surprised when asked if he used it to contact the Core French
pareats. Even though he had previously noted the poor turm out of these parents at parent-
teacher conferences. He explained:

Well, T - T wouldn’t - I wouldn’t have any experience with the [Core

French] parents in that respect. The only contact that [ would have would

be if I need to contact them about their child's progress behaviour or

something like that - if I have a concem. And this year at this school, 've

never had to call any of those parents. Last year, I did; I had to call a lot of

these parents because | was experiencing difficulties. But I found that they

‘were responsive but some were more so than others - so it depended.

In summary, at no time did Mr. Hunter indicate having negative contact with his
homeroom, French Immersion parents. Unlike the concems with Core French students’
parents, communication and involvement consistently appeared to be very positive. M.

n methods

Hunter also gave a list of what he noted were the usual type of communi
between home and school:

Aletter o take home is the most common and kids will take it home. You
can tell sudents the message verbally, and then there’s radio

way is to make the direct phone contact whether that be through the
family, the phone tree o through your own personal direct contact and
that's the most reliable, of course, when you're talking to them yourself.
Other that, I

Finally, Mr. Hunter did point out that he had seen improved student achievement

after he had made contact with a parent despite the impetus being a negative reason.



However, he felt this was due to his efforts in showing students he cared about how they
did in his course. He again acknowledged that contact with parents had contributed to
positive outcomes. He explained:

in attitude and achievement after I had made a contact
about a student. For example, if there was a student who was not

class or not performing 10 his or her full potential and I
call the parent; I did see a change in attitude and, in some cases, a
change in achievement on the student’s part. 1 would not atribute it,
however, entirely to just making a parent contact and getting the kid afraid
or getting him grounded because he didn’t do his French or whatever. [
think most of the changes in attitude and achievement have been a
result of my own effort [italics added]. Not blowing my own hom or
anything but [ have seen changes in afitude that have affected, because
T've shown these kids on a one-on-one basis that I've really cared about
how they did in my course. This was after a parent contact, mind you;
and that may have helped me get some inroad with the kid but it
certainly played a role.

While Mr. Hunter did not clarify to which group of students he was referring, his
comments about “not cooperating in class” appear to have been directed towards Core
French students. Perhaps it is noteworthy, therefore, that earlier in the discussion, when
asked about the benefits of contacting parents for positive reasons, Mr. Hunter gave a
seemingly contradictory opinion about students not wanting him to talk with their parents
and that a negative relationship with the student was the result

3. Teacher-Guided Practices and Hard-to-Reach Parents: A Good Idea But...

For the most pan, Mr. Hunter seemed to indicate it was a good idea to involve
parents in specific teacher-guided practices, though he thought it was 2 more plausible
concept for parents with higher education Initially, when asked for his thoughts on

* The literature suggests that this is not the case (Epstein, 1989; Henderson, 1988; Fullan,
1991; Ontario Teachers' Federation, 1992; Pierce, 1994 and others).
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setting up workshops or programs whereby parents are invited in and shown not only

‘what is expected of their students but exactly how they could help with homework, he

replied:

‘Okay. That happens in French Immersion for sure. At the beginning of the
year, when we have our orientation night, welcome night, speeches and
that sort of thing, we invite all the parents in. They get a tour of the school
and go the gym and listen to the principal and vice-principal and
everybody talks to them about what school is all about. But there’s a
period during that evening where all of the French Immersion parents
come and st with me for anywhere from twenty minutes to an half an hour
and that’s the time when [ tell them, “Okay, here’s what I expect and
here’s what's going 10 happen this year and here’s what you should
expect”

When asked if this were an ongoing program throughout the year, he noted: “No. No. It's

only done once a year; and then after that, the only contact [ have with them that would be

scheduled would be the interview times - reporting periods.”

homeroom students rather than those in paricular subject classes

Mr. Hunter reiterated that teachers have more contact with parents of their

As noted, he did

contact some parents of his Core French subject class, but generally for discipline reasons.

Whe

d s 1o the possibility of ha all parents to become

d in a posi Mr. s French

Yes, well as a matter of fact, it was just last night that I was in here; we

were expecting Immersion parents for next year to show up and talk to

them about an accelerated math program we're intending on offering that

class next year. But, yeah, if there’s something different or special that’s

‘going on that concems the group as a whole, we certainly ty to meet with

the parents and invite them to come in and tell them exactly what our
e going with this. I

and time for feedback.



He went on o say that since French Immersion was somewhat special, frequent parent
meetings are t0 be expected. Though he also noted that if any class were involved in

projects or beginning a new program there would be more parental involvement. On

mentioning ibility pli

Yeah, well, yeah. Even regular homework, sure. [ think it would be a
great idea to invite parents to chat with the teacher and probably once or
twice or three times 2 ycar, whatever was deemed to be approprite, any
homeroom chat, just to
have a face-to-face and catch up on things because | mean when kids go
home and parents ask them what they did in school today, the kids always
say, “Nothing” - for the most part or “You wouldn't be interested”. Kids

that parents are totally removed and apart from the system that
they're involved in every day it seems and it’s a rare case to find a student
and a parent who know exactly - that both know exactly what's going on
in school.**

Despite Mr. Hunter's positive views regarding specific guided practices for
parents, his perspective seemed to change when asked about the potemtial of such
programs for parents whom he might consider difficult to reach, ic., parents who
presumably did not participate in their child's schooling and for whom socioeconomic
issues may impede their participation. He replied:

And ot only socioeconomic, but that's certainly imporant. The
education level of the parents.even, and that's where the. imimldannrn
comes in | believe, because I haven't rn into it here, but last ear | di
into a few cases in those big eight and nine Fench ciases 1 had where
T was having problems, behavioral or discipline problems in the classroom

‘with certain students and [ decided to make home contact... The parent
was cither intimidated, not interested, o didn’t think it was a serious
problem.

* Epstein (1995, p. 703) points to the important role of the school to effect students’
atitudinal change on this issue particularly instilling the value of home-school
parmerships



‘Additionally, Mr. Hunter's perception appeared t0 indicate a negative bias towards
such parents, particularly in contrast with his views of French Immersion parents. He
‘made a fairly long statement:

‘The majority of parents, it seems to me - and you have o remember I'm
only speaking from only three years of experience in this system - the
majority of parents want the school to look after theirchildren’s problems.
‘They have enough to o during the day, especially if you have two parents
working. They want the teachers and the students to
and most of the time when you get around junior high and high school
level, the majority of parents believe that the work their children are
involved in is beyond them anyway and let the school take care of it and -
well, you, show me how I can help; I know ' not going to be able to
anything. But there are ones who really genuinely want to
know how o help - and 1 get that a lot in French Immersion. Otherwise.
1 don't know if it would work very well. Parents want 10 send their
children 10 school and get the report in November or whatever and I'm not
sure that there would be a good response to one of these, you know,
‘workshops and stuff like that. You'd certainly get the few.

What seems clear is that some parents only hear from the school when there are
problems. and this may be the only way they know the school. As well it seems that
teachers may be unaware of the many and varied programs 10 involve parents regardiess
of education and interest level, such as the Ontario project cited above.

During the conversation about teacher-guided practices for parents, Mr. Hunter did
recall a program at his previous school in which parents were invited in for a one-month
period to hear presentations given by teachers regarding study skills and how o help their
children with school-work; there were different topics every night.  He felt that the
response was good: “Out of a school that has about six hundred students, something like

that, we had howed up and asked i were very

interested and this wasn't just for French, all parents were invit



Regarding administrative support for such progrars, Mr. Hunter seemed to think
that school administrators should not be responsible for iniiatives, and indicated that such
a program might be initiated by any group or person in the community supported by the
school. He explained:

O ceruialy a gdance e role. [ would't ecestrly expes
the administration to begin anything or start up anything. The impetus for
such a program could come from anywhere but it would be, I think, the
administration’s responsibility would be to say, “Okay, this s a great idea
‘and this is where - how we're going 10 do it.” Yeah, support basically or
“What do you want to do and we'll help you", and yeah, for sure, t0 be
there.

‘When queried about the issue of school board policy, Mr. Hunter did not address
the term “policy” directly but said that, “The school board would, to my mind, support
anything that would foster greater parental involvement... Maybe a letter or something at
the beginning from the school board saying, *that we approve highly of this and encourage
you strongly. ™ Then again, he thought that pethaps the school board would indicate they
were 00 busy to become involved, and while, “they would extend full support - I think
that their level of involvement would be very low.” As far as financial support, he said:

I'm not sure that the school board would give money over and above

‘what's budgeted t0 the schools for extra programs unless it was already

‘part of the original budget plan. I think that if schools are going to start up

some sort of program where they're going to educate their parents on a

‘pant-time basis, as well as the kids, they would probably have to do it with

the money that they have. The school boards - I mean education is

strapped in a lot of areas as it is. [ mean we can't get a bus to go on a field

trip unless every kid brings in two bucks to pay for t. You know, it’s a
[ suppose. ! 3




Unfortunately, considering the school reform emerging from the province's 1992

Education Royal Commission, which has included the downsizing of school board

districts and . Mr. Hunter'
At the end of the discussion about teacher-guided programs for hard-to-reach

pasents, Mr. i  opposing views

Wit regard to their parents coming 10 the school being cotingent on the reason for the

visit:

they already have. But I believe that if the students knew that their
parens wee goin o be in school when they were i schoo, ke
helping in the library or assisting out in the office or with drama or
something like that, there may be a problem there. I don’t think kids
want 10 share the same school space with their parents.
Interestingly, he had previously described how the French Immersion students were
“super-excited” to have parents “share their space” during the day-time hours in helping
with a drama presentation. Again he seemed to hold contradictory perceptions of each
group of students.
In conclusion, although Mr. Hunter's views appeared to be influenced by
contrasting experiences. evidently he held some optimism for the potential of teacher-

‘guided, home-school parterships for some parents.



4. Gender and Socio-Economic Status
As in the interview with Ms. Moore, the question about the imbalance of mothers”
and fathers’ involvement in_student’s schooling did not evoke much discussion with M.
Hunter. Evidently, it was not an important issue for him either. However, Mr. Hunter
again indicated a contrast between French Immersion and Core French parents.  He felt
that this was an interesting question, and elaborated his views:
Mmmmmm, That's an interesting question. For the most part the mothers

usually take the leading role, ask all the questions, come to the meetings.
Altiough n Loerso, e’ v ligh prsengs of both who show.

a vry high percentage S hm.h parents wmmg, Vi ober ewe, ke
the regular grade eight and nine Frenches [sic] that I've taught, it's usually
the mother who comes in. In scaered cases, its only the father. You
know, there are single fathers out there 1o, I've leamed; but mostly it's
the mothers who will take the responsibilty.

Mr. Hunter acknowledged that mothers comprise the majority of single-parent
families and talked about the time constraints they encounter. He replied:

Yes. For sure. For sure. There's a small percentage of parents who call me

atinterview time and tell me that they're very busy and can't come into the

interviews or couldn't schedule a time, and we'll have a litle chat on the

phone or we'll set up another time that's convenient for both of us and

meet. But, yeah, usually if there’s a single parent that's extremely busy,

we'll make other arangements.
Schools need to go beyond the making of “other amangements.” According to Power
(1993), appropriate programs should be considered as necessites for the present realities
of not only the single-parent family but for two-pareat families as well. She emphasizes
the waditional patriarchal aitudes dominating and controlling educational systems.

Aiitudes that stll pervade daily happenings such as who “should" be at home when



teachers or the principal want to call the home; or when media announcements
specifically inform “mothers” t pick up their children due to an impending storm causing
school closure. Power states:

Educators... would do well to abandon their myths about proper families

‘which reflect the diverse realities of family in their lives. The human cost
of maintaining the status quo seems to make anything less unthinkable. (p.
120

Quite often economic constraints dictate whether some working-class families
have transportation to 0 to the school, or in the case of a single-parent home, having the
means to pay for baby-sitting for younger children. Gersten (1992), for example, outlines
the many barriers for education facing families in stressful situations, and especially
families in poveny. She explains the need for and describes types of home-school
partnerships to involve poor parents who do not come to the school. The following s one
such program emphasizing the need for schools to take the initiative:

Because poor parents will not come to the school, school professionals

need to contact poor parents in the home, the church, the local welfare

offi th el baby cii. nvtions b the adinisraor o el i or

her develop community goals for the school need to include requests for
ts to give names of other paremts 10 contact, particularly those
individuals who are seen as sources of influence, persuasion, and support

in the community. This pyramiding procedure will bring into the process

of consensus parents who have long been alienated from the school and

will also help identify those parents whose opinions and positions others

value, respect, and may emulate. (pp. 152-153)

To conclude the discussion, Mr. Hunter was asked if he had ever observed

differing atttudes towards the relevance of education for sons versus daughters.

and further to cated, be replied: “No, I can't say



any parent that has shown concern or not shown concern, I've never been able to pinpoint
gender as an issue. No.” It would appear from this study, at least, that gender equity from
the teacher's perspective has improved from previous generations. Do female students
now receive more cohesive support from family, peers, and teachers in their educational
pursuits?
5. Summary and Conclusion

As noted previously, Mr. Hunter had been teaching for only three years. The
conversation with him can be described largely as a need for a change in mindset. While
enthusiastic about the involvement of the French Immersion parents, the discussion about
the Core French students and their parents repeatedly included comments about students’
‘misbehaviour, academic problems, or lack of cooperation. Communication was invariably
carried out as a result of negative situations, and Mr. Hunter did not envision contact with
these parents from a positive context. His views appear to illustrate a dichotomy in
attitudes towards academic expectations of French Immersion and Core French students,
However, negative atitudes towards low-achieving students is not a new, nor local
phenomenon. ~ Brantlinger (1985) points to the relationship between social class and
academic expectations from both the schools and society's perspective:

Tt may be that the middle class is the only class (0 benefit from education

and thus to continue 1o believe that schools provide equal opportunity and

have an impact on social mobility. The majority of low-income in

this study felt the purpose of school was (0 teach basic skills 50 their

children would become literate. Schools may have minimal expectations

for low-income pupils, but low-income people also appear to have
‘minimal expectations for schools. (p. 26)



Furthermore, as Canning (1996) suggests:

‘The economic needs of children and families are oo less today than they

were in the late1960s... Having acknowledged that it [education] does

‘have a role to play, it must then act to develop meaningful programmes,
for students wh

failure. (p. 284)

Mr. Hunter's experiences told of actual happenings from his perspective. Though
he appeared to be  caring and enthusiastic teacher, perhaps he is another teacher siranded
in the time warp of traditional school approaches to home-school relations and in the

the h I At in a submission to

the Ontario Teachers’ Federation’s research project on collaboration in sehools:

It's amazing how isolated cenain teachers are, and how isolationist our
schools have become, with people closing the classroom door and doing,

isolationism and find ways and means of getting teachers 1o talk about

teaching. .. Collaborative schools tend 0 be those that get formal and
informal opportunities for dialogue n place.

(¢) The Principals - Mr. Smith and Mr. Gates ™
1. Introduction
‘Although the interviews with the principals took place on separate occasions, the
results are presented in a comparative format. The conversation with the long-time
principal. Mr. Smith, was carried out at the end of the school year in June, and the new
principal, Mr. Gates, was interviewed the following February. As evidenced by the

' As noted, the principalship changed hands during the study. Availing of an opportunity
i the new principal was intervi




lengthier quotations, the interview with the new principal was longer; the previous
principal indicated his time was limited.

Like the teachers, the principals were ke informants for the study and again the
primary focus was their views of parents’ involvement at the school, particularly hard-to-
reach parents. In addition to the topic of parental involvement, they, 100, were asked
about communication methods, teacher-guided practices, and gender issues.  An
additional topic, school background information, was included. Used to commence both
interviews, this topic seemed to give rise o viewpoints that set the tone and direction of

the remainder of th discussions with the principals.

2. School Background Information: Viewpoints About the Parents’ Role
Highly educated parents are bewildered; what of the lss educated ones
who have always felt uncomfortable in dealing with the school? (p. 227).
~ Michael G. Fullan (1991)

A School Improvement Project had

the junior high. The improvement program also included student, teacher, and parent
surveys” with the latter mainly concemed about parents” satisfaction with school life and
their views on the physical changes. Two issues arising from the background information
appear relevant for this study: the first concems the teachers® survey and the interview
with the long-time principal, Mr. Smith, and the second pertains 10 the new computer

laboratory and the interview with Mr. Gates.

%2 The teacher and parent surveys are referenced in the present study.



Of particular interest was a section in the teachers’ survey entited “Teacher
Perception of Parental Involvement” which included the statement: Our faculty must
provide more opportunity for parents and community members 1o involve themselves in
the education of our studets. The response rate indicated that 91.7 percent of teachers
generally agreed with that statement. While Mr. Smith and Mr. Gates knew about the
survey, they seemed ot to be aware of some of the results. Both expressed litle sumprise
when given this finding and indicated that teachers were committed to home-school
partnerships. However, as the discussions proceeded, both revealed assumptions of
parental involvement and home-school partnerships that could best be described as
traditional rather than collaborative.”” This was particularly evident in the discussion with
Mr. Smith who specifically emphasized the accomplishments of the Parent-Teacher
Association. He seemed 1o believe that parental partcipation at the school could be
realized best through this association. Obviously very proud of its accomplishments, he
sated:

‘The parents involved in our PTA are the *cream of the crop’ - they run it

and if I call them they know I want something done. They plan socials for

themselves and the teachers. but really the only way to attract parents is

dependent on the school administration and teachers' attitudes - this is the

best anraction. Parents like dramas and musicals and they come in droves

10 see their children - not a building - but theirchildren.

On the other hand, in discussing the school’s background information, and

panicularly the school improvement project, the new principal, Mr. Gates, elaborated

bog ; Levin (1987); Munn (1993); Ontario Teachers’ Federation (1992);
Swap (1993).




about the computer laboratory and the technological advances of the school. He pointed
out that, “in the technology area, you know, the school might be very, very advanced -

probably - well - I g doubt this system - I mean in our

school board.” Discussion about technology and the computer laboratory seemed to
heavily influence the conversation with Mr. Gates. He described his effors o establish a
program to involve parents in what he called “a challenge from a technology perspective”
where a survey had been sent to parents to initiate their interest in learning to use
computers.

‘Although the principals elaborated on two different types of parental involvement,

there seemed to be similarties in their underlying assumptions i.., eitst perceptions of

parental involvement which tend to be inclusive of those parents Fullan (1991) refers to as
“educated parents,” and generally exclusive of less educated parents, “who have always
felt uncomfortable dealing with the school” (p. 227).

This observation is of particular importance when considering the potential
involvement of so-called hard-to-reach parents. Bastiani (1993), Gersten (1992), Oldford-
Matchim (1994), Ontario Teachers' Federation (1992), are in agreement with Swap
(1993) regarding the importance of the Kinds of involvement for parents as well as how
initiatives are undertaken. For Swap, this is the crux of successful, inclusive partnerships
with hard-to-reach parents, as she explains:

My research (Swap, 1990c) suggests that even “hard to reach” parents are

ot 50 hard to reach when they are offered programs that are respectful of

their strengths and backgrounds, responsive to their needs, and scheduled
at times and places that they can manage. (pp. 97-98)



Related to this, Fullan (1991) compares what he calls “Instructionally Related
Involvement” whereby parents are given instructions as to how they can help their
children with school-work, and “Noninstructional Forms of Parent Involvement” such as.
school councils and parent-teacher associations having to do with governance and
fundraising. He states:

In determining under what conditions parent and commanity involvement
is most beneficial, we have to understand the different forms of parent
participation and their consequences for the student and other school
another way, why do cerain forms of involvcm:m
ot whik  obm seem il
.. The role of parents and the loca clasroom and
school is where the most powerful instrument for improvement resides
[italics added). (. 227)

In summary, while both principals appeared to be quite proud of their strategies to
involve parents, they seemed oblivious to the barriers these may impose for many parents.
They seemed unaware that different approaches to home-school partnerships may be
necessary in order to be more inclusive of those parents who o not feel comfortable in
the PTA milieu and who are intimidated by computers. Following is a more detailed
account of what the principals had to say about parental participation at the school.

3. Parental Involvement: The Traditional PTA and The Computer Lab - Barriers
and Limitations

Both principals supported the notion of parental involvement. M. Smith scemed
quite proud of the orientation night held at the beginning of each school year in
September which he called “Parent Visit Night” As noted, it was quite evident that he
especially took great pride i the parents who “ran” the PTA. He talked about their great

loyalty to him, “the cream of the




crop” and noted that if he wanted something done all he had to do was call one of the

He was very compli nights they planned and
the help given teachers during student concerts and plays. He noted that through the
association, the school’s administration were able to “find out what parents want.” for
exampl, they invited speakers to attend their meetings concerning such lopics s
“Learning Disability Students.” Additionally, he said that parents also helped in the
resource centre and that “they are trained to work there.”

Undoubtedly, these initatives were quite helpful and supported the efforts of the
administrators and the teachers. However, as Swap (1993) and other researchers
(Epstein. 1990; Hafhner, 1990) in the United States point out, partcipation in organizations
such PTAS is generally very low. Further, research in the United Kingdom highlighs (as

Mr. Smith did) the congenial ambiance between school administrators and parent

associations. but g Tomlinson’s (

“Because the aims of PTAs are (0 encourage consensus and agreement
between homes and schools, they rarely incorporate mechanisms for
dealing with conflct. Thus, when the interests of parents and schools do
not coincide, PTAs may be of lite value." [Moreover] in her study of
British parental organizations, Nias (1981) draws the same conclusion and
adds that many of the activites of such bodies do not appeal to parens. 5
33)

Altematively, Lightfoot (1978) poi

s out that schools tend to avoid potential conflict
with parents by bringing them together with teachers for “brief ritualistic encounters.” As
cited by Swap (1993), Lightfoot states:
Schools organize public, ritualistic occasions that do not allow for real
contact, ne

iation, or criticism between parents and teachers. Rather,
they are institutionalized ways of establishing boundaries between insiders
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relationship but
wuvid:hmmimmm(yp 27.28). (.19)

Furthermore, as will be demonstrated below, for those parents who do not
panticipate in the PTA, it s scen as being controlled by a particular group of parents who
are obviously well-liked by school personnel and who might view them as not belonging.
They feel alienated and stigmatized, panticularly if their students are considered o be
disruptive. Additionally, for parents who would like to have specific information about
how to help their children with schoolwork, the PTA is deemed to be a waste of time **

In Canada, Fullan (1991) supports this notion and is unequivocal in his assertion
that instructional involvement of parents is potentially more beneficial to students than
noninstructional involvement. He states:

It s intuitively if not theoretically obvious that direct involvement in

instruction in relation to one’s own child’s education is one of the surest

outes for parents to develop a sense of specific meaning vis-'a~vis new

programs designed to improve learning (his emphasis]. (in contrast] there

is litle evidence to suggest that parent involvement in governance affects
student learning in the school. (p. 237)

Mr. Gates, the new

teacher associations. When asked if he thought the PTA served or helped parents and

students, especially parent
Disorder, he replied:
Here in this school? [ haven't seen it yet but, you know, if I could speak
from what I know historically about how the home and school

* As stated by the parents in this study.



s fair 10 say that their function was

Apparently, they haven't for years had full-fledged home and
school meetings per se and nor did they have regularly held elections. I
think it was just by appointment. They called a number of people in
September and said, “1 want you on the executive this year.”

this school, I think

Mr. Gates went on to describe what he seemed to think was a more democratic
“approach” to the PTA: “I took the approach - look, if parents want to be involved in the
school, then they have to become involved and do it themselves. You know, I'll cal the
‘meeting. It's up to them to show up. And we filled the gym the first night that we had a
‘general meeting.” Interestingly, he added “you generally do the first mesting anyway, you
know. As long as people know you're not having an election of officers.” So when
asked if this had been a PTA meeting or a meetthe-teacher night, o if these were
considered the same, Mr. Gates revealed that it had mof been an actual PTA meeting. He
said,

Well, we didn't call a meet-the-teacher night. It was - you know. it wasa -

1 guess it was called curriculum night. 1t was a combination of things,

You know, but it was, you know, for the home and school. And then when

e actually called the first annual meeting per se and wanted to have

election of officers, you know, we had a fair number.

“This particular discussion with the new principal seems to indicate an interesting
development: the parents at this school appear to support the research that indicates they
are more interested in their children’s school-work than being involved in the Parent-
Teacher Association. To reiterate, the gym was nor filled by parents to attend a PTA
‘meeting, but 1o attend a curriculum might. 1t was not clear if Mr. Gates had considered
the implications of the meaning of this event, or recognized this distinction. When asked

if specific programs were in place to show parents how to help their students, Mr. Gates



described his endeavours o introduce parents o the new computer lab. Evidently proud

of this nitiative, he said:

w: perspective and we sent out

parents if they'd be interested in coming in with either
Themscives or wih thei kids o ears ow o us the tecology - n te
evenings. And if they'd be interested in specific courses, you know, like
word processing or spreadsheets and this sort of thing, you know, or if
they just want to come in and leam about the intemet, you know... And
we had a good response I must say.

In summary, while this initiative was cenainly a step that is supportive of direct
parental participation in students® education, unfortunately, it may not be beneficial for
those parents whom Fullan (1991) describes as the “less educated ones who have always
felt uncomfortable in dealing with the school” (p. 227). To reiterate, while both
principals seemed to advocate parental involvement, according to the literature, their
efforts seem narrowly focused and exclusive of parents who have been uncomfortable in
‘going 1o the school for traditional, ritualistic parent-school occasions.

4. Communication and Hard-To-Reach Parents

Swap (1993) describes the “keys” that are necessary in order for schools to

establish two-way ication with parents idered dif h. She

notes that school administrators need to: believe in the importance of developing

innovative strategies to include such parents; find out why some parents do not partcipate

in order to isolate the problems; devote resources for systematic planning to address the

problems, but i i I planning i
“subgroup.” She states: “Therefore, the initial goal may not be to bring everybody
together to do the same actvites, but o establish iitial contacts with each subgroup and



92

0 begin to develop a strategy for building trus in each that wil bear fruit over time” (p.
98).  Once again, this establishes an important connection between the types of activities
offered to parents and whether or not they respond to contacts from the school. It also
emphasizes the complexity of the problem and the need to recognize that not all parents
want 1o participate in the PTA, and not all are comfortsble in teacher conference
meetings.

While both Mr. Smith and Mr. Gates were aware of the difficulties in reaching
some parents, again they seemed traditional in their approaches not only in establishing
communication with. hard-to-reach parents but also in the activities that parents were
being contacted about. When asked about hard-to-reach parents coming to the school, Mr.
‘Smith said, “There are some parents who do not come to PTA or orientation might even
though we send memos home by the students. And when something major is happening
we use the telephone tree where the teacher phones all the parents and parents call
parents.” Queried about teachers contacting parents personally, Mr. Smith said, “We are

breaking down barriers - more and more parents are coming into the school on a daily

basis because we've made contact.” However, it was not clear whether Mr. Smith was
referring o hard-to-reach parents or the PTA pareats, and he did not expand on the
reasons for their coming to the school.

Mr. Gates talked about the importance of communication t the junior high level,

but seemed to place the responsibility for poor communication with students and parens:

“It's di ior high to get them icate 10 parents that we
need them to come in for this o that and the other thing. And pareats, for whatever



reason, don't check the book-bags the same as when they were litle, you know.” He
noted that he sometimes “icked" them by puting announcements on the radio thus
averting some students’ presumed forgetfulness. Like Mr. Smith, Mr. Gates described
parent-school relationships from a traditional perspective. When asked specifically about
‘communicating with hard-to-reach parents he responded by talking about parent-teacher
conferences, or as be called them “interviews.” He said, “We have parents like that and
it's very frustrating. Even at interview time, you know, we do have some parents who
will not come in for interviews. We can't even be sure if they even saw the report card,
you know.” He went on to explain attempts to contact them directly by telephone and to
send letters home by registered mail, since he felt students were unreliable in these
matters

Once again it is important o consider why parents are being contacted. For
example, the question arises regarding the connection between difficult to reach parents
and students having academic problems. When asked if he had noted this relationship
M. Gates replied: *Generally, the ones that we really have difficulty reaching - the hard-
core ones - the students have difficulty.” Although Mr. Gates did not elaborate further
about his meaning of “the hard-core ones,” it seemed clear that he was linking hard-to-
reach parents with students who experience academic problems. He thus underscored the
idea that the main contact or in some cases the only contact such parents might have with

the school is usually of an adversarial nature.**

¥ As will be shown, i istic i
i ith pan been defined by ‘hard-to-reach ™




Since the only information they may hear about their children is unfavorable and
sometimes upsetting it should come as no surprise to the school that they are not
interested in going to parent-teacher interviews. As Swap (1993) points out, parent-
teacher conferences are stressful even for confident parents and teachers when there are
0 problems let alone when they are dealing with antagonistic situations.  Also, not only
is the discussion about the student's performance onerous, but both may anticipate an
evaluation of each others skills. Swap explains:

Perhaps the most fundamental problem with conferences is that even

best of c . parents and teachers feel that their own skills may
be judged by the other... If in the past parents or teachers have
hin can be defensive

or angry at the outset. Even without a problem, the brief conference
format makes it difficult to develop a working relationship. When there
is a problem, the conference format makes it difficult to thoroughly
define i, let alone arrive at thoughtful solutions [italics added). (pp. 79-
30)

‘When queried about contacting hard-to-reach parents with positive information,
Mr. Gates” reaction seemed empathetic. However. his comments appeared to be more
applicable to those students who would probably be high achievers thus excluding
students who do not it such a prototype. He replied:

Yeah, that's important. As a matter of fact, | was looking at a package the
other day with our school pictures from one particular company and it had
little incentives for students: student of the week, student of the day,
student of the month kind of things, and you could make announcements
about the students and accentuate the positive. But, of course it's
important that parents know at home t0o.  And litle things like when the
students’ reports go out, you know, giving students an extra pat on the



back, for some accomplishments whether it's in athletics or you know, or
even curricular.

In conclusion, both principals seemed to view communication with parents from a
traditional perspective. For example, in commenting about his attempt to get parents to
use the computer lab, Mr. Gates said, “Oh gosh! We sent out letters to every family. |
used the radio stations. I faxed the announcements to them [radio stations] for the whole
week, and short of sending personalized leters by registered mail, I thought we did
everything we could.” While these efforts were obviously sincere, it s evident that they
were not adequate, particularly for parents whose children have academic or behavioural
difficulties.

In speaking to what he calls “successful schools” Bastiani (1993) points to the
“large-scale, cross-phase studies” in the United Kingdom, Australia and the United States.
conceming schools whose pupils achieve well. Noting the work of Brighouse and
Tomlinson (1991), Bastiani explains that these schools “are all characterized by ‘good”
home-school relations” [his emphasis] (p. 103). With particular reference to two-way
communication and the relevancy this has toward establishing meaningful home-school
partnerships, he emphasizes that:

‘These successful schools go well beyond the basic legal requirements to

develop effective. two-way communication, are accessible in a variety of

ways and at all reasonable times, work hard to find ways in which parent

can encourage and support their children and provide them with pmnm

help and, above all, build a sense of shared ideniity oo pupom -
the beginnings, at least, of a genuine partnership. (p. 103)



To summarize, it is important to establish innovative ways to contact parents who
usually do not participate, and it is also crucial to consider what parents are being
contacted about.

. Teacher-Guided Practices:
‘Traditional Views and Perceived Barriers to Home-School Partnerships

‘Writing about school-based initatives in the United Kingdom which embrace
“parents as partners” 10 help their students with reading and mathematics in particular,
Bastinai (1993) notes the influence these initiatives have had on improving professional
atttudes and convincing both families and schools of the value of collaboration. He
states:
For it shows, without any doubt. that when teachers. parents and pupils
ther, in 2 spirit of practical partnership (italics added, then not
muy do pupils gain in obvious ways. but there are aiso benefits of

hievement and relationship that are both lasting and transferable to other
pocts of children's learing ad devlopment (. 109

Early in Mr. Smith's interview he noted that the PTA looked after the “specific
needs” of students. However. when questioned about the specific needs of students whose

parents are hard-to-reach and who may not feel comfortable in coming to the school for

PTA meetings. or parent- . he retumed the discussion
to communication and the school’s efforts in sending memos home and using the
“telephone tree.” Initially. Mr. Smith seemed to discen the questioning on specific
teacher-guided practices s being concemed with helping parents instead of students, as
he said, It would depend on what the parents perceive as their needs not what we

perceive as their needs.” With further explanation and inquiry about the potential for



programs to help students with schoolwork, he gave an example of one student who had
benefited from his personal contact with the parens:

Well, 1 can tell you about one student who was having problems and

because [ kept phoning the parents they became more cognizant of their

child's education and more cognizant of their education. They tell me he

has improved. And he is having on-going counseling sessions. We will

always have those needing on-going counseling sessions, but the only way

is t0 have an intemal social worker instead of an outside counselor.
Mr. Smith did not respond to the idea of teacher-guided practices on a broader scale to
include teachers. parents and stdents. even though he seemed to believe in the
importance of his own personal involvement to help some students. He then added. “We
had planned to bring in parents to leam computers over the past year but we've had a lot
of things coming at us 5o it hasn't goen off the ground:” perhaps indicating that Mr.
Gates' idea of involving parents in the “new technology” was not an original one.

Returning to the topic of specific practices and whether he felt administrative
support was important for such a program and if policy would be required. Mr. Smith
seemed to view the idea more clearly as he replied:

I don’t think it should be put in policy. but our role would be to develop

understanding here to assist and facilitate for teachers and parens. Parents

have a lot 10 offer and right now some parents are coming to classes to

help out. If parents want teacher-guided practices. no problem, we can set

itup. It would be my next plan of action probably.

Thus it appeared that Mr. Smith was open to such a plan. However. it is
‘noteworthy that an Evening Study Program. described in a school brochure, had not been
implemented despite teachers" indication that it was crucial for parents to work closely

with them.  As shown in the teacher survey, an overwhelming 97.2 percent agreed with



the following statement: 1 is important to me as a teacher to have the parents of my

's t proje ined as foll

Our Evening Study Program, designed o give students, especially those:
who are disadvantaged, a place to study, must be expanded to include all
of our stakeholders in the learning process. A team of faculty members,
students, business partners, and most critically, parents, [italics added]
will lead these initiatives.

Months later when the new principal was interviewed, this program was still not in
place. Asked if there were any structured programs to involve parents in helping their
children with schoolwork, Mr. Gates replied:

They do [exist] but not in a structured way because | do know of parents

who come in 10 talk to teachers looking for strategies 1o help their

children. Unfortunately, it happens most of the time around reporting,

you know, and sometimes it's a bit 100 late but we have parents who

come in and want to meet with teachers.

Once again, Mr. Gates seemed to place the onus on parents to initiate collaboration with
teachers and 10 ask for assistance. As well, the concept of a planned program whereby

teachers and administrators would ensure that parents did get information that was not

bit 100 late” seemed not to oceur to him.* Surprisingly, however, Mr. Gates went on to
say that, “We ry to create a homework haven kind of seting here where parents could
come in with the children or the children could come in and do their homework in a safe
environment.” This comment seemed o indicate that perhaps indeed an Evening Study

Program had been implemented after all. Asked if this were being done at the present

" especially stressed




time, Mr. Gates replied, “No not here - not here in this school. I don't think it worked.”
Though, he clearly thought it had been a good idea at his former school, Mr. Gates did

not indicate support for setting up such a program at the junior high. It was at this point

ge for par

Refocusing on teacher-guided practices, Mr. Gates was asked for his o

about teachers setting up structured programs particularly for parents with low education

levels. who may be in comi He replied:

1 think we'd have - you know a small minority really. 1 don’t think we'd
have a suong representation - no. And I think i's because people are
busy. I don’t know if it a reflection on society but people seem 100 busy
these days - people are involved in 5o many things. I know I'd have a
problem with teachers, you know, gefting them out but there would be
some but [ think they'd be the minority.

Mr. Gats had this to say about involving hard-to-reach parents:
1 think the biggest problem we. mlgm have is communicating to them what
w:.sm-bnmsommy . understand it and to make - o get

- 10 get them here o, o ot e don you know,

Capeially h - he I cdicred paens | ind provbly el semenhit

intimidated.

Talking about his attempt to involve grandparents “as resource people in social
studies or science or whatever....” Mr. Gates mentioned that a meeting had been held, but
hat only three grandparens responded. Mr. Gates seemed (o feel that students’ negative
atitudes towards the involvement of their parents (or grandparents) at the junior high
level contributed (o the low tumout. Noting the successful program i hi previous school
which was an elementary school, he said:

It's just bard to generate interest, you know. I find that at the junior high
level it's harder - much, much harder than elementary. I mean we had a



yery successtl progam going st my peviows ehol i cemenay, you
know, with parents and grandparents. [But at] the junior high students
dmxwmplmm wdlfoulmoith«n ﬂwynythcydﬂnl.bu(hmnk

without . 1 th
md«elh:yhkgm:{uxlnmmryumlvedmdmamzynhnt Butit's
not cool at this age, you know.

Mr. Gates' responses seem consistent with Swap's (1993) point that too much
emphasis s placed on parents themselves rather than what methods are used to contact
them: *“The problem with the label “hard to reach i that the difficulty in establishing
communication is placed on the parents rather than on the methods educators have
developed to reach out” (p. 97).

Parents also have concerns about how 10 encourage their junior high children to
share more information with them about their schooling. Epstein (1995) in reporting on
surveys and field studies involving teachers, parents, and students at all school levels
again points 1o the crucial role of the school in giving students, “much bettr information
and guidance... about how their schools view partnerships and about how they can
conduct important exchanges with their families about school activities, homework, and
school decisions” (p. 703).

However, Mr. Gates foresaw other barrers for teacher-guided practices. When
asked about the importance of support from the school's administration and the school
board ifteachers initated such a project he replied:

Oh yes. Yes indeed. You know, [ think it would be great 10 see teachers to

take this and go with it I'm not so sure that we'll ever see it because it

seems to me that teachers - and just from discussions that [ see on certain

ups on the intermet, teachers are fecling overwhelmed more and

news gro
‘more. Teacher workload certainly hasn't decreased. If anything it's geting
‘worse especially here in the urban schools - that's what  find.



101

He also seemed to perceive such practices as being outside the context of regular
curriculum responsibilities as he commented about the increasing difficulties to motivate
teachers “t0 become involved in extra-curicular things.” Noting that the teacher
population was aging and showing more signs of bumout, he added his surprise regarding
the number of teachers on extended sick leave in the province.

Finally, Mr. Gates was asked whether the school board had initiated parent

f they play a larger role i i in

amonetary way. He was also asked if it were not more important a the junior high level

since many teachers, parents, and administrators seem to think it s a particularly difficult
time for students. He replied:

Well, I think - yeah, it certainly wouldn't hurt - we've tried everything
else. [ think we need help from wherever we can get i, you know - be it
the t of Education or the school board or both, you know.
mean the school board s very interested in what parents have to say and
they've very interested in feedback. | mean everything they do there's a
parents’ survey attached o it looking for information. But  don’t know. |
don't know. You know, I'd like 10 see some programs, you know, but
usually programs mean money and money is scarce. The school boards
are facing cutbacks too.

However, Mr. Gates did feel that school boards were far too busy with administrative

bureaucracy and that it was the day-to-day activities in the classroom and support for
teachers that was of prime importance. As he noted. “And that's why it's important for
us, you know, here at the school level as administrators to acknowledge that, you know -

10 lend support when and wherever we can.”
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Unfortunately, Swap (1993) points out that although school administrators may
support such initiatives they usually leave it to teachers to select and use parent
involvement activities. Noting Epstein’s rescarch about the scarcity of useful, organized
information she explains:
Thus, although the information about the benefits of home-school
partership is casily accessible and often mentioned in professional

practice have not been widely available. Clearly, a barrier to successful
puenl involvement programs is inadequate information and training.
®.25

In summary, the literarure suggests that school administrators wouid do well to

support initatives for innovative home-school partners

: and in fact both Mr. Smith
and Mr. Gates were, in the end, seemingly supportive of teacher-guided practices though
they perceived many barrers. These included communication barriers, time constraints,
low parent education, ~teacher bumout, lack of funding, and junior high students
themselves.

6. Gender Issues: Fathers Have An Authoritative Attitude But Mothers Take Prime
Respousibility for Children's Education

Time did not permit a full discussion concerning gender issues with Mr. Smith.
However, in referencing the Parent-Teacher Association volunteers, and particularly its
executive committee, Mr. Smith consistently referred to the female gender. Evidently, it
was the mothers who carried out the things he wanted done, including the work and social
activities of the PTA. In one instance, he did reference both the mother and father of the
student whom he had sought to help with academic problems. After contacting them he
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noted, “the parents became more cognizant of their child's education and their own
education.”

Mr. Gates made several observations about the ratio of mothers' and fathers

i and their differi He mad i the
major participants in education whether as volunteers, or primary helpers in their
children’s schooling. Specifically asked if he found there was involvement of one more

than the other, Mr. Gates replied:

- Usually, when we it seems
10 me now just on the surface - if there needs to be some pressure exerted
to make sure that the student gets the services that he really wants, you
Ko, the futer wll come n and hether 34 - s be fss b s

authoritative air about him or what, you know. And I'm only
tlking sbout a vy small mamber - ane ot examples, ou know. For
the most part though, the mothers seem 1o be the one

His observation appears 1o relate 10 Levin's (1987) historical descriptions of schools as
organizations “administered by men and dominated by a male-oriented ideology of

rationalized impersonal authority and busi

sslike efficiency” (p. 273). In writng about
“Pasent-Teacher Collaboration,” Levin discusses the problems encountered by women
teachers in such bureaucracies and the resulting difficulies and tensions in their
relationships with families and more especially with mothers who are the main contact
with schools. However, he also clearly points to the patriarchal dominance in education

and i ‘women others. He states:

Historically, relations between hmllns and schools have been structured
by patriarchal ideology and parent-teac

vosen working fa
Pmmuumdmmebemmmjemcummofmm
the advent of universal public schooling in the mid-19* century. Most
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mothers do both, though they are paid for neither and their efforts are
recognized more through critcism than applause. (p. 275)

Levin wonders why mothers and teachers have not formed alliances against the male
dominated bureaucracies that structure their lives. He notes that the answer is not a
simple one and points to the work of other sociologists who suggest that these are
complicated cultural issues encompassing “normative conflict between the personalistic
culture of the family and the niversalitic culture of the school” (p. 275).

In speaking to this, Mr. Gates also noted teachers’ perceptions concerning the
availability of mothers during the day-time hours even though they may work outside the
home. For example, it would appear that school personnel saw mothers as having more
knowledge about their children than fathers. He replied:

Yes, that's fair to say. Seems t0 be the perception. Generall, if teachers
are going to contact the parent, they'll go for the mother. [ don’t know if
that's stereotyping or if she is the one most available or if she’s the one
who cares the most. You know, we deal with a lot of fathers too but I'm
sure we deal with a majority of mothers and the mother seems 1o be the
primary contact, you know. If a child is sick, we endeavour to call the
mother - we look up the mother's number first - work number if both
parents are working. We'll endeavour to call the mother first. | suppose -
1 don't know - it's probably stereotyping, you know. Who knows best
whether a child is sick. But generally, I mean we would call home and
‘whoever answers the phone that’s - When we check the data form, I mean
if'a child comes in for whatever reason and we need to contact somebody
we'll check and see if both parents are working. I'd say it's pretty general.
I mean I'm sure it's not just here at this school. P'm sure it's a general
thing. And 'm sure atthe primary/elementary level you'l find that there’s
evenagn i pri

It summary, it would appear that old stereotypes still may exist in this school.
However, Mr. Gates is probably correct in his assumption that this attitude persists in

other schools where administrators and teachers tend to contact the mother first even at
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her workplace. This would appear to be understandable if indeed it is mothers who take
the lead role in children’s educational matters. However, Dombusch and Strober (1988)
in discussing Public Policy Altematives and School-Parent Communication point to the
need for schools to introduce flexibility to accommodate what they describe as the “new
families.” No longer can school staff continue to take for granted that mothers are
available at the times they decide to call upon them whether for parent-teacher
conferences, PTA meetings, or if a crisis should arise concerning students' behaviour or
illness. They explain:

In a world populated largely by families of the male/breadwinner-
female/omemaker vasiety, schools could count on most mothers bemg
the day, and on
willng t0 chaperone fiel rips and assst a classroom aides.. In aditon,
schools could schedule short days and long holidays and refuse to make
any provision for the care of even mildly sick children, because most
‘mothers were avalable to care for their children before and after school,
during school holidays and vacations, and during periods of iliness.
Today, however, the presence of new familis in large number
it impossible for schools 1o continue making their old assumptions about
me availability of mothers. Moreover, many fathers, including
ncustod rs and stepfathers, wish to play a greater role in
Commanicating with the shoo| about i hildren ».331)

In conclusion, it would appear from the comments of the new principal, Mr. Gates,
as well as the two teachers and the former principal, that many mothers are not only
‘maintaining their historical role in being involved with the school, but have taken on the
responsibilities of breadwinner as well. An issue beyond the scope of this study but
related to the discussion would be whether or not they also maintain the role of primary
caregiver in the home as well. Pertinent to this study, however, s the fact that many of

parents who agreed to be interviewed were either single mothers or had brought their



children into a second marriage with evidence of continuing to be the sustaining force in
the children’s education and home life. "
7. Summary and Cooclusion: Hard-to-Reach Parents - Two Emergent Issues

n summary. both the former principal. Mr. Smith and the new principal. Mr.
Gates seemed supportive of parental involvement. however, Mr. Smith's main interest
appeared to be the PTA, while Mr. Gates emphasized his efforts to get parents involved in
using the computer laboratory. Teacher-guided practices was a new concept to them but
one they may support if teachers wished to pursue such a project.

In concluding the analysis of the principals’

terviews, two emergent issues
pertinent 1o hard-to-reach parents are further considered.’* The first relates 1o the
discussion with Mr. Smith and concerns the school’s expectation for parents t0 be in

agreement with school values. At the end of the interview, Mr. Smith appeared 10 seize

the idea of teacher-guided practices to advocate the notion of parents being the “real
teachers. Notable. however, were his comments about the need for parents to have the
same philosophy as the school® This was not surprising since the Parent-
Teacher Association. as an exceptional form of parental involvement, was uppermost for
Mr. Smith. Responding to what hopes he held for parents’ future participation at the
school. he said:

A teacher. a trined teacher is the facilitator of leaming, but a parent is

the real teacher. the parent is the ultimate teacher. Now that means that
the parents must have something that other teachers do not. What |

37 See the Family Demographics - Table 4.
3* These issues are particularly relevant for the parents in this study.
3 See Macbeth (1993) and “Preconceptions About Parents in Education” (p. 33).
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would like is for most of my parents 1o be on the same wave-length as
the school - the same or similar philosophy, and parents whose students
have problems - that they too would tune into the teaching process or
become part of the teaching process.

Relative 10 Mr. Smith's apparent preoccupation with the PTA (and the teachers’

comments about student behaviour) Munn (1993) states:
Collective action, such as through parents’ or parent-teacher
associations has been largely concemed with fund-raising, or
transmitting information, and has not usually challenged the school’s
‘way of doing things. The important point is that parents are generally
expected 10 uphold school values whether this is in ensuring their
children do homework, behave in an acceptable way or come t0 school
dressed appropriately.... The parent’s rle is to reinforce school values
and to support the school if there are problems with their children. (p.
2
She also notes that teachers are largely comfortable with parents being compliant with the
school's values and rules. These traditional atitudes obviously were supported by Mr.
Smith. particularly his reliance on the PTA to cary out hs deals and plans for the school.
More imporiantly, however. Munn stresses the negative perceptions of parents who
challenge the system. She notes. “Parents who challenge school values are, like their
children, typified as ‘problems ™ [italics added) (p. 2)**
‘The second issue about. hard-to-reach parents emerged from the conversation with
Mr. Gates. He seemed to suggest a relationship between hard-to-reach parents and those
students who have personal, medical and academic problems. When asked if he thought
this relationship existed, he responded by referring to_the kinds of difficulties students

 then noted hov he said:

0 Again, this is especially relevant for some parents in the study.
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Yes, a combination, but nsually - yeah, usually a combination.
Sometimes, just academic, you know. Ultimately, if it resulis in
Spendicg; e sodact. e/are bl t coiac s paec Dt 3y,
Sometimes it has come down 1o having 1o involve some branch of
Social Services, you know. be it Child Protection or whatever, but that
has happened.

Finally, Mr. Gates was asked if he knew of parents whose children had been
diagnosed with Afiention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and whether they participated in such
school activities as the PTA. He felt they panicipated in a community association for

parents whose children have the Disorder, but that they were not involved in the PTA.

Int

Iy, he thought that s than in the past because they
themselves were finally overlooking the stigmatization of learning disabilities. He stated:
“You know. I think they're getting over this idea - that stigma atached to leaming
disabilies.  Seems to me like they are anyway. It's improved.” However, the
overwhelming problems appear not o rest with parents, but with the education system as
a whole. As will be seen in Chapter Five, it s a far more complex issue than parents

“getting over” the idea of stigmatization.



Chapter Five

PARENTS’ VOICES: FRUSTRATIONS, BARRIERS AN]
‘THE JUNIOR HIGH MURKY HOLDING TANK

both have vital i s7).

~ Susan McAllister Swap (1993)
(2) In

In this chaper, the findings from interviews with nine families are presented. It is
worh rpeating that these were parens who were consideed by the school s hard 10
reach. Presumably, therefore, they were not interested in activities at the school, such as
parent-teacher conferences and the PTA, and were uncaring about their children’s
education.

Fundamental to the study, the main purpose of these interviews was 1o obtain
parents’ perspectives on whether they thought teacher-guided practices could assist them
in helping their children with schooling.  Again, the pertinent questions revolved around
six themes: 1. family backgrous; 2. school communication and parental involvement; 3.

views about teacher-guided practices: 4. homework issues; 5. gender issues; and 6.

their students’ i d their gr for them.
Beginning with the first interview, the question How is Your Student Doing?
seemed 1o encourage an overwhelming release of information whereby parents offered

lengthy details about their children's experiences with the school system. As noted above,



I d and added on and dynamic to

‘The findings are presented in two parts. The first includes the stories of four
families whose circumstances poriray especially poignant messages about schooling for
their special needs children. The remaining five families have o less compelling stories
They reveal scemingly unanswerable questions about their studens’ schooling - some of
whom had particular leaming needs as well. First, the interviews with the parents who

had *big stories’ are presented.”

(b) Frustrated Parents With Big Stories
1. Background Information: Four Families®®
As described in chapter three, parents were given a choice 2 o where the
interview could take place. While one family accepted the offer to meet at a community
health consulting centre located in a former residential property, the remaining parents
chose o be interviewed in their homes. The interview settings were private and

comforable; parents were generous in sharing information.

pecil et el (0 ‘mn-ctegorical” et i Canig (199). Leacing
difficulties emanate from _diagnosed, bur particularly undiagnosed, medical and
psychological problems such as Tourrette's Syndrome, Atention Deficit Disorder (ADD),
dgvelupmzmxlly delayed, and learning disabilites.
# The temm “big stores refers (o the detiled, lengihy, and sometimes alarming

* See Family D«nngnpmu - Table 4.
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Two families were headed by single mothers, one of whom had been widowed for
approximately five years, and was a grandparent as well. The other two families had two
pareats; however, the mothers had been single parents for a period of time and were now
in second marriages. While one of these families implied that the father was a step-father
0 the children, the other family was clear that this was the case in their marriage. Only
one father participated fully in the interview; the other left quite early in the discussion.
Mothers, therefore, were the main partiipants.

The parents were fairly well educated with each having atained some level of

dary education. ix parents had iy college trade; one had

another had ity However, only
two of the six parents had full-time employment and still another worked part-time.
Regarding the two single mothers, one worked full-time and the other was unemployed.
For the most part, parents did not share a great deal of information concerning
theirjob situations except 1o relate the type of work they did and whether or not they were
employed. However, one mother and father did talk about their vocations and the father

‘commented about not being bl to find employment. The mother had completed a course

in garment construction and design and evidently was a good seamstress making and
selling items of clothing from her home. She proudly displayed a well-made jacket she
had sewn for her husbend and a beautiful floor-length velvet gown for their daughter.
However, the mother did not appear to consider this real, paid work s she said with a shy

laugh, “But [ don’t work proper right now." Her previous positions had been in a hospital
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and working with severely mentally challenged individuals in an assessment training
centre

One of the two-parent families scemed 1o be living comforuably, but within
‘moderate means, and presumably could be classified as working middle class. However,
the other three families, despite their educational achievements, were clearly struggling
financially. One family, for exampl, did not have a vehicle. The mother pointed out the
problems this imposed since their junior high student required transportation to commute:
10 and from school. While the two single parents did not talk specifically about their
economic situation, in relating their children’s problems, they did reveal some of their
personal scruggles which ofitslf caused them great concern.

‘The findings in this first “Parents’ Voices” section includes Families One, Two.
Six, and Eight* Family One had four children - a son in grade eight, another son and a
daughter i high school, and a third son who had not completed high school. Family Two
had two children - a son in grade eight and another son who had left school early. Family
Six had two children - a daughter in grade cight and a son in grade nine. Family Eight had
four children - a son in grade cight, a daughter who was removed from grade eight the
previous year by her mother; a son in elementary school; and another older daughter who

also had not completed high school.

“ See the Family Demographics - Table 4.
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2. How is Your Student Doing? Opening the Floodgates!

‘The longer has been
school, i he poor selfi
‘anxiety, to which pareats, in turn, naturally react (p. 213).
- Judith S. Mearig (1992)

‘The question How is your student doing? opened the floodgates. The dominant
emergent issue was that the stories related by parents were not about routine schooling

experiences, the plight of their As noted previously,

special needs students whose disabilites are not visually observable or clearly discenible
have been described by the Department of Education as “non-categorical” special needs
students (Canning, 1996). The junior high children discussed by their parents in this study
appear to meet the special education criteria, as outlined by Canning:

Students who have special educational needs but who do not meet the

criteria for any of the four designated categories of special need - visual

impairment, hearing impairment, severe mental  disabi

physical disability - are served under provisions for “non-categorical™

needs. _Included in this group are mild and moderate cognitive delay,
wiour

®.21)

Al four families had at least one child falling within this description or category.
In total, five children's stories were related by their parents: Robbie, diagnosed with
Tourette’s syndrome; Paul with Attention Defict Disorder (ADD); Mark who had reading
problems and social difficulties in the school; Angela who had an unspecified leaming
disability; and Eric who was mildly developmentally delayed.

Three issues appeared consistent in the families’ narratives: first, their many

frustrations in coping with their children’s personal and educational needs; second their



struggles in seeking recognition of those needs by the education system; and third the
trauma their children seemed to experience in entering the junior high level of schooling.

‘Their stories also highlight the value of the insightful, practical knowledge that parents

Robbie's* story begins this segment; as noted, he had been diagnosed with
Tourette’s Syndrome. His mother initiated the discussion by describing in great detail a
serious altercation between Robbie and another student whereby the law was involved,
and Robbie's pareats were asked to keep him home from school for ten weeks. Of this
his mother said, “This time last year, he was home and everybody was frustrated with it
and he didn't know what to be doing himself, crying, *How come I can't go to school?"
And I would say, *This is why you can't go to school’ - and it was so hard."

Misunderstandings of Robbie’s behaviour as he entered the junior high in grade
seven led to his suspension. Essentially, however, his behaviour was symptomatic of the
Tourene’s. For his parents, this ignorance of his condition at the school, meant many
discouraging months of turmoil in dealing with the school. the school board, the medical
profession and the Department of Sacial Services.

In elementary school. without the school's involvement, Robbie’s parents were
told by a physician that he had Attention Deficit Disorder and Obsessive-Compulsive

Disorder. Subsequenly, hi ly opposed his being taken from

school and bei junior high level to be lasses. Atthe
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elementary level, his special needs had been accommodated by teachers who were

Knowing n

the junior high, and considering the problems her child was experiencing, Robbie's
‘mother had fought to have him remain in grade six for a second year. She states:

S0 1 told the principal in grade six that my child should not have been
passed. You know, passed to grade seven and 1 said why he wasn't doing
well at the time. He wasn't up to par from my point of view 10 go to grade
seven. He just didn’t have the mentaliy is a good way of puting it and |
don't agree with shoving children from grade to grade, especially a child
who's got o problems. When he originally left grade six he was on
time the Ritalin got into his system, it changed his
bodyml.htpouu that we actually thought he was having a heart attack.
‘The school did too. So I had to take him out of school to get all kinds of
tests done and I figured the answer out by telling the doctor that it was the
‘medication making him that way, and sure enough their heart specialist
agreed with what [ said. So he had to betaken off that medication and
that meant another major change again. He had t0 leave the two-stream
school and go to a larger school with all regular classes. You just can't
‘push him into that system. As far as ['m concered you gradually get him
in, you know.

Since there had been no official transfer of documents,” she had attempted to
inform the new teachers about her son's problems and particularly his need for extra help.
Subsequent to his suspension in grade seven, the school finally supported het in having a

peychiatic assessment carried out which indicated his medical problem was Tourete’s

* A prescription drug used to treat ADD.
" As per 1987
students, see Canning (1996).
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Syndrome*® rather than Obsessive-Compulsive Behaviour and Attention Deficit Disorder.

After the major incident and new diagnoss, the school finally agreed in having a teacher

assistant accompany Robbie in changing classes, during recess and lunch hour. Clearly,
Robbie’s mother knew this was long overdue and underscored the fact the school and the
school board had not listened to her from the beginning. She stated:

‘Well, I mean if they had to listen to me in grade six - I told them that the

young fella needed extra help. They didn’t listen. They put the child in
‘rade seven in a regular school classroom. So after I went in and saw the

because he don't fully understand.” And I try to tell people that Robbie is
ot the person to shove in a classroom of thirty people. He is the one that
vou would put in  classtoom of ten or fifieen.

She was also observant concerning the importance of classroom management methods.
Noting teachers' differing actitudes, she said:

1 find that some of the teachers are nice people and. there are the ones that
you can turn around and explain things 1o - that would take it all in and
Say, “Oh my [ didn’t know that. What can [ do?" Robbie will tell you he
doesn't like his student assistant. he just don't like her and if you don't
click with him. you're kind of in trouble because there’s times that he
won'tlisten to you anyhow. And he’s not too happy with his homeroom
teacher because he shouts at him. Like one moring he was interested in
doing whatever he was at and the teacher tumed around and told him to
straghten up because it was prayer time. Robbie tumed around and told
him. “Don’t you sing out at me, sir.” And the teacher got really mad with
him. So... you know.

8 The parent indicated that previous t0 this the student had not been given a psychiatric
assessment by the school. However, a medical doctor, whom she clearly indicated had
been arrogant towards her, gave the misdiagnosis. (Also see “The ADD Dilemma™
Maclean’s. March 11, 1996
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Robbie’s story continues to unfold as each topic is developed. Next, however, Paul's

o ibed simila p e

Paul, who was in grade eight for a second year, also had experienced many
problems in the early grades and again an appropriate assessment had not been carred out
0 determine the cause of his apparent short attention span and his disruptive behaviour.
The school's response to Paul’s difficuties was to send him home - over and over again.
Finally in grade six the school supported an assessment to be carried out by physicians
and specialists at the children’s hospital. Paul was diagnosed as having ADD and was put
on Ritilan. Here, in part, is the beginning of his long story:

He started acting up in grade five a ltte bit, it just got worse in grade six.
Actually I should go back to kindergarten and tell you that when he went
10 kindergarten, and I went to the parent-teacher interviews and the first
thing they said to me was Pauls antention span is very limited, always got
0 be standing behind him saying now Paul do this and do that with things.
S0 every year that was the same report right? So when he left primary and
went to the elementary class about three months into grade four, it started
10 show up again. Now in the meantime he was supposed to have been
tested 10 see where he stood and see if there were any problems, I signed
the paper and whatnot, but he was never ever tested in grade four. Then
he went to grade five and 1o grade six. where things just escalated with
everything else, and he was constantly geting into trouble talking back,
disrupting the class, and finally he couldn't do the work. and he spent, I'd
say Paul spent three-quarters of grade six at home. Now this is where it
was done I guess, he was tested in grade six, and he was diagnosed as
having Attention Deficit. He got to sec the psychologist at the Janeway
and she put him on Ritalin. So it seemed to help him a liule bit, his
concentration was a litle bit better but his behaviour didn’t improve
whatsoever. So then he went to grade seven and like I said he had spent
about three-quarters of grade six at home. Every time something
happened they’d send him home, send him home, send him home, send
im home. i hool!
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In addition to being sent home when problems occurred, Paul’s mother’s story
also indicated the inconsistencies in academic programming since beginning junior high.
Evidently, the type of program for special needs students depended upon the initiatives of
the homeroom teacher. In contrast to Robbie’s mother’s description of his distressing
situation in a regular grade seven classroom, Paul’s mother indicated he had experienced
a positive year. Unfortunately, however, when he moved on to grade eight the
programming and teaching approach changed. A trouble-filled year resulied in her
insistence that he repeat grade eight, but now in his second year in grade eight things had
not improved for Paul. Interestingly, like Robbie’s mother, Paul’s mother also talked
about the importance of a teacher's demeanor especially in being calm and not shouting.
‘The mother explained

Paul had an excellent teacher in grade seven®. She was a very positive

teacher, she was not a teacher to bawl and rant and rave at him, she was

Jairly caim but she was very stern like, you know, you do what I say, but

‘she didn’t get huffy puffy... and she m.. 't send him home! For the first

»w months, from September to December he fought her every inch of the

way, believe me. But I guess when he realized that she meant what she

said and the fact that, you know, she didn’t get mad at him, shouting at

him or anything like that. She was very calm with him and firm, and he

‘settled after Christmas in grade seven and from Christmas until June he

did excellent! He was in regular classroom but in sort of a special

program and going out for special help from Mrs. Clarke. She was

another great help, as well, in the grade seven program.

Paul’s mother described opposite experiences in grade cight including being.

suspended:

* This teacher was Ms. Moore, though neither the parent nor the teacher knew that each
was a participant in the study. The student’s success in her class supports the notion for
collborstion betwen teschers and parnts, and between eschers hemselves; not to
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And now in grade eight [his second year] he’s not doing good at all,
becaume ifs vy bard o get b go 0 . He dons vy, ey
well the last part of the grade seven year, and he was even surpassing the

teacher’s expectations. Then he went to grade eight and low and behold
there was 1o such thing set up for grade eights [sic]. There was no
program in place like the one he had with the teacher in grade seven...

Then I found out was that they keep putting you on whether you passed or
you don't, if you accomplished the work or you didn’t. Like I said, ke
spent a lot of time out again last year, he was suspended and - I don’t
know! o 1 had to contact the school board in June and say, look he’s not

year is not good at all, this year he s in a regular classroom, he s rying o
do th regular work but he's having a struggle.

Queried about the benefits of the grade seven teacher’s methods and whether this
would have made the difference for Paul in grade cight, his mother interrupted the
question by stating;

If that program o the way they worked it in grade seven had of taken

Place in grade eight, I don’t think Paul would have half as many

problems as what he has now. But the fact was, it wasn't. there; he was

Pput into the wrong type of classroom!

Paul's mother also pointed 10 the lack of general awareness about ADD but more
especially the lack of teachers” knowledge as she said:

Even the teachers are not well up on it and they don’t know how to

‘handle them. One teacher in particular told me last year when I went to

a parent-teacher interview that he was never aught how 10 handle them

irteen by himself.

Both Robbie’s and Paul’s mothers appeared to have had similar frustrating

system. Several ad hoc programming,
teachers' lack of knowledge, lack of respect for parental knowledge, student trauma upon
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entering the junior high level, and the stereotyping of their students despite educational
policy that was supposed to diminish such attitudes.

Exacerbated by personal hardships, similar issues created anxiety for Mark and
Angela’s mother, a single parent who had been widowed a few years previously.

Incredibly, i ing her third child.
‘She related the impact on the children when they lost their father, particularly Mark who
was now in grade eight. Evidently, while his grades had improved he was still having
problems with reading subjects. She felt that perhaps her children were over-protected by

the teacher at . However, she may have
occurred due the loss of their father and was appreciative of the teacher's efforts.
Beginning with a discussion about Mark's reading problems, she explained the
circumstances when three of her children were stillin elementary school:

Mk bes impuved. Actnlly be broog home ks oo can Py
he has improved greatly since the first term. But he's having a lot of
problems with rudmg e sibjcs, right? He's having problems with his
French but he says it teacher doesn't like him. In the
clemenary school s reading kep i back quite 8 it ae b wes it
Mss. Tucker.* All my children became very dependent on her. Now in
the meantime to0, my children lost their father with leukemia five years
ago - so this was a disastrous time. My youngest son just started
kindergarten and Mark was in grade two, plus he was sick. It was really
rough.” So the three of them Angela, Mark and Stephen were at the
elementary school. And Mrs. Tucker sort of wrapped him in this cocoon
type thing and so I think she overprotected him a little bit too much but
F'm not knocking her don't get me wrong. But they were so dependent on
her; Angela had her full time from grade one right on. Mark had her for
reading and mathematics, but they become quite attached to these special
ed. teachers.

 The special education teacher.
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However, entrance into junior high was quite another matter. Again corroborating

the other parents’ experiences with inconsistent programming and the trauma their

3

And apparently now when you hit the junior high the support is not there -
the one-on-one type program. Now I know all about funding and all this
sort of thing. | can understand and I can cope with all that stuff but it just
sort of leaves my child hanging and they don’t know what to do. The
regular programming is 100 heavy for them and going from the
elementary o junior high has been drastic! I hink there shouid be some

ior high much

sortof
pressure once they hit junior high!

Mark’s mother went on to talk about the pressures of being with unfamiliar people and
the resulting stereotyping of her son. She considered that students would do better if they
were in surroundings where they felt more comfortable. She noted:

Tome if a person is comfortable, you're going to do betir in suroundings
where you're comfortable.... Some students drink, some smoke and some
sell cigarettes, some of them push drugs. But Mark is basically an older
type, and a loving person. He adores his grandmother. He likes going to
church with her. This i the sort of thing he is into, right? Like if there’s
fights or whatever, Mark is terrified right? He'll come home and cry!
‘You know, “Such and such is after me” or “this person said that I said this
but, mom, honest, I didn’t say it And I know he didn’t say it but the
other person, of course, has been told something else and he can get fooled
up for a whole week because of this situation because of his peers, because
he doesn't smoke. He's not into drugs and he hasn't got the least bit of
interest in the beer. And these people don't know him so they're saying -
they've got him labeled now. He's a wimp and he’s what's this new word
- wuss, is it

‘Additionally, this mother had a learning challenged daughter, Angela. Whille the
focus of the study concerned students cumrently in grade eight, she retumned again and
again to Angela’s story. Just one year earlier, when Angela was in grade eight, her mother
considered there was o altemative but 1o remove her from the school. - Although she



made many laborious effort to secure an appropriate program for Angela in the junior
high, the school and the school board had not helped. Also, despite Angela’s serious
‘academic difficulties since she started school, once again, no assessment had been done;
unil, finally in grade seven, a psychology graduate student from Memorial University

doing educational research determined she had a learning disability. Like her brother, she

had coped in grades with th f the special

As noted, Angela’s mother met with the school board and school’s administration
but to 0 avail. In the meanwhile, she discovered there was a suitable program in two
other schools, but to her dismay Angela was denied entrance to both. in one instance the
family was not the ‘right’ religion; in the other they did not live in the required school
zone. The mother related the dilemma with no furure hope for Angela’s education:

She’s got a leaning disability and I don't know what to say but I've had it
with school boards. The program and the help that she needed wasn't
available at the junior high [names the school] but it was available at a
Catholic school so because she was non-Catholic I couldn't get her into
the program. Another school had it but we weren’t in that zoning area. So
P'm stuck with a seventeen year old that the last passing grade is grade
seven and nobody will accept her anywhere in secondary-type education,
upgrading type things for GED [General Education Diploma) preparation
or in ABE [Adult Basic Education]. She can't be accepted into those
programs since she’s not over eighteen. The type of program in junior high
was between a Therapeutic Mental Health sort of program for
developmentally delayed and a special ed. program that helped the people
with say dyslexia. She’s got  leaming disability. That's all it's been
labeled. But I went through, actually, I went (o hell and back with the
schoo [rames the juior highl. Couldn'tget any safuction!.. She
wu:hog:mlg from her peers because she was older.
Of course, being in yude seven - she’s really a tall girl - Angela’s about
5107, nghn And of course, that was a misfit right off the bat, men plus
what was a sixteen year old doing in grade seven?

ahead to grade eight .mmnmau»mmmmmm 1
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mean she had no idea! Her reading abilty is - the last time it was
evaluated, she was on a grade three level.

Again this mother’s story is consistent with the other parents’ in that
programming, stereotyping, and being “pushed ahead” were common factors to the junior
high milieu. Referring to Mark's problems as well as Angela's situation, she noted yet
another barrier, that of dealing with the principal, as she said:

T've been down in that school [the junior high) so much and the battle was

always the same and I found Mr. [names the principal] very cold. I know

it was my daughter I was fighting for but it was just like, you know, he

presented his side of the issue and you either took it or that was it. That

‘was the end of it. Basically this was the end of the conversation.

‘She went on to describe the final circumstances leading to her removing Angela
from the school. Essentally, she felt that in the two years her daughter had been at the
junior high nothing was done to assist her even though the school had been given a thirty-

o of the psychological by the gr . Over

a period of several months. the mother met with the principal and guidance counselor.
Promises were made but sill Angela was in a regular class and continued to come home
from school in a distressed state. Her situation appeared overwhelming and according to
her mother contributed to her low self-esteem. The mother's anguish was evident:

Angela has no self-confidence whatsoever. She would come home from
school screeching and bawling “I'm not going back. I don’t ever want to
see the inside of the school again'” Angela has very linle general
knowledge. They didn’t do myﬂling to improve this - nothing. She was
with a regular teacher - No help. No nothing! At this point we.
had tried St. Jude's;®! we h.\d tried St. Christopher’s; we had tried
Harrison; we had tried whatever list of schools I had been given. I had
fought with one school board, then the other. I had my fill of it. I just

* Fictitious school names.
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couldn’t handle it any more... I nicely told him [the principal) that I

thought he was totally responsible for the fact that I was taking a fifteen

year old out of school because I didn't have anywhere 10 place her and she:

‘was getting absolutely nothing out of the school.

Towards the end of the interview, Mark and Angela’s appeared to have some
renewed hope. In realizing that the new principal at the junior high had been the principal
at her children’s former elementary school, she noted that he was knowledgeable of the
family’s circumstances including the children’s schooling problems. Encouraging her to
open new discussions with the school, she replied with a chuckle, “Yes, this is new to
me, see. This, this got the home fires burning here again now.”

The final introductory story was told by a two-parent family whose son had a
serious leamning disabiliy; Eric was in grade nine. They also had a daughter, Judy, in
grade eight who was doing well in school. [t was clear that the parents wanted 10 talk
about Eric, as they repeatedly brought the discussion around to his schooling difficulties.

In contrast to the other interviews, both parents were present with the step-father
taking the dominant role in the conversation. This family apparently did not have to cope
with the financial difficulties and personal tragedies described by others. However, they
were quite frustrated with the junior high system, particularly with the lack of adequate
programming for their son. They spoke with obvious experience about the negative
impact of what they called an ad hoc approach. For them it meant that Eric had moved
from one program 1o another 1o the point where they were now confused as to what
‘method was being used.  Although asked specifically how Judy was doing in grade eight,

they responded with elaboration about Eric:



Jody o detog well. Exc - sk Tan my? ol sy consees es

pretty consistent throughout her schooling and Eric needs extra help
o cenain subjects. Perhaps I should say in most subjects and goes out of
the regular class for his English and his science. No, I'm not sure. It's
changed since last year... It varies grade to grade. I don’t know. I just
don’t know. I know it's English and one or two other subjects. The first
o ey did mlnaeam bim. He et ot foc 3 coupleof cleses, it
he? [father asks mother] Yes, and last year, he was more in the special
needs class because we found that there were behaviour problems and so
on. But now this year, i’s a combination, & mixture. Yes. Its a
combination of both. But the reason for that is because: (a) They don't
have any money and, of course, if they don’t have any money they can't
‘get any teacher assistants, and that's been really cut back.

‘The mother noted that the special education teacher was just half-time and that there were
some teacher assistants, but the father interjected:

Some, but not enough for the number of hours that are needed for the

children, the children like Eric. Thar’s one area that the government cut

three or four years ago rather than coming up with more money for

children like them because they need more help rather than less help!

So that's one area they cut and | guess that isn't going to change.

While both parents had a higher level of education than the other paticipants,
they also found it difficult to contend with what seemed to be the illogical
circumstances at the junior high. Their daughter had adjusted well, however, Eric had not
Like the others, they talked about the prevalence of stereotyping on the part of students
and teachers. For example, as the father noted, “Eric could do something that was minor
but it was quite often blown up 1o be something big because he did it.” Asked about
atitudinal problems amongst students the mother simply responded, “And teachers.” As
with the other parents, they spoke of the teachers" lack of understanding, and told of
constant communication with the school to inform them of their son’s needs. They also

referred to the importance of a teacher’s demeanor. However, the father was empathetic
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with the teachers and often placed blame on funding cuts for the dearth of the much
needed help for students such as Eric. As he explained:

‘Wel, T don’t want to take anything away from the teachers. He's come a
long way and we've worked pretty hard with the teachers - constant
dialogue with them, I guess. But he just couldn’t adjust mainly because
coming from the elementary school - it was 5o quiet and his teacher was
really good. She was strict but she was really fair. This was in grade six,
there was only ten in the class s0 that was a great class. So then when he
went up thre (o the junior high] he was put irccly into the mainstzeam -
wasn't it - first, and although his teacher was really good he'd get into
trouble going from class 10 class - in the halls or out on the puygwm
In junior high, it's all new... We've Aad lots of teachers say that juni
Highshoulit st a5 iht w1 el som o thefeschers el
that the children are almost ready for high school and therefore leave
lot up to them - just assuming that they will fall into taking notes, etc.
things like that and [ don’t feel that they're quite up to that.. Also, one of
theeal roblecns i he ack of money and the fact s theteachers e
is
posnbl: and that’s where junior high really breaks down and
children like Eric are thrown into that environment needing extra help
and it isn’t there. That's one area they've really cur!

However, both parents were optimistic about a program they assumed would be
available for their son when he reached high school; a program offering both vocational
and academic options. The father seemed 1o think that it could build on Eric’s strengths
instead of emphasizing his weaknesses. In fact, he thought that the junior high level was
more or less a waste of time. He stated:

The high school has a work-study program okay. Bt the junior high

probably not 100 bad for opportunities. But there’s nothing. And they 've
told me that unfortunately the junior high level or the junior high has
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In summary, parents were disconcerted due to the lack of programming and the

shortage of knowledgeable teachers.  Asking the question - How is your student doing?

gave ris iled discussi i factors. Of pri was the non-

wansferal of information between the elementary and junior high levels resulting in a

2

deficiency of | peci

As well, some parents were upset in not being kept informed when their child was
“pushed ahead" against their better judgement. They felt their students were not ready for
a more advanced grade particularly at a new school away from trusted teachers and
friends. Additionally, since the students were “mainstreamed” into regular classes with
homeroom teachers, who, for the most part, seemed to be untrained in special education,
there were sudden and disruptive inconsistencies in teaching methods and classroom
management. These findings supported by Canning (1996) clearly indicates the lack of
programming, professional support, and teacher training.

While programming and teaching were perceived by parents to be superior in the

elementary grades, still there had

fact students had presented with many learning and behavioural problems. It is clear that
the junior high system was a very negative experience for these parents and their children.
As one parent put it, children are “wallowing in junior high” while waiting in hope for

appropriate programming at the senior high level.

% If any information were transferred, either it was lacking, not read by teachers, ignored
by the school’s administration, o all of the above.
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In conclusion, these families' stories suggest a stong association between
teachers’ notions of hard-to-reach parents and special needs students. The remainder of
the findings reflect their experiences from that perspective. Next their reactions o the
school’s communication methods and how they perceived their involvement in school
activities are presented.

3. School Commaunication and Parental Involvement:
i Stressful Interacti d C i

Learning how o communicate effectively is essential for developing a partnership
benween home and school (p. 61)
~ Susan MeAllister Swap (1993)
Questions about the school’s communication methods and the parents”
involvement at the school were interwoven. As noted. these parents were quite involved
in their children’s schooling and were in constant contact with the school. However. they
did not comment a great deal about parent-eacher conferences and none attended the
PTA. Consistent with the literature.” they felt the PTA was not relevant in helping their
children and did not feel comfortable in attending. A factorin alienating parents was that
communications and interactions were primarily because of negative circumstances.
Further, individual parents perceived being treated differently by the principal, and
indicated varying levels of confidence and assertiveness in their dealings with school
personnel.

Atfirst, they related that the school’s communication methods were acceptable

* Fullan, 1991; Munn, 1993; Swap, 1993.
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‘and told of two-way contact with either the school telephoning them o initiating many
calls themselves. Some also mentioned keeping abreast of concerts, plays and other

announcements. Their responses included:

Okay, it's good, it's good. Normally you get a letter coming home every
now and again telling about the different things happening at the school,
plays and things like that. And I hear from the teachers, principal, and

guidance counselor... Yeah, they'll call directly if there's anything going
o in school related to Paul. (Paul’s mother)

Mm mm. Yeah [communications pretty good). (Eric's mother)

We're usually on a first-name basis with the teachers... We've worked
pretty hard with the teachers and have had constant dialogue with them,
‘and in fact, we e-mail back and forth all the time. I e-mailed the principal a
litle message about certain things I'd like to see in place so we've got a
pretty good working relationship there. (Eric’s father)

‘About feeling comfortable in going to the school, some said:

No, not really but the thing of it i it's your son and his education, you
have t0 - it’s a part of parenting that goes with having children. | guess it
‘goes hand in hand, and it’s something that you have to do and you have o
do it o the best of your ability. (Robbie's father)

Oh yes. T must say I have no problem with the teachers or the principal,
it's a new principal we have there this year. [ must say they're very nice
people. (Paul’s mother)

However, their pri for going problems:

It's mainly because of our son but maybe if things were different, maybe if
it were just our daughter, well, I know we wouldn't have as much contact
with the teachers. We'd feel that it wasn't necessary. (Eric’s father)

10 10 the school a lot! [Voice raised in anticipation of having more o
son is not doing very good. This is the

ght... His behaviour is a major factor, so
therefore, like I said I'm in constant contact with the school. (Paul’s
‘mother)
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We make a number of trips there in the run of a year. Like, okay, number
one our son has Atention Deficit Disorder, Obsessive/Compulsive
Disorder and to add insult o injury, he has Toureti’s Syndrome. Coupled
with some of the mistakes he's after geting into, we've had a fair amount
of dealings with the teachers at the school. (Robbie’s father)

‘When asked if they received good-news calls from the school, they replied:

No! No. When, when [ get the phone call and I hear the voice on the other
end, I just say, “Well, what happened today!” (Paul’s mother)

No. Most of it's negative but I'm usually the one who calls up. Well I
You know, “Did you hear anything lately?”" type of thing. (Robbic’s
ther)

No - o it's usually negative. (Eric’s mother)

10's usually negative, [ guess - we're alllike that but there are i when
we have

with them s} ther's somethin going o tha shouldn's be goin on
(Erie’s father)

Eric’s mother related this incident:

‘When Eric was younger, I had one teacher, this s just a ltte story, but he
was disruptive in the classroom and after school 1 would get all the
negative things. I took this for awhile - Eric did this, he did that, he was
up running around and wouldn't it in his seat. and on, and on and on. So
finally one day [ was just so upset by all this negativity - “Now,” [ said,
“Does Eric ever do anything right or nice in your classroom?” “Oh yes, he
does! He was nice to 50 and s0.” But until | said that. it’s like everything
reported had to be negative. So then, one of the teachers took it a step
further in that she had a lttle booklet done up and on it was “Things that |
did today.” And Eric would write in his lite printing, “I helped so and so
with a homework book” or whatever. And it was like a positive
reinforcement, but before that it go 0 a point where I had been just at
my wits end!

Given examples of students' successes, Paul's mother noted the benefits of positive

communication:
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‘Yeah. Mm mm. Which is good because then the parent will go back to the
chddmdsly.‘WelLIspﬂktwulhymn’!shﬁrmdsh:wdlh&wn
know, you done this today which is very good. You know. I's really good.
Keep it up sort ofthing.” You know.

Mark and Angela’s mother was obviously frustrated and distressed about

the school. i ke, and whether
or not she aniended the PTA, she talked mostly about the latter. Noting her encounters
when she took Angela from the school, she feared being ridiculed by other parents if she
were 10 go to meetings:

No. I don’t. 1 don't. I lost interest totally. But I do read whatever might
onne o i e s skl seocsmion, ot b e it come
home with -
and s sot of ting. But o atend, 1 don't think they would himk very
highly of me if I ever had 10 go down there and an issue such as mine
up.... The thing is they didn't go through what [ went
and they would just say, “Well I didn't have any problem.” 1 mean I'd
lose it!” They’d ask me t0 leave - I know they would! Which. of course,
again makes it hard on the children.

With regards to anending meet-the-teacher night. she said:

Ldidn’t. No, T didn't. [ sound like the cold person there now, but I do
have regular contact with Mark's teacher by telephone... But, as or going
there - lke I said, [ know it would only make it harder on Mark and
Stephen. Stephen stll ha to face being placed at that juior high if this
2oning stays the same, but anyway it would make it harder... | don't want
1ot o people g 0 e what ey kg oG, becae e
Seen lstning 10 - we're oing back i years when y ldest daugher
4 there - probably close 10 cight years from the first grade seven

e B wha i b the sense, [ guess, for me (o atiend one of these

ctions or whatever if the issue did come up [about no program for
Angela] and if [ was o say - speak my mind.

** Another difficult experience was her oldest daughter’s pregnancy while at the junior
high. She had tred to continue her schooling but was taunted to the point
left.



Noting that satisfactory closure had not occurred regarding Angela’s situation, she simply
responded, “No! It's just like - left open.” Also to the suggestion that she had not been
supported and respected for her viewpoint, she simply said, “No, I havent. No, I
baven't”

In contrast, Eric’s father was confident in his interrelations with the school and
‘gave commentary about appropriate ways of dealing with teachers:

1 had a teacher tell me a few years ago that in terms of dealing with
teachers that a litle bit of honey goes a lot further than vinegar. So, if you
approach them, and be very critcal of them right off the ba, I don't think
you're going to get anywhere. Now maybe there are people out there with
just cause for doing that. You know, we realize it’s a problem and in our
particular case i’ imporant that we work with them and we've had
meetings with them twice this year now. But e-mail now, well, that's even
better than the telephone because it's like it's a leter sent.

Suggesting that some parents do not have computers i their homes, he replied:

Ithink a lot of the parents, and I don’t mean this in a mean way, but a lot
of parents probably don't have the education level that might be required
t0 - maybe they're a liti bt intimidated by the overall school system and
the teacher. We send our kids and we expect that the teachers are going to
teach your children and that's t... But we've never been confrontational.
There's been a couple of times when we've been disgruntled about things
but we’ve worked it out. But I think going to them and being really angry
and calling them things - it just not going to work.

Eric’s mother added:
Its been said 10 us, | guess. that we seem 1o be very interested in the
children and the teachers seem to be really supportive of us being there for
both our children.

‘Also noting that some parents have o contend with much adversity in their lives and

have 1o fight o be heard and respected, Eric’s mother who had been a single parent

herself, replied:



And 1 think teachers feel that a lot of times if you come in to sce about 2
student, then they are almost ready for an argument or for a confrontation,
nlhﬂmusnﬂiﬂiimmnofumngdawnmdwuhngmmnmnh

Somlky’r«ulhtﬁ(zmmmmwnunzyn
doing and the reason behind what

the father i i incipal as he said:

‘The former principal was pretty good. We.plllnn[lﬂllywell He'd
phone e n Enicspresente and prescad o bt .. S0 e uscd

(uwnﬂmommn'dpmmmormwumm a linle
bit... There were a lot things that they overlooked because they knew we
e verking o e s gl Wreres [ 3. you know, To el
with you guys it happened at school it’'s your problem.
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Although Robbie’s father participated very briefly in the interview, he also

complimented school personnel, particularly teachers. He said: “We've had some runvins

with the teachers there... but all-in-all I must say, they're to be commended - some of

them for the work that they do - just in helping us alone!” However, Robbie’s mother

played the primary role in the four children's education and related why she was not

involved in the PTA or other events:

No. 1 do boser it bt te v [ Looked 1 1 goog buck 12
about a year ago 1 had three schools. | mean I can't get myself to three
hools.. 1 e 10 go dependingon what cach of hem was doing. If 1
was in a concert for instance, [d go o that, Bt since Robbie isn't in
anything, [ don't bother, you

not atendi ght. Expressing feelings of

h

estrangement and anticipating confrontations with parents who considered Robbie a bad

influence, her comments were remarkably similar to Mark and Angela’s mother's:

1don't bother 10 go because the way I looked at it - I've got two different
ot 4 . wi ot

i the people g in who's got Johnny re
perfect people 1o them. And, you know, I don’t belong. That's my point



of view s0 Itry to do the best I can. I've got my own contact with him [the
teacher]... I get the outline of things from the school. And I don't bother
with it because like I said, I mean [ don’t want t0 go and listen to - because:
T would end up having it out with a couple of parents that I do know who
turn around and tell their children that my son is a bad influence on

1y him. And I wouldn’t dle that and,
you know, you avoid contact and I avoid contact with some people and I
don’t bother with it! They [school personnel] know where I'm to - I
can pick up the phone and they can phone me anytime of the day or
after school even.

Being a single working parent, Paul’s mother did not have time to partcipate in

the PTA. Prior to telling Paul’s story she sai

o, P'm not involved in any of that. Time
is a big factor. Paul is another big factor, he is a litle bit of a problem child in school so
therefore you've got to sort of y to keep some tight reins. So I lik 10 be at home when
he's there. right?” However. she did go to meet-the-teacher night and said, “Yes. yes [
attend that. You get 10 go through the school and see the different areas and meet the
teachers. your children’s teachers. and then they have a social afterwards down in the
cafeteria - 50 yes it's good.”

Both of Eric’s parents attended mee-the-teacher night and said, “We've gone to
meet-the-teacher night but we usually know them [teachers] by then. Usually we go in and
meet them straight away.” Eric’s father also initiated a lunch-time activity program to
help him when he first entered the junior high. He explained:

For about a month, I started going up at lunch time every day and | even

brought games of checkers and backgammon and cards that the school
didn't have. [used to play with Eric. or with the other children, and then

at was
up to Christmas... I's just that they didn't have a lot of places 1o go
during recess or lunch time. They have free time and for a child like Eric
that's not good.
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However, while the teachers were particularly pleased, the school did not continue the
program. He expressed disappointment:

Tbcywm really happy, (chuckling) especially when I spent $20 or $25 of

ney 10 buy games. | left them at the school and I thought they
o ko el o s 4 A i o ity eckgemenc
or cards, we ot of b the umdesanig ht they woud wk: o e

cames rom the counslo.. and thy'd pay n the unchroom. But

only lasted for about two or three weeks after I left. They didn't xully

follow through 5o it ended up with the children having a lot of spare ime

on their hand:

Like the others, Eric’s parents were not involved in the PTA. and indicated not
knowing its purpose. The father said:

‘They have bake sales... but I really don’t know what they do.... P've never

even had any idea in my mind. Now, for me to sit down for an hour like

this in the night - this is sort of nice really. You know, I'm usually busy

doing something and I don’t know if  want to get involved in it.

With the suggestion that some parents think that the PTA means that parents and teachers
work together for the good of the children, the mother stated:

But 's not - its not like that at all [ don't think. We went o one, the

similar types of things that you would like to find out about - such as

homework and skills that the children learn, or don’t learn, and how we

can help them with their homework and such. That was our son's

counselor, [ guess, when Eric was in grade seven .

In summary, while communication was initially portrayed as being open, parents
acknowledged without exception that contact with the school invariably concemed
negative information about their children. In describing the inhibiting factors for two-way
communication with parents of children with special needs, Swap (1993) confirms that

even in scheduled mectings, “parents often are the recipients of negative information
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about their child; they frequently feel intimidated by the array of teachers, specialists, and
administrators... and they are rarely equal partmers in decision making” (pp. 95-96).
Although some parents were more comforiable in their dealings with the school, their
frustration concerning negative contact was still evident. Further contributing to some
mothers’ feelings of alienation and mistrust were the actual or perceived negative
attitudes of the school and other parents.

Finally, in light of these parents constant contact with the school, the question
arises as to why they were alleged (o0 be hard 1o reach. While they may not have been
involved in traditional activities such as the PTA, they did g0 to the school when specific
information was given about their children. Some attended meet-the-teacher night, and
all initiated efforts to obtain academic placement information and to provide background
information about their children. One family did atiend a PTA meeting in the three-year
period their son had been in junior high - one meeting where they were given specific
information as to how they could help their student with schoolwork!

4. Teacher-Guided Practices and The Importance of Parental Knowledge

and ild from different
‘worlds, the

perspectives. Unl i stained
likelihood is that the child's education will suffer (p. 119).
- Seamus Hegarty (1993)

In this section. the parents’ views about teacher-guided practices are presented.

Also included s the topic of “parental knowledge” not only conceming their own
children, but also regarding their insight into the negative consequences of educational

inadequacies on a larger scale. Most often parents were not listened to formally or
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informally. Thus, in responding to the idea of teacher-guided practices they elaborated
about their negative experiences.

For the most part, parents seemed o think there were possible benefits to be
derived from teacher-guided practices. Robbie’s mother replied:

Well, if they could come up with some idea of how to help Robbie, all you
gt to do is call me and suggest something and I could try it and I'd say,
“Okay” and then | could go back and say, “Well, you know, it didn't work
for me this way or why don't you try another way.” You're trying to be
flexible because there’s so much you got sometimes - you got to live with
kid gloves, you know. But yes! Sure! | mean, anything if it’s benefitting
him,

Paul’s mother thought that parents and teachers preparing plans for helping might
be a good idea, however, she was quick to emphasize the crucial need to begin such a
process when students are young. Discouraged that it may be t0o late for her son, she
again referred to the grade seven class when Paul had done well and how in grade eight
the same help was not there. Her lengthy response follows:

That's great, that would help, but my feeling about anything is, i has 1o
happen early! Paul now is 14 and he started 1o have problems back in
grade four, if he could have been caught in grade four and tested and
diagnosed as having this problem and things put in place o help him at the
carlier stage he might not have experienced what he's went through. The
older you are the harder it is. I don't know if anything was put in place
like that now if it would even help him, because he's had two more years
of doing nothing... You know, he had just tumed 12 when he went to
grade seven. So he was a lot younger, a lot more impressionable. If that
program what was put in place then - it worked, and he realized that he
‘was not going to get his own way, he was not going o be sent home. He
was asked o leave class and sit out by the door unil he was ready to come
back in, but he was no sent home, that was that. And he realized they're
not sending me home, I'm not getting a holiday, so I'm going to have to do
something and that's what he did. But that wasn't carried through 1o
rade cight, thar's what 'm seying, and now he's had two more years

! So1don’tknow i putin
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place again, right? Now he’s older, he's bigger, you know he’s way taller
than what | am, the situation, everything’s changed.

Although disillusioned, she did point to some positive aspects if she were kept
informed by the school. Particularly, she noted that Paul did not remember his homework

and came home empry handed. If a program were

place, she felt at least she might

know what his homework involved. She further noted that a group meeting would be

the school every day.

My biggest problem with him is not knowing what he has o do and
hasn’t got 10 do.... Yes, my gosh if you know where the problems lie well
then you can help work on it,but if you don’t know what they're having a
problem with, how can you help?... But I'd like to emphasize that it
ntmlaﬁncuuu’lrm-ml"mtsemingxmmb:innﬂkdin

a younger age. Even now, it would help some, yes, not
cverybocy. bt ' sre i would el some of e children.

Mark's mother seemed to think that such a program would be helpful for him:

T'd like t0 see that. T would like to see that happen. I know it would aid
somebody like Mark. Mark has really got a lot of weak points. Again,
we're dealing with reading skills. And, of course, with reading skills and
‘mathematics - like, they really can't get anywhere without the reading

skills... Like I say, Mark does need extra help but I know nghl now
they've made it qmw clear to me that they just do not have the time.
do not have the teaching saff.

When asked if the PTA had programs directly related to assisting children with schooling,
she replied:

No. Ny n. T culy iog T ve md bouthe FTA s st ey
have their regular meetings whenever they're called - I think it's
vy three moniha. They bave their card paris. They have their
fundraising. What surprises me too i that you get all these newsletters
seat home about all these fundraising events that they're having for - well,
computers... But okay, I can see them needing funding for computers but
why over and over and ove agan i it omputers? Why don't they just
say, “Well, we're having specially f
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ior high schools™ 0 p i students that just
that my son needs... But th 't there.
i They' (just left hangin

Although she noted that her children seemed to listen best to others, she also felt
that parents wanted more involvement with their older children, and said:

At the elementary school things are much closer. It s almost like a family

Sort of thing a that school. 11’ family oriented... But 1 find with other

paseats.... they'd rather amtend with the older child. Now maybe it's

because it’s another school. Maybe they carry on different programs or

something, 1 don'tknow, ut 1 hav nticed i epeedyand sad, “You
wanting to

kno
olde child s mvobed n."
Mark's mother told about never missing parent-teacher interviews and other events at the

elementary school. She stessed the loss of family atmosphere and communication once her

junior high. She felt this negati her older son's future. as she.

replied:

Well. I don't hear from the junior high the way I do from the elementary
school. But I find it's awdul. It's like - I think that once the door is closed
bethind the student from the elementary school, once they leave - 1 don't
ik i'sopen ther again a the o high o that sort ofboning - i
Jeeling that once you walk inside. Of course, right from kindergarte

grade six. [ mean you got your concerts and everything cise... But ke 1o me

the other end, i

world kind of thing and, like I said, it hurts because I know that he needs
Jjust that litle bit of extra help and ir's just not there and if’s going to
hinder him! He's got his dreams cut out He wams 1o join the
Newfoundiand Constabulary. Ever since he was a lcle. e child, his step-
mdbaicr vascos of e policniects s Mk sed i od ever.
since he passed away, he has always said. “Well, I'm going 10 be what
poppy Al vas.” And it il s oal... But il ke i so much longer,
you know what I mean’

Eric's parents responded to the idea of teacher-guided practices by emphasizing

the importance of study skill, particularly the father, as he said:
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Tdlike ing like that set up... even j k them [students]
how they study. A lot of them don't know how to study. And if somebody
went in and gave some pointers on how to study or even 20 minutes after
school... A lot of times, I think children would take you up on that if they
were interested in really leamning how to get the most out of their studying
hbis... s dfely wortky of o prsemison some exnin. | vk &
lot of people would benit froms . Yeak,tha's  good ide becaus

you can’t study all your subjects the same way. | think its )mpomnl ©
teach the children study skills because I think even in their reviews... [
think it enables you to recall.

Like the others, Eric’s mother underscored early intervention:

1 honestly feel that the children have never ever been taught how to study
{and)] it should start before the junior high level. If you can instill these
practices into children early on, then it makes an impression on them. |
feel that younger children tend to be like a sponge - that they will pick up
the habits that they're used to doing and carry them through. But in junior
high level, well, we did pick up so many bad things about studying that
Eric was doing

These four families appeared to be receptive 1 being given information to help
their children with schoolwark. However, home-school partnerships require a sharing of
ideas. and parents” input is particularly important in the case of special needs students.
For school professionals, Mearig (1992) emphasizes:

It is important to explore with parents the conditions that seem to make a

difference in the child's behavior and learing. Realize that parents may

be correct in their observations or impressions... Try 1o utilize their

insights and ideas. And certainly parents need to be involved in a

meaningful way in all decisions about school placement and programs.

(italics added]. (p. 224)

Hegarty (1993) and Swap (1993) aiso make it clear that parents are a valuable and
esseatial source of information. Unfortunately, the parents in this study felt isolated and

not respected for their contribution. Following are examples of their knowledge about
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coping with the school system, and their insight concerning the potential adversity for the
‘wider community resultant of educational deficiencies.

Robbie's mother, in describing her son's problems, also related difficultes she
encountered with a physician. Although an older son had been diagnosed with a specific
behavioural disorder, the physician evidently did not value the information the mother
could provide, and took  critcal stance. She indicated her consternation with the doctor:
“And [ told this to this particular doctor who told me [ was running off at the mouth and [
said, well, it's like this 1 said, I am having something done and I'm having it done this
week! And so | had an appointment that week with the same doctor that was my older

son's doctor.” The parent's persistence resulted in her son having a psychiatric

assessment; ithad

Additionally, this family fought to keep their son from being sent to the
Whitbourne Boys' Home. Both parents wen to the Department of Social Services 0
obtain paid transportation for their student to and from school. Meeting with the Social
Services Minister, they related the serious circumstances that had befallen their son. The

‘mother described what transpired:

‘We told her what was going on, but she was more interested in telling me
how good Whitboune Boys Home was 1 said, ~Evcuse me, M
Smith, but I'm telling you that Robbie is not going to no Whitbourne.”
And e, Thee' 41" Bu, che s, I be beve o, e have good
psychologists and good psychiatrists.” 1 said, “No thank you! I don’t
need them because I'm telling you he’s e going there and he's going
t0 have a lot better than that!" All we went in for was to have okay for
the Social Services to give transportation for the young fella to and from
school.
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Initially, the school also had ignored her appeals. But her determination to contest their
decisions had succeeded; they later acknowledged her advice:

‘And she [the teacher did come back and tell me at the end of last year that

what I was saying was right al along - that it worked with him having the

like 1 told them, you might have degrees in front of your name and you
might have degrees behind your name but you don’t know it all! That's
my opinion. Because when you got toubled youngsters, I don't intend to
i bk and s .

Robbie’s mother demonstrated insight into the need for effective two-way

between home and school. the impor
the home should they detect a problem, and their need to know a student’s background.
Describing how it must be for parents who aren’t contacted by the school, she said:

Well, I'm the one who calls them and gets calls. What about the people
who have troubled children in :chwl that they think are normal but the

ild and calls should
be made and say, “Fey, Johie & not doing wel. I ther something
wrong at home? Is there something wrong that he's not studying? Is
there some medical problem? Is there something that the school system
should know?..." | went to the junior high with my child, knowing the
principal.... I could go in and say to him, “You know, Robbies got this
and this," and later on, there was a meeting called and I explained to him,
“This is what's wrong with him and this is what you should do with
Robbie.” And then after a couple of months what I said was looked at and
finally agreed upon and straightened out 1o the point that it was working
well,the teachers were working well, Robbie was working well

Unfortunately, problems surfaced again when many of the school’s personnel changed
without her knowledge. There were no mechanisms to inform the parent of the changes
and evidently no collaboration between old and new saff, consequently, her hard work
evaporated. She explained:



But now when this school year started, there was a new principal, there
was a new guidance counselor. And Robbie went into a classroom of a
teacher he never even knew. There was a lot of new adjustments to these:
people, so at the beginning of September, my life was on the downfall I
would say because there was a major, m
‘and I had to deal with that and I just couldn't g0 in and say, “This is what's
going on and this is who [ am.” And the calls weren't sent at home and
things started to fall by the wayside early in September with him.

“This mother also gave voice to the potential hazards that befall young people when
disabilities go unrecognized. Denoting ignorance and stereotyping, she stated:

So I know from experience that children do go into a school system
without peaple even knowing that they have Attention Deficit [and
Touretes syndromel. e had it happe her 50 1 know, 1 can speak
And if you as a troubled child go into the school system - in such a big
system - you get lost in the cracks. Your life goes haywire and everybody
is saying, "Oh look, isn't he a devil. [ wish he wasn't here. What's
srong wihshat Kk~ A ¥ e 3 ¢ pernt ca't o I and sy 1 0,
e, lokuale kave Tourr's sysdrome o Atevin Deick. Ths

hat yoscxpec, This who can happen. Now i you ot an problems
with him catl me" ~and i 1 don't do that and e 1 o b the wayside,
you're going 10 be there frustrated with the kid and get really mad at
him and he's going t0 get sick of you and then he's going to say, "Well,
I'm fed up with this! I've have enough of this school” and drop out.
And that’s where half of the people on the street are drop-outs and in
trouble.

She also emphasized the need for teacher education:

‘They never even knew what Tourette’s was. And I tred to explain to them
“Now tis is wha hes dong- You know, give them the whole
scenario.. “0 know it because I live with him!" T mighin't
have what. edcation tha you gt « 10 puing anybody down with
education. I did my grade [1, but I might have more mentalty than the
‘people who's got three o four degrees behind their name. So that's how I
see it. Like I told the new principal in a group meeting what should be
done with Robbie and them - pamphlets should be given out to his
teachers on Attention Deficit, Obsessive/Compulsive Disorder and

uretie’s - it should - information sheets or solne‘hmgv The school
they need to do is have a workshop is i
hat s child coud ave. Y know, Yo might pave samebods in vour
classroom reacting this way or this way. Here’s the information sheets on




this. This is what we possibly could do with this child. Now if this child
has "What can

&

o to help you?" I had to go in there, and tell them to tell Mr. Thomas to

5o sccaing o f be e by vice e thom ki ol vl

he’s screaming at him and he [Robbie) can't handle screaming. So he has

10 be told that he can't scream at him. You can't point at him. You can’t
touch him... The teachers need o be educated!

Eric’s step-father, who enjoyed a comfortabi alliance with the school, paricularly
with the principal, interestingly, had this to say when asked about the potential o teacher-

‘guided practices to break down barriers with parents:

‘That's a very difficult one - because I've also heard comments like, “So-

think, you know, I may as well say it, we all know that's going on. That

‘may go back 10 lack of muunnn 1 don’t know how you get around that

because maybe the parent just doesn’t trust the teacher or they just

couldn't give a good damn.
Noting that pethaps some parents feel stereotyped, Eric's mother seemed more empathetic
as she said, “I'm just thinking, would the parenis feel intimidated by the teachers
somewhat?™** It was also pointed out that some parents may not have the opportunity to
reverse negativity and stereotyping and find it impossible to change their children’s
situation at the school. However, the father talked about Newfoundlanders not being
assertive, and again described their non-confrontational approach with school personnel.
Suggesting they could share their coping strategies With other parents, they seemed to
perceive some benefis, and said:

1 think one nice way for parents who are somewhat intimidated probably

by the fact that they may not have a lot of education... and they're being a

 She had been a single mother. The father was a new parent; he had several university
degrees!
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little bit intimidated about coming to_ meetings and standing up expressing
themselves, but I think if we have litle work groups, that's one way... 1
don' like standing up talking... But in little working groups... maybe with
about 10 peaple. Its worth a ty. (Eric’s father)

1 feel that that would be a good approach 1 take... because I wouldn't
stand up and speak out in a large group. But 1 would with a group of half a
dozen pareats or something Id cerainly sit down and discuss my kids, but
not in a roomful of people... And if there were these small groups and

ey appointed one person that could report... to the board or fiscal level.
(Eric’s mother)

Eric’s father also noted the benefits of forming an advocacy group:

T don't know whether the purpose would be to get together and try to
develop a pressure group - not necessarily to the schools, but the school

the Department of Education... And they could ask about
funding and say, “This is a project we’d like to fund.”

‘The mother added, “Seems like we've always sort of gone it alone, you know, even going
1o the school board level and going to the school principal.”

Paul’s mother was asked if she had talked with other parents who had similar
problems, and she replied:

Not No. No. I haven't talked with anyone at the school... Parents should

have the chance to have input into what's happening in school. And, like [

said if my child is having problems in cenain areas and the child is

probably better in other areas, why can’t we sort of zeo in on both, right?

You know, we’l help them with the bad one. Like, we can all give him a

litle bit of praise and encouragement because they're doing so good with
other areas.

Mark and Angela’s mother also fet there were others in comparable situations:

Sure. There's got to be! Because Mark had 10 g0 to summer school
because of his problems. He devoted half his summer again this year. He
had 10 do the same thing last year. If the opportunity was there or if the
teaching staff was there - I know it's not available. 1 know funding or
¥haer sope i we ca g gt bk o the e o aicaion T
years in




146

Parents were also asked about moral and financial support for teacher-guided

practices. Evidently skeptical about obtaining assistance from the school board, Eric’s

father noted fiscal and union problems they had encountered:

1 think it would be But I don't know, we've never had any real good
support from a school board... They will always say, "Well, yes", you
the

0 through them and they have 10 get it through the boards and, of
course, they're also unionized - the teacher assistants. So it's not like
you can pick one. We've looked into getting a teacher assistant who
‘would most benefit Eric, but that's not necessarily the case. We had to
get one thar's the most senior regardless of how bad he or she may be.
Or one the most junior*® (Eric's father)

Or - maybe sometimes there's personality clashes. Our son, for instance, if
I were his teacher assistant, [ may not be suitable for him, but yet in terms
of union [ am fully entitled to b: with llns paml:ulu child. 1don't know

supportive, yes. Because then | think they would be supportive of the
and students in carrying it through. (Eric’s mother)

Yes, you got to have their support, ves definitely, definitely need support,

cooperation like the principal and the assistant principal and the teachers

you know. (Paul’s mother)

Initially, Mark and Angela’s mother thought the question referred 1o parents

ng help.

1 wish you wouldn't ask me stuff like that about suppor.  don’t know about
support from the school... I don’t know how much youd beg, borrow or
stcal 10 get atenion o get whatever it is you'te looking for. But I doit

youdo it. I'm lost! be
ety docs't work 50 whatareyou supposed 10 do!

* This parent’s analysis of the teacher assistant situation is clearly consistent with other

parents” ex

iences across the province. As per media commentary by parents -

September, October, November, 1997.
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With clarification of the question, she rewmed to Angela’s story. Expressing

disappointment and insight, she said:

Oh yes. Teachers, if the teachers initiated the programs; if the teachers
presented the ideas; this is what we think would be a better idea - gi
examples of students that would be helped tremendously by this. Ifd make
the difference of day and might 0 some of these students' lives, I think.
For example, Angela is one that was lefi out in the cold. If somebody
other than the guidance counselor and the MUN student had made the
reach-out and grabbed in the opportunity from the assessment report -
something would've been done. I know she'd probably still been in
senior high.... And the pain is 5o great you wouldn't believe!

In summary, these parents seemed to support the notion of teacher-guided

practices. One final quote from Eric's father concerning the one PTA meeting they had

attended gives significant indication for the need and desire for such a program. Adding

to the mother's earlier comments, he said:

But you know, the only PTA meeting that I ever went to in the school
was where Ben Dalton gave that talk and I didn't realize it was a PTA
meeting. I probably woul't hve gone because that's never appealed to
me but it was an interesting tal s ‘Because
it dealt with behaviour and mll - homework skills. It was a good
meeting I think and it reinforced a lot of ideas that we already had. And
even if you can have meetings like that, that reinforce things.

Also crucial is the school's recognition that parents may have innovative ideas and

important information to contribute. Hegarty (1993) succinctly underscores the value of

parents’ knowledge and the importance of two-way information. He states:

Over and above basic information on any relevant medical matters, the
school has 1o become informed on the child's learning difficulties and
he e rasge offacors which kave o bearng o thern. .. Teachers can
also_learn_a_great_deal
ficulties and what the parents’ - -

i ool is

help... The flow of information
italics added]. (pp. 119-121)
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Finally, facilitating opportunities for parents to help each other is also important, as
Hegarty notes, “Support of a different kind is provided by contact with other parents of
children with special needs. Their common experiences enable them to understand and
support each other in mutually helpful ways” (p. 127).57  Clearly, however, these parents
did not have contact with one another.

. Homework Issues: Parents’ Di

The curriculum is a principal arena for home-school contact and one where effective links
between home and school can do much to enhance children’s education (p. 122).
~ Seamus Hegarty (1993)
The discussion with parents about homework underscored their children's learning
Gifficulties and heightened awareness of their negative schooling circumstances.
Inadequate information from the school, inconsistent approaches by teachers, and lack of
homework initiated their contacting the school. Al parents spent a great deal of time
attempting o help, and efforts to assist their children and to gt them to do homework
seemed to highlight the need for new helping strategies.
Robbie’s mother related in great detail some of the difficulties she encountered.
Since Robbie ignored an agenda book, used by some teachers to list homework
assignments, she asked the school for direction. There were times when he didn't want
her 10 help, but she spent up to two hours per night with him. She explained:
Isaid, “Okay, Robbie, you know you have certain times that you got to do
imes you can go out or you can play... If you had to let me:
help you, maybe you could've got a litle bit more because you're getting

g0od marks now, you are capable of doing that...” He don't bring home no
agenda... A couple of weeks ago I told them I wanted the homework

7 Swap (1993, pp. 116-118) also supports this notion.
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wrote down 5o I'd know what it is and T want 10 know assignments and

test fimes... Robbie tore up the agenda book and won't bring it home.

e just say, “Now, mathe, e ot math onight.” I he's ¢ mm wo
hours, [ have to stay here. I go back and correct him and

Robbie, look, o, over this sum here” and hel 5o back if e domt

understand, he'll ell you or whatever.

She also expressed concern that homework and tests were not always set and noted trying,
to find out why. Relating her conversation with the teacher, she pointed out the difficulty
in geting Robbie to read:

Isays, “Listen, there’s no homework, no tests, no sound.” And she said,

“Well, really, we don't have a lot of homework.” Probably out of five

days, he might have three. Hes supposed to be reading at home and

pushing reading and doing book reports and that, it don't work. You can't

push somebody, but i ke sit down niow, he’s liable to take it in his head to

read three chapters of a book. That's a book to him.

Noting that perhaps she had to spend extra time helping her son she responded, “Robbie

s a constant baby-sitting job and that's the way

Paul's mother also related the difficulties he experienced with homework. Her
irustration was evident in thinking that perhaps he used tiredness s an excuse ot to do
homework during his first year in grade eight. She explained it this way:

Okay with Paul I think it was a big excuse. He just found it too

overpowering to fry to do it, so he’d do so much and then he’d say his

hand was tired from writing. And then star to say things like he'd want to

have a drink, every kind of lttle excuse he could come up with to stay

away from it from doing his homework

‘Asked if homework was set for him now in his second year in grade eight, she
replied: “No. No.” However, she acknowledged that the leaming strategies used by his

former grade seven teacher had been the most positive experience for Paul
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‘was required. He'd bring it home for me to sign and have it brought back.
1o the teacher. Plus he was on a monitoring program. They had a sheet
every class they went to - if their behaviour was good and they were
prepared for class, and these sorts of things, the teacher would check it in.
Okay, if he went to math and he was good, his behaviour was good or very
good, she'd tick whatever block it was and she’d phone.® Yeah, they had
that in grade seven, monitoring yeah.

benefits of| by

‘Yeah, when he brought it home and he and I knew he had homework - yes,
T could help him with the study subjects - the math I couldn't... But the
other subjects he had in the junior grades doing spelling and that, like, |
use to make sure to help him leam and ask him his spelling and get him to
write them down. And I'd help with paragraphs and his capital letirs and

tion and these things. When he brought it home and it was
something I could help him with, | helped him with it

Mark's mother was also concemed that he did not have enough homework; she t00
called the school to inquire as to the reasons why. It seemed to her, however, that her
younger son had to0 much homework. She explained:

My concern is about Mark's homework.. I called and I questioned why |
had this 11-year-old (the younger son] thats doing grade five that actually
falls asleep at the kitchen table with e sometimes and I have to wake him
and say, "Okay. Stephen, go to bed." And he's upset because he hasn't
finished all his homework and he is at that since supper dishes have been

o it upset me 10 say, "Okay, why do I have an 11-year-old in
five that's doing all this homework and I've got a I4year-oid in
‘grade eight and he's got it done in 10 or 15 minutes!

1t

She related her conversation with the teacher, whose remarks scemed contradictory to her

concems about Mark's pr ing. help. Confirming

Mark who had the lesser amount of homework, she said:

“ This homework and i Ms. Moore used for her
special education students.
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No. Not assigned homework. No. But [ called the school and I questioned
his teacher and he just said, “Now whether” he said, “he does his assigned
otk durig chol hous fes ssiped work i e classon s i

~h¢w|mllﬂvmanypmblﬂm ek [The teacher also said,] “If this
is the way be wishes to do i, thal's otlly up to himself. There’ nothing
that we can do about

Although fine, later, she again referred
to Mark's reading problems. Keenly aware that it affected all aspects of his learning, she
‘was bewildered about what she could do to help him. She stated:

He's just on the borderline. He needs a litle push inside, but this barrier is
stopping him. of course, I'm getting right back again to his reading skills,
he doesn't have anybody 1 help him.. I'll ry to get him to read - pick up
a book and read to do something with this bit of extra time. You don't read
justa bit and rush o go o

Coping with troublesome homework situations was not unique to these three
mothers, two of whom were single parents; both of Eric’s parents related difficulties as
well. Once again reading problems came to the fore:

Usually what we do is let him sit down and ty it. get him to struggle
through but he sill hasn't leamed to work at something and then call on us
if there's a problem.... What should be 15 minutes can probably take him
an hour and a half. If we sat there and did it with him, then s done and
thre e s when we st dout bave te i, S0 wele mying o
encourage him to make better use of his time but is really difficul...

most of Eric’s case is that he's got very poor reading s Awuntuun
another thing in school - you could write books on that - there is no
provision for reading in school and no courses 1o teach them how to
read! Hes an atrocious reader and as a result he doesn’t want to read.
And when it comes to doing homework, he won't read it

They also described the planning they undertook for Eric’s homework. Talking about the
use of agenda books, they said:

‘Well, they did in their clementary levels. On the agendas we had to sign
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their homework then, but now they just do it themselves and just write it
in. (mother)

Eric wasn't bringing home his homework last term and 5o it to0k us all
term to put something in place. What we finally came up with is that he
would take his agenda to each class and get the teacher o initial it even
just to make sure he got them to wrie in homework. (father)

Or 1o homework. (mother)

‘The teacher would just go "no homework" and initial it. Now, we asked

the teachers if they would do that, 5o that guaranteed that Eric got used to

the routine of taking his agenda to class and the responsibility of having to

bring it home to us. Of course, he tried every uir,k in the book w get

around it. "Oh st my agenda; somebody stole my

over my agenda with actor (aughter) It Gocs onand on. (fher)”
Noting the challenge in getting their son to work on his own, the father again expressed
optimism for the program they hoped he would have next year, in high school. He
stressed the need for such a program at the junior high level, as he said:

The point is that's a real challenge for us. trying to get him 1o do the work

onbisovn. W weuld epe that i rogran o the kigh school when

e goes there will probably, help Eric or help children like Eric. But i's

badly needed, you know, it’s terrible! (father)

In summary, all parents pointed to the difficulties they experienced in atempting

1 help their special needs students with homework. Clearly, they were not well informed.

by the school i i itiatives they

undertook to confer with the school, parents expressed concem that not enough
homework was set. Particularly, they emphasized their students’ poor reading skills, and
although they had talked about this problem earler, the conversation about homework

seemed 10 highlight this shared dilemma.



Hegarty (1993) writes about home-school relations from a special education
perspective and goes beyond homework issues in underscoring the central role of the
curriculum when students have learning problems. He states, “The central task of schools
is to facilitate pupils’ learning. When pupils have difficulty in learning, ths task becomes
if anything more important... There are many home-based ways of involving parents in
the curiculum” (pp. 122-123). Clearly, these families could benefit from such
collaboration.

6. Gender, Family and Class Issues: Primary Caregivers and Diverse Families

Teachers found that
cooperation was.

~ Sanford M. Dombusch and Kathryn D. Gray (p. 291, 1988)

The role of mothers and fathers is an important aspect of children’s education.
Relevant 1o this, however, is the importance of schools to accommodate to the “new
families.™** Assumptions about mothers' constant availability, times that working parents

can go to the school, and fathers’ interest in children’s schooling must be addressed.

. of course, oy of family tion such as single-parent.

families and step-families. Traditionally, mothers have taken prime responsibility for

@

children's schooling, i 1o dictate that ti i liy
Of the two fathers who were interviewed, only Eric's father participated to its

completion. Robbie’s father participated briefly, and alluded to helping with their

* See Dombusch and Strober (1988)
 See Dombusch & Strober (1988); Lareau (1992); Levin (1988); Power (1993); and
Swap (1993).
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children’s schooling, but inadvertently referred to the mother as actually carrying out the
these responsibilities. Commenting about Robbie's ~problems, he said, “We make a
‘number of trips there [to the school] in the run of a year - now Margaret more so than
myself but I o attend the meetings.” However, after he left the interview, Robbie's

mother responding to a specific question about whether they both went to the school

replied, “I'm usually the one who does that.” When asked if she preferred that the father
g0 more often, she said:

Tdon’t mind. I'm use to it because - you don't know the situation between

‘me and Danny, we're married right now anyhow, but 1 was the one who

did the schoolwork - the school bit - and went to the meetings and went

10 whatever.

Robbie’s mother also did the contacting with the school, the school board, and the
‘medical professionals. and helped with the homework.

Eric’s step-father appeared to be quite involved in helping with homework and
contacting the school. Although he dominated the interview discussion and emphasized
his successes in dealing with the school, it became apparent that Eric’s mother spent the
most time on schooling mattrs. Indicating she worked par-time and noting the
difficulties in helping with homework, she said: “Even, you know, with part-time work -
fortunately, T guess 'm home after school with the children and things like that but there

are times when I do work extra hours.” She also completed a question about teachers'

‘and others" perceptions about mothers” role in schooling by interjecting that its... “The

mothers. I's the mother's role.” As well, when asked about the importance of both
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parents’ involvement, their comments seemed to indicate differing experiences and
perspectives. As the father talked about the mother's daily involvement, he appeared to

contradit his previous comments about his participation. With regard to the school's and

society’s i ing h he began his response:
seemingly in a joking manner, and the following exchange ensued:
Oh no. I'd rather my wife stayed home and cooked. (laughter) Acually,
there’s a lot of truth to that. No. I think i's important that we both get
involved. I probably communicate the most mainly because I'm at the
computer and we'll probably zap back and forth but, you know, Marilyn
drops them off, picks them up and will probably go in and talk to the

S0 we sort of share it and I think it's been important. But I don’t ~ (Eric’s
father)

But I think teachers speak o moms more so than dads. (Eric’s mother
interrupting)

Yes. 1 was going to say I don't see a lot of dads up there. (Eric’s father
added)

Pointing out that media announcements about school closures usually call for
mothers to pick up the children, Eric’s father replied, “Oh yes. Yeah. [ think it so
(chuckling). Yeah, that's true. It is usually the moms, yeah.” A short discussion ensued
concening the time constraints when parents work full time. In particular, they noted the
extra burdens on single parents in helping their children with homework:

And a lot of times, I think that the children are left to their own devices

with homework. Maybe the parents just don't have the time. Moms arc

probably wying to get ready for the next day. They're busy in many things

or the student may be with a grandparent during the evening if mom and

dad are working. You know, a lot of times maybe they can’t help them

with homework. (Eric's mother)

It would be pretty crazy if I worked full time and Marilyn worked full
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time. [ work full time but if she worked full time as well, it would be really

crazy. Actually, I don't see how, say, single working moms do it or single

fathers. It must be very difficult. (Eric’s father)

Relevant to the challenges facing single parents, Paul’s mother underscored the
importance of both parents’ responsibility to their children. Prior to relating her son's
story she had this to say regarding her being the main person helping her children with
school:

Yes, yeah. The father has not been present. [Taking a deep breath she

continued] No, Nooo. He doesn’t take any part. And that's, I think, that's

2 major issue with Paul, as well, that he struggles to deal with that now at

this point in time. He was only three when his father left.

Parents were also queried about the importance of daughters’ as well as sons’
education. Without exception, all expressed its significance for both. However, Robbie's
‘mother, and Mark and Angela’s mother were especially concerned about the importance
of education for their daughters. Robbie’s only sister, Shelly, was in high school and her
mother was determined to see her succeed. Her strong comments®! reflect this point of
view:

1 don’t agree with a sixteen-year-old girl coming home with a boyfriend. .

‘When you get your education, and you get your university, a boyfriend fits.

in the middie of it somewhere. But while you're under my roof, there is

education and nothing else.

Concemned about her daughter’s activities during the summer, she also related how she

persuaded Shelly 1o join the military reserve, and was proud of her promotion 10 a

s Shelly ‘model

‘Some of the wording is tempered.



and was goi provi 3 P played her
‘modeling photos.

Once again the importance of a daughter's education was especially poignant for
Mark and Angela’s mother. Her oldest daughter, Megan, had left junior high when she
became pregnant. She had wanted her daughter to remain in school, but antagonistic and
belitling atitudes persisted and she had left. Also an upgrading centre would not accept
her while she was pregnant. Emphasizing the importance of a daughter’s education, she
related some of the story:

Deﬁmwly. i's just as important. Well, my older daughter is an example

1'mean to be a junior high drop-out and have to go back to an

Soeaon e he Ready Centre... And you got to have a youngster 1o get

in there. That was the acceptance - a litle by-law - the fine print. The

priority was given t0 single parent

When she was pregnant, they wouldn’t accept
baby and was a single parent,they said, “Okay, fine.”

Although Paul’s mother did not have a daughter, being a single, working parent
seemed to influence her point of view. She replied:

Oh. I think an education is important to both. Especally this day and age,

cause of the fact is, it is no longer a one person family income sort of thing.

right. The way things are now, you need two incomes, and its important

for both being male and a female to have an education.

Eric and Judy’s parents did not have a great deal to say about the importnce of a
daughter's education. Thus in contrast to their usual lengthy comments about other
interview topics, they simply replied, “Yes, it is” (mother). “You know. [ donit have any
‘problem with that. 1 think that's prety important, yeah” (father).

In summary, the mothers were the primary caregivers for their children's
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schooling. One father indicated he had a high level of contact with the school, however,
he subsequently suggested that it was the mother who contributed the majority of daily
ours o their children’s educational needs. All parents agreed that it was justas impornt
for daughters as well as sons to acquire  high school education. However, mothers who
had experienced personal adversity were clearly more passionate about the importance of
education for daughters.

Although parents were not asked about gender or social class as factors in how
they were perceived and treated by school personnel, the issue did emerge throughout the
interviews. The notion that these parents were perceived by teachers as being hard to
reach suggests a bias against single mothers, step-families and low-income families. To
eiterate, two of the four mothers were single parents, and two were in step-families and
previously had been single parens themselves. Also, with the exception of one family, all
were low-income, working-class parents. They did care about their children’s education
and wanted to help them, but were frustrated with the school’s shortcomings. The single
‘mothers were especially disillusioned and obviously felt abandoned by the school system.
The research, pertinent to this finding, points to the influence of teacher efficacy and
program initiatives for single-parent families.*? Teachers tend to believe that children
from single-parent families will do less well in school, and that parents will not work with
them at home. In their research, Dombusch and Gray (1988) note:

Those teachers who sought increased parental assistance, compared 0

teachers who did not try to develop a partnership with parents, gave grades

 Dombusch, 1986; Dombusch er al, 1987; and Epstein, 1984 as cited by Dombusch and
Gray (1988).
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that reduced markedly the usual discrepancy... [Also if single pareats)] are
interested or actiy

child and the teacher. (p. 291)
With regard to low-income parents, Brantinger (1985) points to the need for the
so-called “intelligentsia” to change their patronizing attitude of such parents. Particularly

referencing. ty, her criticism il sbout low-income

families and the realities of power:

Perhaps to justify their right to a more equitable educational system, it is
necessary to credit the working class with more intelligence and
awareness. [tis one thing o be ignorant of inequitable class relationships
and another to "be aware of" but lack power to change the situation. (p.
25)

7. Parents’ Wishes for Their Students: Equality of Educational Opportunity

rk i their parents t
expenditures 2 iculum with
high fail

)

~ Malcolm A. Levin (1987)

Parents were asked about their children’s schooling opportunities and their
‘greatest wish for them. Without exception, they gave poignant and insightful commentary
alluding to inequality of educational opportunity. Inquiry was also made about their
children’s non-academic interests and whether they were able 10 pursue these at school. It
became obvious, however, that opportunities to express their stronger aptitudes were not

available. Instead, low academic achievement and perceived bad behaviour exacerbated

Robbie's mother's ination and assertive efforts to for her

son’s needs had been, in par, successful. As noted at the outset,  teacher assistant finally



had been assigned to accompany Robbie from class to class, thus averting potential
conflict with those students who had misconceptions of his Tourette's behaviour.
Conceivably, the previous year's crisis situation could have been avoided if Robbic's
needs had been legitimately recognized when he entered the junior high. Following a year
of complex difficulties, and the ~ten-week suspension, currently he was doing well in
school. His mother was cautiously hopeful about his future:

Knock on wood - he started off having it rough. He's after having a couple

of bouts of school problems the year... But Robbie has come from a

youngster that is failing... the child is improving in school and his

‘medication has been evened out. He hasn't been in any major wouble

since October and this s January, thank God! And the longer period of
time that olls by it seems like the better for him... it’s in his favour.

‘While optimistic about his schooling, she told of problems with neighbours who
also misunderstood his behaviour. Disheartened he had no friends, she related how she
gave him support and encouragement:

He don't like living here anymore because he’s got no friends... So what
are you going o do, go around to the 28 houses and explain your situation
-501t’s useless.... I's making a harder lfe for him. But I'm trying to tell
him, “Robbie, look at the good work you're doing in school. You're doing
really well. You're doing good at home.” You know, “Try to ignore these
peaple” and I'm going to try to get something done for him this summer
through the probation officer. I'm going to see if | can get her to work on
getting him involved in different things.

Queried about his non-academic skills, she was pleased about his interest in
needlepoint and sewing:

He started picking up needlepoint and he was doing good with it and...

He started taking up sewing and he used to do sewing all the time. I had

two machines so | said, "Okay, you're only allowed o use this one." And
he kept up on it and it didn't bother me.



Considering her seamstress skills, she thought that being a tailor could be part of his
future. Responding to the idea enthusiastically, she said, “Why yes! Sure he could! He
can go down and use the machine anytime.” However, opportunites 10 express his alent
at school seemed tentative, “He's only doing that until the end of this month and he was
supposed to make a kit, for instance, but for whatever reason... he never bothered with it
after” Asked if Robbie partcipated in extra-curricular actvities, she told about his being
denied a part in a grade six concert. With insightful observations about social-class
stereotyping she replied:

1 think some of it is he’s not interested, but he’s not pushed enough to be
interested. For instance. when he was in grade six_ there was a concert and
Robbie wanted (0 be the jack-in-he-box. But. of course, they picked
somebody else and so he didn't want to go to the concert. But. T thought
the teacher should give him a chance. [ said, “Okay, so what, give the
child a part so he would feel a part of the group,”right? But she never did.
They take the nice, high society children and put them out front for
everybody 10 see those dandy litle Kids and those poor litle kids, and
those poor litle troublesome children, irritating people, are just shoved
by the wayside! Instead of saying, “Okay, you can say this part oy

Robbie. you could do this.” or “Come on. you're really good doing that.™

At the conclusion of each interview. parents were asked about their greatest wish
for their children if there were no barriers. Stressing the importance of teachers listening
o parents, Robbie’s mother again demonstrated her insight and commonsense. She stated:

In relationship t0 a school, and not only junior high or even, yes, seeing
that we're talking about junior high - 1 think that the teachers should
listen to what the parents have 1o say and sit back and size up the
situation and say, "Are these people right? Can Johnnie go ahead to
grade eight realistcally?" Instead of being told that because of the age
or beceus of he height of 4 chid and becuise of the lm'blam
hild i

a child to go ahead - how better is it going to be? Ixn‘am'mkmrﬁn
the child or better because I'm getting rid of a child out of my
classroom?" You know, it’s not looked at - the real story is not heard!
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While Robbie's future appeared brighter, on the other hand, Paul was still
experiencing great difficulties in school. Regarding his opportunity for success, his
mother replied:

s very bleak. His attitude now has a lot to do with what is wrong. You

know, he hasn't been in school a lot and over the past couple of years

[sighs] he's goten i with the wrong crowd at school. Natraly, they sort

of draw on one another and he's gotten into a lttle bit of trouble and

things like that... Right now he’s very weak in school.

Paul’s non-academic interest was playing guitar, but the school’s music program did not
include that instrument. Similar to Robbie’s experience with the concert, Paul and his

friend were denied performing at the school even though they had spent many hours

preparing. Evidently, this b isbehaviour. Noting his s

‘musical ability, Paul's m ight that perhaps he could music. In
a contemplative tone, she said:

into is music. itar and he

9
© pl.y i There’s
in the school but not what he wants, They don't have guitar. They

ey wouldn I he oy Yo 3 uiepossibe ne could some day b

successful. He inherits that rait from his father. His father plays in a band

‘and 5o he's getting the musical abilit right there.
Agreeing with the notion that education should provide an opportunity for students with
special needs to enhance their musical abilitis, she also thought that parents could help
with such a project:

Yeah, have that litle initiative - something that they could work towards

right? You know, if you have a half decent week in school, you could have
itas a reward for kids who are having problems. Like I say, if you putina
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sood weck and if hings are uming precy gond.. you coud have 3
i ting

Iguess wuu.ldkb:mmm::v:mnybmmalmefpamuwmkum
' sure there’s a lot of parents out there who are musically capable
themselves who could probably help.

Thoughts of Paul's future appeared to magnify his difficultes and she felt that being,

unwarranted blame. ly his situation, Paul
continually pleaded with . Disillusioned, she said
1'd haul Paul out of the junior

high, I'd haul him out of St. John's and I would probably put him in a
o Gl 52 Jak'. Boceus b2 ks il e v i e
Like.

g0es wrong, whether he's there or not - And, of course, obviously v.hz)’n

continuously on his back for those sorts of tings and whatevr

else...There's a teacher, he's one of the staff there, he's very negative.

Now, | guess Pml s giving him many opportunities to et oy put
Bs

hnwml.i!]mtacnmwmmkmrhﬂullml’[somewmhwcﬁxl
she added] O course,if e opportunity s there... and probably if he sared
around Manuals. You know,  somewhere to get him out of the city...
hopefully make some new fiends who ae not qute as negative. He pirs

id you know!...
He's not a bad kid... If he would only Pl ot o 0 school vy
day and get whats taught in the class, that alone would help him. But he
hasn't for several months now.

Conversation ensued about equality of opportunity and she commented about
programming that would emphasize a student’s srengths:

Oh yes That would be sometin psiive n schoos, ight? Everyody s
not academic.... We all have got to be able to read... but not
going t0 be a professional person - mltv«ybodyhasmumhlylodnumr
. But we've all got
2210 i on that i the school system. There are certain basic things...skills
that we need to carry with us through ife, 50 we could have that plus we
could also build on our strengths!




Paul's mother poignantly noted the futiity when one is stercotyped and encumbered by
negative attitudes. Agreeing that academic success might prevail if a sudent’s strengths
‘were emphasized, she stated:

Yeah, academics would follow it. Yes. If you're more content in your
situation, in your school and in your classroom, then naturally you might
‘be more content 10 pick up on other things. But if everything is negative
from the time you enter 1o the time you leave you're going in negative;
You're coming out negative and you're getting nothing. And that's the
way it would be!

When asked about the school’s efforts to enhance Angela’s non-academic
capabilities, Mark and Angela's mother again expressed her incredulity that there had been
nothing for her daughter. Efforts to find a program outside the education system were also
futle; ironically, Angela needed a letter from the junior high to be accepted in certain
programs. She explained:

‘They found every level that she was tested on was low... They pinpointed

that she has a way with younger children and with older people and she's

good with crafis. So, I said, Whnvom!:lllrlgmu:mﬂ‘v:gulals»
‘year-old girl I'm taking out of school and let her make baskets?"... Butno -

ing
10 bring out anyihing! When 1 was tld about how she wis good with
elderly people and younger children, I took her to the hospitals and to the
Agnes Prart Home. | understood they had candystriper programs available.
She was denied because she needed a lette of recommendation from the
school... She baby sits now. That's ll she can do. They wouldn't give me a
letter at the junior high to take to the volunteer division of the hospitals... to
find out what kind of student she is. if she was asked to write  lettr for an
elderly patient or something - which, of course, Angela wouldn't be able to
o Bul the diat care shos the it she couid pt er ams rod
them..

Bmmeyw:ﬂonlfadl.ll that.
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Astonished that the education system had not helped her daughter, she gave

further detail leading up to taking Angela from the school. Encountering obstinate

atitudes, bureaucracy, and religious discrimination, she related

Yes! I thought all I had to do was just pick up the phone or go down to the
school... They would put me on 1o somebody else and somebody else.
then I went d.awn 1o the school. spoke with them directly.... I found them
very rude... [Then] the principal up at the Catholic school was this close:
o sccepting e i thei program],_She ad,“Okay, whic prshdoyou
anend?” 1 said, “St. Thomas. said, “Oh goodness, Angela is not
Roman Catholic... Her vice-principal called me back, “I'm sorry” she said
“Sister Helen did a re-evaluation of the student, the number of students
have been accepted for that particular program.” She was very somy to
inform me... So here they have a program and because she was non-
Catholic! What! [ didn't ask for a religion program... The professor at
Memorial... did quite a bit of study on Angela and he was quite intrigued
by the whole situation. Even after this 32-page summation of Angela -
what her weak points were, what her good points were, what she was good
at and what she wasn't - Nothing! Thank you. Wasn't that something? 1
even got to the top brass in the school board and we dropped all the
formalities... We had lovely lttl chats, about summer vacation cabins...
- you name it. But till nothing! Absolutely nothing!

‘With some note of optimism she said:

She's baby-siting now full time. She likes that work, yes, but she's got her

mind made up that she’s going to somehow finish her education. I don't

know how. | have no idea how. She’s got her applications in everywhere -

even with the Ready Centre - with the schools for success and the T.

Murphy Centre

Retumning the discussion to Mark, she felt that antagonistic atitudes towards her
family may be associated with the school’s lack of support for her son. However, she still
believed that he could succeed if given the opportunity. Noting some students were

protected inside a high achievement circle. she felt that students like Mark were kept on the
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Tknow Mark is qui better - ifhe
litle bt of opportunity, this lte bit of extra help... They'e telling me itis
not available now... Tm not going to get down to the nity-gritty and say,
“Well, I know you do, but youe just not doing anything because you don't
want to because you know he's Angela’s brother and you know who his
motber s T ot giing 10 bt But  know ta b could ¢ 50 much
beter... Mark is one of those people who need just this lttle push inside

that circle, he would be something. He would graduate. He would be
more self-assured if nothing else. He'd have this confidence within
himself. Right now, he’s just outsde that circle!

However, her constant agony concemed Angela. Having recently moved the
daughter’s atempt to spell the name of their new street was a vivid reminder of her
reading difficulties. Thinking about her future without an education, she said:

It's just like cold water in my face again... People have told us she’s a
preny girl and she’s sweet, but where is she going to o wi without an
education? She’s not going (o g0 anywhere!... And this is the part that
hurts so much because she’s made up of this real soft way. She Toves
children and old people.

‘When asked her greatest wish for her children if there were no bariers, she

responded by outining intervention:

For example, in elementary school, Angela was never evaluated, unil
finally at the junior high. That's one thing I've had to thank that school
fo, o ws  MUN sen g, So be's o o s wiped op
on this. Why not take each individual student sometime... supposi

was during the summer months and give them a thorough mmug-uan
when it comes to their abiliies and their weaknesses. It can’t be that
hard to do... I'd do it and I'm sure you’d find more volunteers! Just to
find out what they need  in comparison to another student - their learning.
abilities and put it all down.

She also expressed consteration about her children going into the junior high

without any thought given to their learning problems. She stated:

into the ocean! ly what they did and you got to
cope with... the behavioaldiffrences,or whatever goes n. Wy nof just
take a couple of minutes to sit down and say, "Okay, here's your chart
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from y Thi Thisis
what you need help in. This is what you're good atl... So why don't we
use you, you're good at math. Why don’t we use you to help somebody
that's not 50 good at math to help them along - like a buddy type program.”
You know, like buddy reading and al this sort of thing. I mean, what could
hure?

Again asked her greatest wish, like the others, she was insightful and profound:

The only thing I ever wanted is the same as any parent when you just look at
the face of your child right after you've given birth - is to wonder where the
child is going to end up. What's going (o happen. How much you're going
10 be a part of that child's life and then you take a lot of blame yoursef
when you see your child starting to fail. But then when you know you've
done your best... Basically, all you want to do is to see them up there on the
stage to accept their high school diploma. If they dea't have the ablity to
attend university, if they don’t have the best marks of the [graduation] night,
Bl wi . Let hm g0 1o e e, Do v cnmlihed
those twelve, thirteen years of their most important education. From there
on, they can face anything. But if they don't have that they can’t put gas ina.
wmynmummynuvegmguiuwelve To see them walk across the
in making it on

their own, 't 2

In response to their greatest wish for their children, Eric’s parents indicated great
concem for the lack of suitable programs for him in junior high. Anticipating their
daughter having few difficulties they said:

Well, we'd like to see them at least get through high school... Judy has
expressed the desire to be a veterinarian.... It would be nice to see her go
onand 1o see Eric defintely get through high school. We don’t know
how far he’s going 10 go because if he stays in the kind of a system he's
in now, he’s just not going to make it/ But if we can get him into the
high schoolwork study program where you can still get your number of
courses to quality for your grade twelve. .. Our greatest wish would be o
see him really like this and really excel in it. There'd be some areas
‘whereby that system can identify Eric’s problem points; because as it
stands right now it's not going o be identified. [lmlar lngl- isn't good
and I guess that's another wish that junior high could be revamped or
re-streamiined or whatever - reorganized - because o really
prepares the students!
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Regarding Eric's non-academic interests, they noted his ability to play chess and
backgammon, and again expressed their disappointment that the school had not continued
the lunch hour sessions initiated by the father. One result, possibly revealing teachers'
and students’ stereotypical attitudes, was their amazement that a “slow leamer” could
acually play these games. Indicating the school’s lack of foresight in not continuing the
program, the father said:

I don’t think they're encouraged to think at lunch time. But when I was

there with those games, they couldn't believe that he knew how (o play

chess or backgammon or things like this. They were amazed! Honestly!

And he’s good at those things.

Eric's mother was quite perturbed that school personnel would have assumed such a
biased atitude towards their son, when they, as parents, took his ability for granted.
She said: “But another thing that's bothered me, I guess, in one way is that they didn’t
think he could do it but yet, here at home, it’s sort of something that he does anyway!”
Discussion continued about the need for programs enabling students to develop their
extra-curricular interests and to help diminish attitudes that students are somehow of less
value if they are not academically inclined. For Eric's parents, the senior high work-study
‘program was their only hope. To reiterate his disillusionment with the junior high system,
the father stated:

You wallow in the junior high system until you get to that level [senior

high]... Once you get to the other side, it’s probably not too bad for
ities. But there’s nothing, and they've told me that

the junior high level has nothi except the basic
‘courses -the academics and so on.

“They also thought tha students such as Eric should be given the opportunity to do

oral exams. They noted:



And another thing, he’s not real good at expressing himself, and his

reading abilities are poor. So, of course, on an exam he has to read the

exam, try 10 interpret what the question is and then try to answer it by
S0 his results vary quite a bit on th (father)

I honestly think that if Eric were given an oral exam he would do beter. [
feel that when we went over his subjects for the exams the past few weeks,
he knew certain questions...because we were helping him. He did okay,
he was in the 60s which is not bad, but [ honestly feel that Eric knew more
than what was on the paper. I feel an oral exam would have drawn out
‘more of what he knew about the subject. (mother)

Eric’s mother also related how one teacher encouraged students’ creative abilitis:

Judy likes to draw and she’s pretty good in art... One teacher in grade
six.... was the only one who wrote that on her report card and brought out
her antistic talents in a positive way. He just felt that it was good for Judy
o keep on drawing and encouraged her all the time; its nice to see that.
Why, say at lunch times, couldn’t there be somebody, a teacher, taking

me time out - maybe the children would like to go in
maybe they could make something.

“The father added that pethaps grandparents or retired teachers could plan and supervise
such activities. But noting on-going funding problems. the mother said, “And a lot times

because there aren't sufficient tany time.”

They proceeded to express strong views concering the disbursement of financial
resources and the educational inequity for special needs students. Eric’s mother
panicularly noted that French Immersion programs may be important for some students,
but that in some instances these students leave the province. Society would benefit in the
long term, she thought, by providing the educationally challenged with programs to
ensure they receive adequate if not optimal schooling services. The father assumed that
special needs children have the same rights to an education as other students in the

province. Pointing to their efforts to attain adequate programming, he said:
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‘We've been up to the Confederation Building and I've written letters and.
50 on. That doesn't bother me at allif I really have to. I should reall right
now write letters into a campaign now. It is really hard, you know. to try
and get money these days to do anything and it’s -

Interrupting, Eric’s mother stated:

When you have a child who has extra needs. [ always come back (o the
point that with the French immersion, not that [ want to take anything
away from them, but | always feel that these children are above average
chiiren. And the money that is poured o Feoch immersion cod be
also directed our way because these children will be working in

community more than likely. We don' expect these children to move
away and make careers for themselves. 1 just feel that they would be
contributing to the community and if there was a program for them that

things back into the community and giving back into what was given
them.

Adding his suppor, the father said;

1 agree with Marilyn that there’s a lot of money pumped into French
Immersion and although [ don’t have any problems with that... But |
figure if we pumped a litle more money into our children and their
education... possibly we'd get a much bigger retu. especially children
who have special needs. | mean you just can't ignore them. I would
assume that they have every right 1o an education, the same education
that any other child in Newfoundiand has and I don't know i that's in
the Education Act, if there is one, but I would imagine it's there
somewhere. But I just feel that they're not getting that!

In summary. these families demonstrated grave concern for their children’s future
and a strong perception of inequality of educational opportunity. They pointed 10 inept
academic programs. the lack of non-academic programs. and the lack of academic
assistance for their children. Their experiences included stereotyping; teachers’ poor
demeanor and lack of knowledge: discrimination based on religion and zoning; and lack

of early intervention processes. Additionally, parents were not listened o, and without
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recogition of their learning difficulties, the children’s special needs were not legitimated
as they moved from one school level to another. These issus caused parents tremendous
frustration with the education system, and the painful realization that their children were
not being afforded the right to an education,

Canning’s (1996) report is clearly reflective of these parents’ views that equity is
nota reality for special needs students. Particularly, she points to the risks for students at
the junior and senior high levels where the expertise of special education teachers is
spread too thinly forcing leaming challenged students to be placed in regular classes
without adequate support. Emphasizing the need for appropriaie academic as well as non-

‘academic programming, she states

It is at these [grade] levels that mild to moderate cognitively delayed

re most disadvantaged as they cannot meet the demands of
‘most regular academic courses but there are very few non-academic
options, such as home economics or industrial arts, available in most
schools. Further, indications are that very few courses are modified for
these students. High school teachers told us they did not know how to
modify courses, and did not have the time to modify each course for
each of the special needs students in their classes in any case [italics
added]. (. 24)

Mearig (1992) also notes the importance of non-academic options as she says,
“Parents and school professionals both should feel a responsibility to identify activities in
which the learming-disabled child can succeed” (p. 224). Furthermore, she underscores
the importance of having both academic and vocational programs designed specifically
for them. This concept deals with the potential of ants and music programs in building

students’  self-confidence and self-esteem by emphasizing their srengths, and
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encouraging them to remain in school® Additionally, Mearig (1992) endorses the
parents’ impassioned view that their children complete their secondary education even
though they may not proceed 1o university or college.

In light of these parents” stories, statements in the 1992 Royal Commission report
on education regarding the rights of all children to receive an equitable education appear
rather shallow and rhetorical. The chapter specific to educational finance espouses
equitable funding for quality schooling; contrary to these children’s schooling reality it
sutes:

Funds to provide for the education of children are provided in 2 manner

t0 quality educational programs and services that reasonably respond to
individual needs, regardless of interests and abilites, regardless of
where that student lives, regardless of that student’s cultural and socio-
economic environment [ialics added]. (pp. 117 & 123)

(©) Parents with Schook:Homework Mystery Stories

Teachers can help parents a great deal by in
workshop.in wrting. ando n grade-fevel mectngs . 110)
usan McAllister Swap (1993)

1. Introduction and Background Information: Five Families
In this segment. the findings of the remaining five familics arc presented.
Pertinent questions revolved around the same six themes: family background; school

© This notion was supported by guidance counselors at their annual conference in St.
John's, November, 1997. Reported on CBC radio on November 7, 1997 by Alec Hickey,
Department of Education.
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communication and parental involvement; gender; homework; teacher-guided practices;
and educational opportunities. Most of these parents also chose to be interviewed in their
homes with only one deciding to meet at the community health centre. Like the other
families, they were welcoming and generous in sharing information. One family was
headed by a single mother: the others were two-parent families. While three fathers

" again. the i were mothers.

‘The education levels of these parents were lower than the previous group. Out of
the nine parents only two had finished high school. One of these had completed college
courses as well, while the other related that she was seven months pregnant when she
graduated. Emphasizing the importance of education, she stressed that it was the support
from her parents and teacher which influenced her remaining in school. The other parents’
education levels ranged from grade seven up to the completion of a few high school
credits. Although not high school graduates. two mothers had completed post-secondary
programs; through social services one had done courses in receptionist-typing and job
readiness training, and the other mother had completed courses in sewing and marine
cooking. One father and mother were studying to auain their General Education
Diploma® (GED): they often stressed the importance of education during the interview.
Another parent, with only grade eight, attempted up-grading but had found it t00 difficult
She had left school to care for her sick mother: and the father. the youngest of sixteen

children. also left school early when his father was ill.

 High school equivalency diploma.



Only par ‘Three of these sbout
losing their jobs through company and government downsizing; one mother had been on
disability leave and another mother worked part-time. She was given only three to four
hours recall notice, and since the father’s work took him out of town for several week
intervals, it had been impossible to retain a regular caregiver for their children. Mostly,

they depended on the availability of friends. Previous and curent occupations of the

‘parents included carpentry, housekeeping, worker for the school lunch program, cook and
housekeeper in a hospita, clerk with the provincial govemment, driver for a moving
company, and cook in a senior citizens’ home. Two mothers had been teacher aids, and
indicated enjoying the work. They had assisted teachers with various duties including
correcting tests, helping with special assignments, and cooking.

‘This “Parents’ Voices” section includes Families Three, Four, Five, Seven, and
Nine.** Family Three had two daughters; Sherry, from the mother’s first marriage, was in
grade eight and another daughter, from the present marriage, was a preschooler. This
‘mother and father talked about their marital status (the other two-parent families did not
relate this information one way or the other). Although Sherry’s step-father was present
during the interview, he seemed to prefer an observer role and often left the room; the
‘mother was the main participant. Family Four had three children - Allan in grade eight, a
son in grade nine and a daughter in high school. Both these parents contributed somewhat

equally to the interview. Family Five, a single mother, had one son, Greg, in grade eight.

% See the Family Demographics - Table 4.
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Family Seven had two children - a daughter, Karen, in grade eight and a son, Tyler, in
high school; only the mother participated in the interview.* Family Nine had two
children; a daughter, Tara, in grade eight and a younger daughter who was still a
preschooler. The father appeared to dominate the interview, even when questions were
specifically directed to the mother.

Although the children in these families seemingly were not special needs students.
and their parents responded positively to the question How is your student doing? it
became apparent that their children were having learning difficulties. These included
problems with reading, failure of core subjects, and confusion about homework

assignments. Therefore, while parents were faily confident abou theirchildren’s

s
and furure success, they were perplexed about these immediate issues and the schools
apparent inattention o them. Significant again is that these families were in low-income,
working-class circumstances with low educational levels, and were selected by the school
as being hard to reach.

2. School Communication and Parental Involvement:
Unwanted Parental Help and the Meaningless PTA

i and teachers
dis e artnershi h grade level [author's
emphasis] (p. 703).

~Joyee L. Epstein (1995)

Questions about communication and parental involvement were again combined.

% Noted in chapter three, this parent did not want to be audio taped; direct quoting is
limited.
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Like the others, these parents were also in touch with the school on a fairly regular basis
and initiated calls themselves to set-up meetings concerning their children. While some
antended meet-the-teacher night, science fairs, concerts, and parent-teacher conferences.
all were emphatic that the PTA as a fundraising body did not warrant their atention.
Queries about their involvement also elicited comparison of the school culture at the

elementary and junior high levels. The ambiance at the elementary school, they felt, was

‘more welcoming for parents than at the junior high. Al indicated being more involved at
the elementary level, and if programs were set up, some indicated a willingness t0 assist
in the classroom at the junior high. However. one mother's offers of help were actually
declined.

When asked why the school contacted parents, it was found once more that
communication was primarily for negative reasons. Sherry’s mother expressed
amazement that the school was sometimes presumptuous in thinking she was unaware her
daughter was not n class. She stated:

Usually. the only time they contact me is if Sherry is sick and she needs to

come home. or sometimes they don't realize she could be sick and they

usd 1o phone bome nd Doy Know your dauger'snc i ool

today? We were wondering if she was pipping oft." I said, "No. m

dear 1 sid, "o got no wories sbout my Guugherpipping o school

And ever since [ said that to them. they don't even bother to phone o see.
S0 that's about the only time I hear from them!

Clearly. Sherry's mother was surprised by this assumption, especially since the teachers
had told her on several occasions that Shery was  well behaved student. and how they
enjoyed having her in their class. Inquiring if the school ever contacted them concerning

something successful Sherry may have done. she replied, “No. They don't phone then.”
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Her step-father, whose participation in the interview was limited more to observance than
discussion, stated, “No, they don't phone here like that. The only time you'll hear from
them down there is if they thought they were pipping off, if they re in touble, fighting or
something, That's the only time we'll hear.” The mother added:

1 goes down when they sends home the pre-reports... Even if they don’t
ask me to go down, Ill go down anyway. I make my own appointments to
see them. That's what you usually have to do. unless they sends home 2
ltter saying that they wants to see you. | was down (0 one and it was just
introducing the teachers they had there. That was the first one [ went to
the year. After you met everybody you got to walk around the school and
g0 10 their classes and that. There's a new principal down there this year.
Last year there was a different fellow down there, right?

Allan’s mother also noted the usual reason for parents being called. In response to

how and why the school contacted them, she sai

O, like if the child gets in trouble or something like that, they'Il call then.

haven't had no dealings with them. [Asked about
postive calls. she said.] No. They don’t. No. No. Well, Allan's teacher
called at the beginning of the vear to introduce himself o us and told us if
we had any problems to call him. but other than that. we don’t hear from
him.

Although Tara’s father related being contacted for negative reasons. he felt her
present teacher was genuinely concerned:

Well, usually it’s like a note and then once or twice she just called, and
that’s only usually when there’s something up. Like she’s called to say,
“Tara has been late twice this week..” You know, its a problem with
Tara being late - just ltte things like that. | must say the teacher that she
has now seems to be pretty concemed. Like she'll call probably on a
Saturday aftemoon to just say. “Oh hi! How are you doing, ~Tara has been
a little bit late this week and [ was wondering if you were aware of it Is
she leaving home on time or s she taking her time and doing something in
berween?” - genuinely concerned about it. | must say.
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Inquiring ifthe teacher when ing well he replied:

Oh, I must say the time she did call she did bring up the fact that she was
pleased with Tara’s great manners in school, she’s very polite sort of
thing... but nothing really she hasn’t called just 10 say, “Oh, I just called
10 let you know that Tara s doing fantastic in school” or something of
that nature.

Karen o think had deteri the junior

high. She said, “It use to be perfect at the school, but they don't call anymore, you have
1o call” The previous year, she had attended the PTA, parent-teacher confidences and the
science fair; but now she was “taking a break and helping her mother” who was ill. Later
in the interview, Karen's mother revealed that she had wanted o help out at the school
but her offers were declined.

Most parents knew about and described the telephone tree. For various reasons,
some participated and some did not. Without elaborating why, Karen's mother said that

she neither “wanted it” nor “agreed with it.” Other parents said:

Yeah, tree] down there but
our number on i because where we had an ulisted number, Bu that
[telephone tree] was only in case of emergencies or storm closures and
stufflike that. (Sherry’s mother)

Wel, we had th telephone e from al the childrn in one class with the
parents’ name on it and the child’s name... You know, if they wanted
something, then well I'l phone the next parent and they'll phone the
rest... Once it was for the PTA 10 let everybody know when it was on.
(Allan’s mother)

T wasn't ino it last year [ didn't understand quite how it works. But this
year the teacher explained it a bit more, so I said, “Yes, girl, put my name
down” Ml»mrmaphmmlln-nyﬂnn‘/mn Tv's very rare |
gets a note. [ gets t0 see all Greg's tests because | got (0 sign them - his
report and stuff like that. (Greg's mother)




Evidently, the school did not send newsletters. Karen's mother noted her daughter
had written for the newsletter, but was not aware if it still existed. Allan’s mother
indicated only getting a newslette from the elementary school, as she said, “They used to
always send a litle newsletter from the elementary school, right? Every three months or
50" As for the main method of communication from the junior high, she replied, “They

said they'd call but... that's about it

Regarding going to the school, almost all fecling

g with teachers; i

Well, I guess with the teacher I felt comforable and that, right; but while
I'm there waiting, I gets a litle nervous. But I know one teacher is really
nice t0 talk t; that's her homeroom teacher. (Sherry's mother)

Oh yeah. Teachers are nice, you know. They speak t0 you. If there’s any
trouble, they'll call you. (Allan's mother)

Yes, the teachers are friendly I feel okay going to the school. (Karen's
‘mother)

T e o o s e e cut ol 0 st

al.. 1 5aid, 1ty o help him when [ can. When I can', I will
robablygo o teachrs and sy, “Wel. Grep s hving rouble with s o
tha 1l hooe o 1l up o = if I happen 1o see her or whatever, [l
mention itto her. (Greg's

On the other hand, going to the PTA and other events at the junior high was quite

ater. All par i t the junior high, especially
in comparison with the elementary level. Although Sherry's mother had related being
comfortable in meeting with the homeroom teacher, she later gave a lengthy narrative

about the difficulties in changing schools. Interestingly, her comments reflect those of
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Mark and Angela’s mother (who was interviewed weeks later). When asked if she felt
comfortable in going to the PTA, Sherry’s mother stated:

No, and then like there's another thing too. When your child leaves one

hool - you're used to them teachers in that school and that. I haven't

‘been down there [the junior high] that much. When I goes down there, I'm

as nervous, my dear, 3s you could be. I’s strange (0 you and you're really
forable. But that makes it harder on the children 100, because
they're going to a totally new school. And you don't know all the people

there... Like, now these PTA meetings [ know it's dealing with other

parents to go and tlk about things to do with the school; it's not there to

meet themselves. Even if | could carry a friend with me, I would feel a lot

‘more comfortable - usually it’s only the parents that goes to these things.

Like the previous four families, these parents also pointed out being more
involved in schooling activities at the elementary level. They lamented there was nothing.
at the junior high to make them feel welcome or even wanted, and that “things were not
the same.” Allan’s mother remarked, “When they were in their lower grades, [ was
involved in the bake sales and when our oldest daughter was in Brownies down there.
And we used to go down and see the teachers on the interviews and that... and I was
‘working myself right. I used to work all eight to fours then.” However, she also observed

a difference in atmosphere between the two school levels. Asked why she was more

involved at the elementary level, she said:

1 think that where they were younger and we went and picked them up if
they didn’t get the bus. We would go in and the teachers would be talking
10 you and telling you, “We've going to do this and this today.” But up
there [at the junior high they don’t want you in the schools. They only
want the youngsters o get going, right?!

Conceming whether expectations were higher for parental involvement at the

clementary level, Allan’s father seemed to think there were not as many activities for
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students at the junior high. He said, “1 don’t know, because when the youngsters were
down 10 the elementary school, it seemed like they were always into something. They
always had different stuff on the go, didn't they?” The mother agreed, “Oh yeah, always.
But they're just not interested in the junior high school, I suppose. And like Allan with his
sports. He played soccer first of the year and then basketball and floor hockey and he’s in
hockey outside of school.” Regarding participation in concerts, she replied, “No. They
don't be init. Allan is interested in sports and things. I know they had a band out there but
neither one of mine are interested in the band or anything like that” Regarding their own
involvement at the school, she said

They have that [meet-the-teacher night] every ear but we didn’t go. I

haven’t seen none of the concerts from grade seven (o grade nine - only

when they were in the elementary school - we used to go to it al then.

As for going to the PTA, both parents simply replied, “No.”

Sherry’s mother related several stories about her involvement in the early grades
and appeared to have enjoyed it, as she said, “I used to be involved in the Christmas
bazaars and everything at the elementary school.” Inquiring as to why she was not as
involved at the junior high, expressing disappoiniment she said:

Its not the same o me somehow. They don’t have a Christmas bazaar - if

they had that down there, I'd be going down there and helping out with

that i they needed help. The elementary school seemed like they longed

10 get the parents more involved; because even when they used have

their Halloween parade, all the parents and everybody was invited, you

never had 10 pay to see it and you could bring the youngsters, if you had
any home.

e junior high.

‘Well, now, in the elementary school they were talking about teachers and
they never had enough help. 1 was one of the people that stood up and said
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10 them, “Why don’t you ask the parents to come out and help the teacher
fora day. Like, give them rotations...” I said, “I'd be one of the people

uld be first to come and do it.” If there was a class down there [at
the junior high] that I knew I would feel comfortable in, I would be glad

‘Asked what she would like to help with, if parents were invited to assist in the classroom,
she said:

‘Well, I could help with home economics or sewing or anything like that. |

do art because her art teacher asked me o draw a picture for her one
time.... They don’t have nothing down there like that - just PTA
meetings; and like I said, I don’t feel up 10 going t0 them because
xusly il theytik abovt 5 what re theygoin o do wih this or that
Diffrnt things lke fundraising And Llooks at i 't

1 goes thereso.

As noted, Karen's mother especially wanted 10 assist in the classroom or in the
‘gymnasium. However, despite the fact she already volunteered in the library at her son’s
high school, and also had typing and clerical skills, the school refused her help. Clearly
disappointed she said, “I even offered 1o clean up or anything but they told me, “No.
Proudly displaying beautiful craft items she had made. she noted, “I'd ik very much to
g0 in and show the kids." Nevertheless, she still held hope that there would be a gym
program requiring volunteers in a few months. PTA meetings, she thought, were boring,
and though she enjoyed talking with other parents, she also had observed that ts main
purpose was fundraising. One of her main interests was anending the school’s science
fair.

Greg's mother atended meet-the-teacher night and parent-teacher conferences.
She described the meet-the-teacher night, “Well, they introduced all the teachers and a

new principal. He more-or-less put an outline what his goal was and what he wanted to
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do with the school. It was pretty interesting.” However, when asked if she attended PTA
meetings, she replied, “No. No. It's just not for me! When Greg first started school, I got

10 be honest, 1 went 10 every meeting and done everything like you were suppose to and

" Itjust wasn’t for me!" Havi ent
meeting conceming lack of funding, it was evident that Greg's mother was more

interested in using her time 1o help her son with school. She expressed her annoyance

over the political discussior

It the big debate, right? So we got up and walked out because I mean
there was 1o Like [ said [ don't really have 2 lot to do with the
PTA... Because the only thing that bothered me was how Greg was
doing and make sure he was comfortable in the school and he was
seuing looked e o e wes Seting enangh atcion or ki work; and
ther wes wy e axpet of k_righe? And 10 go and e shem
fighting....its just a waste of time!

Like the others, Tara’s mother and father were not involved in the PTA. Also
comparing the elementary and junior high levels, the father said:

We've gone to some of the meetings [parent-teacher conferences) but I

thinks of Tara in school o we've gone 1o plays and things like that but

we're not heavily involved in the PTA or anything of that nature... /'d say

communication is still there but it's not really like they need people as

much. Like, at the elementary school, it was, you know, for library

duties, for lunch duies, but like at the junior high they don’t seem to

involve the parents as much.

In summary, these parents expressed problems with the school’s communication
and involvement, and also  indicated being contacted largely for negative reasons.
‘Although considered by the school as difficult 10 reach, they were knowledgeable about
the school's telephone tree, responded o requests o set-up parent-teacher conferences,

with Some ded




the-teacher nights and the science fair, and indicated wanting o assist in the classroom or
‘gymnasium.

However, all told about being involved far more at the elementary level. and
perceived that they were not wanted at the junior high One mother was clearly
disappoited that her offers of help were met with refusal. Furthermore, each parent felt
there were not enough programs o events at the junior high which included or even

wanted parents’ help. The main parental involvement at this school seemed 1o be the

PTA. which these parents astutely observed t0 be a closed political, fundraising group.
Without exception all said they were uncomfortable in going there, questioned its value.
and expressed their disinterest. As noted elsewhere,” their perceptions of this PTA were
evidently well founded and supports the research which says that PTAs are not well
atiended. perceived o be of litle value. and rarely provide the chance for authentic
interaction.*

Considering these families were from low-income. working-class situations. and
considered by the school® as being hard to reach Epstein (1995) states:

Schools i depressed

it flis 5t e problems and dFculies e chidre e having,

unlessfher emphasis] they work at developing balanced partnership

programs that include contacts about positive accomplishments of

students (p.103). [At the junior and senior high levels] When parents

perceive that the school is doing many things to involve them, they are

more involved in their children’s education at school and at home. The
schools practices ~ not just family characteristics - make a difference

7 See the Principals’ Findings.
 See Fullan (1991): Macbeth (1993): Swap (1993).
 See also Brantlinger (1985); Fullan (1991); Levin (198

: Swap (1993).
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in whether parents become involved and feel informed in their
chidren'seduceron i s4ded). (1989, )

3. Gender, Family and Class Issues: Fathers l-mp ‘with Homework
But Do Not Go to the School

Social class, language, ethnicity and religion divide teachers from parents (p. 273).
~ Malcolm A. Levin (1987)

Gender bias has implications for the success or failure of collaboration with
families. Schools need to be cognizant of attitudes not only towards two-parent families
and the inclusion of both parents in children’s schooling, but biases towards single-parent
and step-families as well. Schools and parents also need to be aware of perceptions
concerning education for females. As history informs us, there are differing values
particularly conceming its importance and necessity.™® Therefore, these parents also were
queried about the role of mothers and fathers, and the importance of education for their
daughters and sons.

Even without asking specific questions about gender. attitudes regarding which
‘parent should go to the school emerged in the discussion. For example, while Sherry’s
step-father seemed concered about the how the school contacted the home, he had never

¥ he said:

g0

Teachers down to the school should get a hold of parents more often
though. About letting them know what's going on down 10 the school
with your daughters and sons or whatever. Telephone - send a lttr out -
whatever. If they got a meeting down there, go down. Just because I don't
g0 down, she [the mother] can go down.

™ See Gaskell, McLaren, & Novogrodsky (1989); Weiler (1988).
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When asked whether or not he would go 10 the school if he were contacted
himself, the father said, “Oh, probably I would, right” However, in response to who
actually went to the school, their joking manner seemed to belie sronger feelings on the
matter:

She can answer that. [ don't go down around the school. I don’t mix up
with none of the teachers. (father)

He only saw the teacher on a picture... He don't even go down to the
‘meetings... He's going to be comforable [in going down to the school] in
‘another two years though. (mother)
They both laughed, but it was obvious they already had discussed the father's
responsibility to help with their younger daughter’s education, as the father said, I got

one out there to go.” The mother added, “You see, I told him he got o take Kelly. took

Sherry; he got to take her.” Asked if he thought it was more of a woman's job to do that,
he replied, “Yes it is. Yeah. Yep! [more laughter] [ haven't been inside the school yet

I'm not going in there either. But when the little one goes, I'll take her.” The mother

added, “Kelly - definitely! From kindergarten right on up. he’s going [more laughter]."

Inquiring if she thought that a father should be involved. she replied,

Like, 'm after asking him, "Are you going to the meeting tonight with me

10 see what's going on’ and all this, right? “No, I'm not going!” You

know, I'd like for him to go down and see what they says, because he

‘might have  better way of helping than [ would.

Regarding the importance of education for both daughters and sons, the mother
replied, “I says two of them needs it just as much. Two of them needs the same kind of
education. One don't need it more than the other one. [t just as important to both.”
And the father added, “Yep. Every bit of it” Sherry's mother indicated that her daughter



‘went 0 her for help with homework, but that she asked her to o to the father for help
‘with math on occasion, she added, “And that's what she'll do, then go to him, right?”

Allan’s parents appeared 1o be equally involved in their children’s schooling.
‘Worried about losing their jobs through government cutbacks, both wanted to eam their
high school equivalency diploma. Not surprisingly, they themselves initiated discussion
about the importance of education for both genders:

‘They all need their education, you know, too - boys and girls, right? When

I goes back [from sick leave] if I'm not allowed to go back at

housekeeping, first thing I got to do is have my grade twelve. (mother)

No matter who it is, they all need education. If you got no education, you

don't get nowhere today. You got to have education for anything.

ve should be encouraged to get their education no mater if they're

fifty year old. (father)
Regarding his involvement if teachers were to show parents how they could help with
schoolwork. he said, “Sure! Sure. I wouldn’t mind. I don't see why not. When it comes
to my children, I mean I'll do anything for them. It don’t matter really if it's going t0

help them, you know.” As to who they thought was more involved at the school, mothers

or fathers, the mother replied, “I'd say it's more mothers. Then again, some fathers too.
I've seen fathers out there t00.” The father seemed practical about the issue as he said, “1
guess the way it is - whoever can make it, | suppose. Sometimes the two of them can’t be
there.” The mother added, “And there's single mothers and single fathers too, that have a
job right?”

Greg’s mother, who was a single parent, had some definite views concerning the

involvement of fathers, as well as the stigmatizing roles of women and men. While
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indicating she had never considered any differences in the importance of daughters and
sons obtaining an education, she obviously felt strongly about both parents participating
in schooling, as she stated:

‘Well, my father never went to none of them [school meetings] but I think

he should"ve, right?... To me, I got t0 do it all because 'm the only one

Greg got. But if I had his father [ would want his father t0 be there to

icipate and to help him. Now, [ got to say this - my boyfriend - he’s

got alitle fella and his mother is dead so he has full charge. He has to do
ight?

Interestingly, she related going to meetings with him because ‘as a man' he felt
quite uncomfortable going to the school, s she said:

Now, Ill g0 to meetings and that with him. Like, he feels awful because

he's a man, right? But hell do t. Okay, he'll do anything for his son. He

feels uncomfortable so [ went over to the school - 'l tag along with him.
‘She noted secing other fathers at the school, but added, “But most of them never will go.”
Regarding her comfort level in going, she said, “I can go anywhere by myself. It doesn’t
bother me that his father is not there. I got over that eight vears ago.”  Inquiring if she

saw fathers at the meet-the-teacher night, she repl

It was good. There was a lot of fathers. [ find now that more fathers are
involved than when I was going because my dad never went to nothing
and so did nobody else’s dad. If you went 0 a concert, like mom came to
see us - it was mostly women and mostly grandparents and women. This
is what you would see when you look down. You'd hardly see your fathers
o any men in the audience. It was mostly women.

‘Asking why she thought it had changed, she said. “1 think it's because the women.
are working. The women who work are justas tred as the man and now the men knows
‘when they come home, they just can’t kick up their feet because the women are working

t00." She also indicated strong opinion that there was or-going debate about paid and
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unpaid work and who works the hardest, and stressed that physical work in the home
required major daily input. Returning (o the father's role in schooling, she continued, “But
it's still tere. Men stil feel a bit awkward going but they're more voluntarily going now
than they were.” Cognizant of attitudes about traditional roles, she talked proudly about

her skill taining small appl but noted the di ing her son to do

household chores. Pointing to her efforts to teach an open atttude, she said:

And I'm trying to teach Greg that - like, my mothers role was in the

kitchen, looking aftr the kids; dad was out working. But it not that way

anymore, right? But the role is now you do what you can and get it done

and ry to help out and be a good man.

Karen's mother indicated that the father sometimes helped their daughter with
homework. She, however, spent a great deal of time helping their son, Tyler, who was in
senior high and had Attention Deficit Disorder. Like some of the previous students, he
was being treated with the drug, Ritilan. While the mother was very keen to be involved
at the school the father did not participate. although he had attended a recent meeting

conceming an “up-grade computer program for Tyler.” Karen's moter felt quite strongly

about the importance of education for both their daughter and son, and said, “Yes its just
as important.” Clearly, she felt that education was fundamental. Despite not having a
high school diploma, she was constantly finding ways to improve her own educational
level, and had successfully completed  clerical-typing course, and a job search program
with assistance from social services.

Tara’s father had spoken with her the teacher over the telephone, and appeared to

indicate that he was the main helper with homework. However, his work took him out of



town regularly for two to three week periods, and in the previous two years, he had never
gone 1o the school. Referring (o the mother he said, “Cathy’s been up there. [ haven't”
Up to this point, Tara’s mother had had very little to say, but now quickly added, “That
‘was during the first term... report cards came out. I guess most terms I go there for the
‘parent-teacher conferences. Yeah, when their report card comes out. Just to let you know
how she was doing.” She also went to meet-the-teacher events but noted her shift-work
schedule interfered with going this year.

Regarding both parents helping with schoolwork, and being given information
from the school, Tara's father responded, “It would be nice for two of us to go to give us
an idea about what's going on. I don’t know. I mean our situation is like when it comes
1o homework, go to dad. When it comes to this, go to mom.” He said that he encouraged
his daughter to study harder and responded to the importance of a daughter’s education by
saying, “Oh definitely. Definitely. Probably more so [ think.” The mother said, “Yeah, I
agree with that.”

In summary, all parents espoused the importance of education for both genders,
and felt strongly that it played a crucial role in their children’s furure. While mothers were.
the predominant helpers, especially in attending such school events as meet-the-teacher
night, parent-teacher conferences, and concerts, nevertheless. some fathers played an
important role in helping their students with homework.”" However, with one exception,

they did not go to the school.

7' This also emerged in the section on homework.
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Realities of work situations affect parental participation, and although some
professional work situations permit autonomy in going to the school during the day-time
‘hours,™ neither working-class mothers nor fathers may not have such a privilege. Epstein
(1995) particularly emphasizes the need for schools to organize opportunities that are
more inclusive of single parents and fathers. The literature also suggests that policies and
procedures based on traditional perceptions of familial composition leads t the schools
insensitivity to step-parents. Particularly, they are often excluded from school lists

inhibiting and attendance at p her conferences (Crosbie-Bumett,

Skyles. and Becker-Haven. 1988). With regards to economic issues, schools may need to
provide child care should working-class families not have the means to pay for it
themselves when both parents want to atend meetings together, or when one parent’s
work takes them out of town, or when the parent is a single parent. Transportation could
also be a problem.

According to some of the discussion with parents. stereatypes of raditional male-
female roles remain entrenched. However. issues of gender sometimes reflect systemic
societal issues emerging from tradition. ciass and economic matters.” Therefore. the
fathers’ uneasiness in going 1o the school. yet their apparent willingness to help their
children in the home. appears to speak to their private compared to their public™

perceptions of what they consider to be acceptable. traditional gender roles. These cultural

™ As was the case with Eric’s father in the previous section.

7 See Gaskell, MeLaren. & Novogrodsky (1989); Giroux (1993); Popkewitz (1991);
Weiler (1988).

7 See Popkewitz (1991): Weiler (1988).



views, along with school traditions, seem to be influencing factors as to whether the
‘working class are involved at schools. For example, in discussing the tensions between
teachers and working-class parents, Levin (1987) notes the linkage to the cultural
structures within schools. Pointing to the school as an organization “dominated by a male-
oriented ideology of rationalized impersonal authority and business-like efficiency.” He
states:
However one explains the emotional accompaniment to encounters
between parents and teachers as they have been historically structured
within the culture of the school, the encounters themselves are typically
marked by formality, distance and tension. The distance is greatest and
tensions are most visile in relations between teachers and working-
elass parents fialics added]. (p. 273)

4. The Home-Schoolwork Enigma: My Student is Doing Okay But...

Pareats at all grade levels frequently feel confused about how they can
school and their child with homework (p. 110).
- Susan MAllister Swap (1993)

ot assist the

‘The discussion of homework revolved around whether parents were helping their

children, and how they were doing with schor

g While the query How is your student
doing? evoked lengthy stories from the other families regarding many personal and
schooling issues. these parents were mainly concemed with academic issues. In the
beginning, parents indicated their children were doing okay, but gradually it was revealed
that they were experiencing various learning problems. Difficulties, which on the one
hand seemed to be straight forward to resolve. but on the other appeared to confound

parents.
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Of the schoolwork difficulties conveyed, pethaps Sherry’s story was the most
disquieting. At times her mother appeared as frustrated and discouraged with the school
system as the previous parents. When first asked how Sherry was doing, she told about a
recent exam Sherry had passed, but quickly related her academic problems and the lack of

cooperation at the school. Intell

nce testing at the elementary level determined her
placement in a special education class, and she had repeated grade two. Not surprisingly,
there was no transfer of information, and, therefore, no recognition or accommodation of
her needs when she went from the clementary level into the junior high. Discovering that
things were going wrong, her mother related efforts to inform the school about Sherry:

‘The first part of the year she failed some subjects. I¢'s hard to get help

down there! Because I started last year with it and it’s only this year

‘now they actually started trying to do something with it! They waited for

her tests to be over to get special help with reading and math.

Although she had improved by doing extra reading and math at the elementary
level, still, Sherry’s mother had to fight to get exta classes at the junior high. She was
successful in having her excused from religion and gym, but was stil attempting to have
her removed from the core French class. Unable to cope in this class, her mother was
perturbed o think that her time could be better spent doing extra reading and math. Also,
while a physical condition excused her from gym. the mother related two instances where
the gym teacher had demonstrated belligerent atitudes towards her daughter. In addition
10 these unfortunate incidents, it is worth repeating that while Shery had been tested for
special education placement at the elementary level, the findings were ignored upon her

entrance to the junior high. Her mother explained the situation:



‘When Sherry had one of those tests 10 see what grade level they were
supposed to be at or see how smart they are, [ was told that she was one of
the children in the top ten that needed help and if she worked on a
computer, she would do a lot better. That was done when she was in the

tary school... Well, it went in her files but they [at the junior
high] mustn't have read it. 1 told them about it and she was after being
put in her regular class then right?! They said, "Well, we can take her
out and put her in special ed. class. And I said, *Well, I don't really want
0 do that because of her friends and  that,right?" So he said, “We suggest
that we leave her there..." And now last year, she did fairly good. She
passed. This year now | mentioned to them again. [ said 1 wants to get
something done now before its 100 late!

To make marters more difficult. Sherry insisted on doing schoolwork on her own.
Her siep-father said, “She’s not the pérson t0 ask, “Do you want any help, right? Ske tries
10 do it on her own.” Evidently, however, he and a brother-in-law had helped her with
homework in the past. He elaborated:

‘She does it herself now. But since she’s been in kindergarten up to grade
five and that, me and her used t0 go in the spare room, the school desk is
there and [ used t0 help her. She don't like no help no more. I she gets in
trouble. you know - if she gets stuck or something like words and that, she:
come down and ask how you spell it and everything. right? When she
come home she’ll go on right upstais in the bedroom and then she’ll go
sudyin... had her down o my brtherindaw's and wher he g Rl
education and everything - 21 years going to school -

orng he and he 1ied 0 tcah he doing math and everything. But er
marks went right down.

Sherry's mother emphasized several times that she was very quiet and that her

teachers mentioned this as well. However, it was obvious that Shemy’s mother was

worried help, “before i’ too late!"

Well, every time I goes down to the school, they tells me that she -
especially her homeroom teacher and almost every other teacher that [
flked 1o thatshe's afe baving - ey cels e, We gono proem with
Sherry - we wish we could have her all the time”. I said, "What do you
mean by ™ He suid, "She's the quicist o0 in schol. “There's
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smdents bere,” they said, “we p\nwsely ‘puts her i front of them because
that they can do

oot going to do nothing with "em.” But her atly she’s sring

0ot paiece withha o, They el njoy ber i schocl. Butwhen

g0 down for 2 meeting to see how she’s doing in school, if there's any

concerns they tels me then. Because like I ask them, “If she needs a tutor,

et me know now before it's oo late, right?”

Later 7 peats
about Sherry being quiet and also described how she sometimes helped her, as she said:

She’s t0o quiet, right? She's t00 quiet. The teachers told me that... But |
said, “If you're not sure on how the spelling is, you got your dictionaries.”

1 said, “Sound out the word and look for something that sounds and looks
like it. And then read it says sbout it and if it says what you meaz,
put that word down then,

Paradoxically, Sherry's mother felt she could help her daughter more if only Sherry would
ask her for help. Evidently, she herself had been treated harshly by her father about
homework and she did not want to force the issue. When asked how long she spent
helping Sherry, she said:

Well, if I was there o give her the help, she'd take it. But she won't ask

for it. I dare say she would take it if  offered it to her. There's no time [

does it because when I was growing up, my father used 10 really rooasar

into you, and I said, “I'm ot being like that to my child, right? Because it

‘made me worse than better. Sherry came home the weekend with an awful

lot of homework and I didn’t know unil last night and she was up there:

for about three hours... I asked the teacher to let me know how much

homework she has and what she’s got to do.
Regarding a homework agenda book, she said, “Yeah, they got agenda books.” But when

queried about signing it, she replied, “Oh! Well, they don't do that with Sherry.”



Finally, Shemry's mother seemed especially dismayed that except for regularly
scheduled parent-teacher conferences, the school apparently did not telephone or invite
her in to discuss Sherry’s difficulties. She stated:

‘The way I looked at it, if the teacher don’t want o talk to me over the

‘phone, just let me know and I'd go down and talk to them about it to see

what [ could do to help... She wasn't getting involved and I had to go

down and explain to the teachers. I said, “If Shery don’t ask for help or

don't want 1o get involved, you got to ask her. You got to more or less

invite her into it. Because she was always like that the whole way through

school. She’s too shy.” They said, “Yeah, she is really quiet.”

Allan’s mother was also concerned about his schoolwork, particularly his reading
ability. She related that of their three children he was the one she helped the most. She
said: “Allan, that's the only one I do have to help. Sometimes I got to read to him and
then let him answer the questions. Now he’s really good in math.” The father also helped
and said, “I've often sat down for maybe two hours o longer... Usually we sit down and
hell start reading on and 'll read a couple of pages and then he'll go on again. We could
be there an hour and a half. But I've seen him there longer than that - reading.”

Confirming Shery's mother’s observation that homework did not require signing this

year, Allan’s mother said: “In grade seven, you used to have to sign that [agenda book]
every night. Now, they don’t. But [looks through Allan’s every night anyway.”

Greg's mother was proud that he was doing well in school. especall since he had
bad problems adjusting in grade seven and had problems in all subjects. O ths she said,
“1 think it was just the junior high where they thinks they re old and wans to fit in with

the teen years.” Regarding his improvement, she said:
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We can't believe it's the same child. The teacher said to me, “I can't
believe how much Greg has changed. He really deserves the credit; he’s
after coming a long way.” I told the teacher I never had trouble with Greg.

from kindergarten on; he always did his books himself. If he ran into
trouble, he asked me.
She also knew there nda book igning procedure. She said:

Oh yeah. Grade seven and this year they got agenda books and they have
to write in their homework and what they have the next day... Oh no. No.
No. He's never ever had that [signing]. Like, he brought home the agenda
book. [ would go through it and find out what he got for homework but [
didn’t have to sign it

Although Greg’s mother emphasized that he wanted to work on his own, she was

give her: e

Well, I don't know what he's doing because he don't tell me. He only
tells me when he wants to do a problem. I'l give an example. He had to
bring home an egg... and I had t0 baby-sit and he had to pay me and sff
like that. It was a big responsibility but it was excellent. I think he
leamned a lot from it | was able to participate but most of the time 'm
veally in the dark and [ ask him and he says things are fine and that he's
doing okay. And that's all | knows about it

One source of uncertainty was not having enough information for science projects.
‘Again, while she feltthat he should take responsibility for them, she clearly wanted more.
information when he had come to her about a recent assignment. She talked at length
about this issue and, in part, stated:

1 can't help much with the projects because, I mean to me it’s something
he has to do and get insight into ... He just thinks it's foolish for him to
be telling me... Its like he took out these papers and said. “Look mom
that's all  needs now. ' going to make an clectric motor.” 1 read down
it:and I looked at him. “Okay honey. But I'm lost.” I don’t know if he’s
20t to make that or is he supposed 1o do something else. It’s a lot of
work! He’s got 10 hook up a nine-volt battery - one of those square ones -
and he needs a cork and nails.
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In asking Karen's mother how she was doing in school, she said, “Oh, she’s doing
excellent, yes doing good and the teachers says that too.” She noted that Karen sometimes
went o her father for help with homework, but added “That's not too ofien though, you
know. When she does get stuck, she reads it out.” Like the others, she also indicated that
teachers had required the signing of homework in the clementary grades, but such a
practice had not been carred out at the junior high.*

‘While Karen's mother assisted her occasionally, she spent a great deal of time
helping their son in grade ten. As noted, Tyler had Attention Deficit Disorder. With
egard 1o how he was doing in school, she said, “He’s doing okay on the basies and he's
in a regular class.” Worthy of note is that she was helping her son at home with a tutoring
program she sought of her own accord from a local “Skills for Success Program.” She
felt strongly that a similar program at the junior high would have been very helpful, not
only for him but for herself as well.

‘Tara was having problems with some subjects. Asking both parents how she was
doing in school, the father responded, “Well, she’s doing pretty good... she can just coast
along with math and religion, you know, but when they get into the seience and the social
studies, the heavy study subjects she has to put that extra bit of work into it. She’s doing
reasonably well.” As for assisting her with homework, again the father replied, “Well,
usually go over it with her, but mostly if she’s having problems. We keep pretty good tabs.
on her homework... She’ll let me know if she got a test or something so I'll go through

the book, write a few things here and there for her.” As for needing more information

p Ms. Moore'
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from the school, he replied, “Once this year I was a lttle concerned about math problems
- converting fractions...” He felt that she was doing them incorrectly. Although Tara was
convinced she had followed the teacher's inscructions, on checking with the teacher. her
father was correct. OF this he said, “Once she realized it, there was no problem.”

Tara’s mother and father had never heard of a homework agenda book. Noting that
she sometimes staved after school to study. they agreed that such practices were
dependent on individual teachers. The father said, “Definitely, I think some teachers more
50 than others... there’s cenain teachers she hasn't really mentioned... (but] - her
homeroom teacher - her and Tara has a real good relationship.”

Finally, Tara’s father was quite perturbed that students felt pressured into raising

funds for school equipment, and thought it had reached the point where it appeared to be

taking e done. He talked issue and,
in part. sated:

‘Sometimes, I think there’s more pressure on her trying to sell the product

than it was t0 do homework. She fel worse going o school without selling.

ing than without her homework done... | don't think the children

should be held responsible, or the parents eiher.
He also thought that such funds would be best utilized for sports activiies, and concluded
by saying, "Granted the school will benefit evenually; the fundraising is for the new
computers.... but on a smaller scale like if it was a swim team 10 go to Gander for a
‘weekend - seems to be more warranted for that.”

In summary, once again supposed hard-to-reach parents were obviously concemed

about and assisted their children with homework. Since these students did not have the



learning and medical difficultes preseated in the previous section, the query How is your
child doing? elicited responses mainly periaining to academic issues. Nonetheless, most
‘were having some trouble with schoolwork, and the parents seemed 1 be at a loss as o
‘what could done to assist them; though they were evidently trying their best without help
from the school. Swap (1993) points to the confusion parents ofien experience about
‘homework and outlines ways in which the school could alleviate the situation. She sttes:
Confusi nature o
be done, how, and by what date); the role parents should take in helping
(organizer, supporter, doer, proofreader, monitor); and what to do if
nobody in the home understands the assignment... Teachers can help
parents a great deal by clarifying their expectations about omework in

workshops, in writing, and/or in grade-level meetings... Some
offer workshops or seminars for parents that increase their knowledge
ot e e e

Along with parents being confused about homework, some expressed frustration
in not knowing how to communicate with their children regarding schoolwork, and how
to convey their interest and willingness to assist without sceming intrusive. Epstein
(1995) writes about the important role of the school in recognizing and supporting
parental concerns on this issue. She states:

Just about all students at all levels - elementary, middle. and high school
want their families to be more knowledgeable partners about schooling
10 are wiling to ke active rles n asiing commurications berwess
home and school. However, students need muich bette information and
guidance than most now receve about how.thei. schools view
partnerships and about how they can conduct important exchanges with

their families about school activties, homework, and school decisions
[italics added]. (p. 703)
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5. Teacher-Guided Practices, The Importance of Parental Knowledge,
And The Meaningless PTA Revisited

the parents” historical feelis from their
children’s formal education and their need for recognition as “experts” about theit own
offspring (p. 260).

- Malcolm A. Levin (1987)

Once again parental knowledge emerged as a critical element for collaborative
partnerships. In particular, Karen's, Greg's. Allan’s, and Tara's parents offered ideas that
could potentially enhance teacher-guided practices. However, all parents again voiced
crticism of the PTA and viewed it as irrelevant in their children’s schooling. They also
pointed out that parent-teacher conferences, following report card distribution. is far t00
late in the school year to find out how students are doing.” They thought that information
should be on-going, particularly if a problem had been detected. Allan's father was
especially concemed about this. and stressed the imporance of knowing what was
happening with schoolwork long befare report card time. He stated:

Most of the time we know for a fact that if Allan is weak in some area it

could be three or four months of school gone by before we know. You

don't expect the teacher to pay aention to just one student, but I mean if

they're correcting his tests and he’s weak - f they'd notify us right away...

you'd be able to help him out. But f you gets months gone by and he gets
a lot of homework on -

pointed to what i lack of attention to Allan's
reading difficulties at the junior high. Corroborating the other families stories throughout

the study. she stated:

76 See the principals’ findings. Note that Mr. Gates felt it was the parents who were too
late in coming o the school!
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Wel, 1find that they don't pay as much attention o them in junior high
= thoy did i clementr. Becanse bn cememiry, sae we had s see
four o five people like regarding Allan's reading - that time they put
‘him in a special class and remedial reading.

However, the father fet that financial cutbacks in the education system were creating an
adverse affect and contributing to under-staffing as well as increasing the numbers of
students per classroom. He observed:

‘The cutbacks - that's what I thinks about. The way things are going, |

‘mean the teachers and the government together, they're all understaffed

right? Well, you know, instead of having probably 30 students in a class

before all that started - they probably got 40 now. So they can’t get time I

suppose - fewer teachers with a lot more to do.

When asked if they were aware of any programs to show parents what kinds of
things they could do t0 help with schoolwork, Allan’s mother replied. “They've never
mentioned anything. Because like they haven't said much about it eally, just Allan needs
o study more at home. It was written on his report card - one of the term reports, right?”
As to whether the school had ever given ideas on what he should be doing at home or how
they could help him, she said, “No. No. They don't say.  Allan just should study more of
his books at home.” The father added. “And he should do more reading and that”
Inquiring if they thought it would be a good idea to get more information from the school,
Allan’s mother said:

Yeah, they could. ['d be nice to know what he’ doing or what he’s given

to.do. Like I know when he was in grades two or three they had him in @

special reading class and that really helped him. They used to tell him

then to read the newspaper. He reads the Telegram every night that it's

..We would probably get more books for him t0 read, you know, that
he'd ke to read from the library. Before Eastr, he had to do a project on

the fishery, so I'll wait and see what he's going 1o get on that - he wrote up
four o five pages. His uncle helped him with it
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Asto ight increase: in helping Allen,
“Yeah, I think so. Yeah. Yeah.” She also felt she would not be intimidated going to the
school, and the father added, “If it was going to help Allan, I'd go along with it
Concerning parents” involvement if both were working full-time as they were, they said:

Yes. I think a lot would. Even for the teachers’ interviews, two of us went

unless they made it early in the day and we couldn’t get time off but we

‘get family leave for school, you know, for the children. (mother)

1 dare say. Like I knows if it got anything to do with our youngsters, we

‘wouldn't mind doing t. Yeah, I wouldn’t mind going down. If it was once

a week, it wouldn’t matter to me. Because if it's anything for the

youngsters we're always there t0 do something for them - whatever it was

they needed done, right? No matter what it was, we’re always there for

them. (father and the mother agreed)

When queried about the importance of teacher-guided practices being supported
by the principal and vice-principal. Allan’s father again brought up the issue of early
intervention, “Yes, but it's no good for them to realize half way through the term that he’s
not going to improve by the time the year is up... The first month or so you should know
what a student is able 1o do and what he can't do, right?” As for financial support for a
new project, both thought it might impose more fundraising burdens on familis. but stll
they would help their children. The father said, “If it was something to help Allan [
‘wouldn't mind.”

Greg’s mother thought there was a need for homework information for parents.
and again stressed her need to know more about project assignments. She replied, “There
could be. Because I've been stunned over something and say, *Well, Greg, you're going

to have to ask the teacher because I just can't do it There could be. Like, if it was a
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project and it was worth so much of his marks, I probably would need it, you know.”
However, she expressed concem about wasting teachers’ and students’ time and noted the
importance of being able to drop in to the school should a specific problem arise. Like
Allan’s father, she thought that timing was crucial to ensure a student’s needs were being
met; even regularly planned sessions might not be satisfactory. She noted, “The
‘youngsters do so much in the run of a month.... He spends a lot of time at it. He does 5o
much that by the time the meeting come up - it could be just a waste of time.” However,
when asked if regular sessions with the teachers would have helped in the previous year
when Greg was having trouble in grade seven. she replied:

1 think it wouldve helped me but I don’t know if it would've helped him

bus it veuld fave helpod e becense 1 was st end b s’ g
1t would've helped me for the fact that he was having iros
i ' v ke e were b, it ind probebis | ot

went and listened (o other parents who had children in his class... I
didn’t even know his friends’ names!

With regard to getting information on specific subjects, she said. “It would be
helpful because the parents could stay on top of what their kids are doing.” But again she

poined to contacting as the need came up

else and then they
Won't get their answer untl the next meeting and i would be over hen
He's doing his electric motor tomorrow 5o he’s really on his own unless |
gets together with a friend that knows something about it or one of my
brothers. Now if they had something up to the school where you could
g0 up and read up on projects or whatever, right?

She gave an example of going 10 a friend’s office to help Greg work on a computer
project. While he had done well on the assignment, she thought it would have been far

better if the school had been available, as she said, “But if I could"ve went o the school,
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me and her went up and sat down and done it with him. Or even if the science teacher
was there for a day or a night. We could go in with him. and the teacher could just give
us alitle help, right?”

Greg’s mother was adamant that if parents thought that a schoolwork information
program was a PTA meeting they would not go. She stated:

Because mast PTA meetings were fighing over moncy... Every parent

from my prospect are going to think, “Oh God, this is garbage again...

unless they get up and go and see what it is. Right? If you got to get

baby-sitters it costs money, right? That's ten dollars out of your packet to

listen to them arguing over money.

Probing her idea that parents would have to be shown that the “meeting” might be
beneficial 0 them, she corrected the questioning by simply saying, “To the child, benefits
1o the child!”

‘When queried about teachers” and principals’ views concering parents’ capability
to help with schoolwork she thought that parents would appreciate any help or
information they could get. She replied:

1 find parents who don’t have schooling are eaty [rmmml with their

Kids. So if we had an extra hand o volunteer a hand at

school, they probably would go to take the, fnmnman My s romt he kid

because the kid is frustrated. He’s got this work to do and even dad or

mom can't help him, right? And the kids sometimes don't realize that

probably mom or dad never got their high school... So if they did have
something like this at the school. Or just put it this way - i they had

this. Can you help us?” But it would have to be a regular basis because
you can run into trouble any time!

She also noted the need for assistance when a child is ill since there had been no

process in place when Greg had missed two weeks of classes due to chicken pox. She.



stated, “If there had to be something over there I'd go in the night time. I would've drove
over and got the information.” Greg’s mother had provided insightful ideas about teacher-
guided practices, however, her continuing commentary about the PTA was a defining
aspect of the interview. Asked about administrative support for teacher-guided practices,
she again talked about the association, but this time she recounted her original
understanding of its purpose. She stated:

Well, when I heard PTA, Parents-Teachers Association, that's what it
stands for, tight? To me, when the child stants kindergarten the PTA
means parents are going 10 help teachers; teachers are going 10 help.
parents and we're going 10 form this big group, we're going to be okay
and we're going to help each other. That's my first impression of it,
ieh? Thisk abawe i Rigk? This s an cseciaion ere when you heve
any trouble, you contact the association and that - but I never ever got
aycing from k... Wk, wﬁllummmmumallwullgam there
that. So I'm
a parent. I'm mm, “bat this assocition s going aheed without me
whether I'm there or not. You understand? Like, they didn’t really need
me!

She continued by noting certain parents who talked a lot and seemed to know all about the
issues. Again posing the question of principals and vice-principals support of teacher-
guided efforts, she replied, “I suppose thar's what they're there for (laughing)" But
regarding funding, she said, “They're not going to get the support from the school board,
not with funds. That's a more or less down hill aspect of it if i’s going to cost anything.™
Her concluding remarks seemed to indicate her support. but again she siressed the need to
know what exactly a “meeting” entailed. she said:
I'd be more likely o be a 100 percent t0 go to help him if he was having

trouble.... Like if this was to start up, a lot of parents would want to know
what exacly it was for and it's not just the parent-tcacher thing - it’s for
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Karen's mother, who was keen to help a the school, was quick to support teacher-
guided practices and also saw it as an avenue to continue her education as well. She said:

Yes, that's a good idea, yeah would be nice. Like Karen is doing well but

say now she has a social studies exam coming up s0 like that

ould probably help her - since she has trouble with that. ¥es, f could be

800d for me 100 - would help with words and reading - I'm no good at

‘math - maybe it could upgrade her - but me t0o. Right?"

As wel, she pointed 10 the need for more information on homework projects,
since Karen asked her to make inquiries of the teacher. While having no difficulty in
contacting the teacher, she felt that such a program could increase her confidence to help
with schoolwork and strongly advocated, “taining the parents.” She noted that the former
educational psychologist at the school. came to their home to explain how she could help

Tyler wi Although, the administration had refused her help at the school, of

the psychologist she said, “He was all for it - parents helping students keep out of trouble
and help with their work” As for teacher-guided programs, she was cerain of the
potential benefit to her as a parent and asserted, “Yes. it would give me more confidence
10 help.” She also felt that administrative support and funding were important, and again
‘mentioned the need for home-tutoring packages. Currently. the family was waiting for a
reply about funding to purchase a computer for Tyler.

Tara’s parents also seemed to favour partcipating in teacher-guided programs.
Her father said, “I probably would. We don’t have a lot of involvement... Bt if it had

something 10 do directly with Tara, fine and dandy.” Her mother added, “Yeah. That

wyway. You know, to
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help the kids and that.” Asked about administrative and financial support for materials
such as brochures, he said: “Definitely should!”

‘While Tara’s parents were receptive to obtaining information at the school, her
father was clearly enthusiastic at the prospect of receiving information directly at home.
Summing up the discussion, he noted the benefits of receiving information about study
skills such as timing, taking breaks and how 1o approach reading a text, and added:

1 think something should be sent home each term, you Iumw this term

your child will be doing chapter four, five and six in y. They'll

be leamning this and that. / mean I would love 10 have. Someting ke hat

50 1 could go ovr it mysef and st down and whip through those

rs and if Tara got a question, say, “Now what about Jacques

cm”, 7 ik w al know e went around s way or § he nly mode
50 ar... I think that would be fantastic, right?!

Sherry's parents seemed reticent about the idea of obtaining information o help
her. When asked if the school involved them in assisting. the mother replied, “No. No."
‘As o whether she would like to be, she said, “Well, if [ could do it I wouldn’t mind being
involved - a lot of it I can't do myself.” However. she went on to describe how she
helped Sherry with wording when she was doing assignments on her typewriter. She also
talked about upgrading her own education, but the birth of their youngest daughter
delayed her plans. Asked if specific instructions might increase her confidence in helping,
the mother said, “Increase mine an awful lot.” And the father. “Oh yes. it would help
Sherry, and it would us t00.” At the suggestion that working with the teacher could
perhaps determine why Sherry was insistent about studying on her own, the mother

intetjected, “f don’t think it helps her very much to keep letting her do it on her own.”
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Again noting her daughter's need for help, Sherry's mother related positive
feedback given by a grade six math and gymm teacher:
When I'd go see him, he'd look at me and he said, “Sherry is a girl that

happens, she’s going to need the help to lear it. and she wants to leam.”
When asked what the teachers at the junior high said about her progress, Sherry's mother
demonstrated exasperation, as she stated, “All you hear is Sherry is a really good child.
We don’t want her out of our class. She’s the quietest one... that's all you hear! But
that’s not helping her work!" Evidently, however, she had discussed her worries about
Sherry with the homeroom teacher. who had told her, “Yeah, there’s something there
‘going on again, she’s falling behind.” Where upon, the mother had said, “Well, I know.
that she needs help, and she’s not getting the help that she needs!”

Earlier indicating her discomfort in going to meet-the-teacher nights and the PTA,
Sherry’s mother was asked iftthere were other occasions offered at the school when she
‘might meet other parents. She said, “They don't have nothing like that. It's always the
parents go meet your child's teacher. There's no such thing, you know, as you go down
and meet a parent.” Noting a possible benefit of having programs for parents to help their
children might be to meet other parents. Shemy's mother also initiated unexpected
discussion about the PTA and fundraising for equipment. She stated:

Like these PTA meetings I know it's dealing with other parents and that
but that's just to talk about things to do with the school. It's not there to

more computers...
children or elp teachers 10 help the children. There's no link there
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between the things that they're getting for the school and to help the
children. You just give them stuff o try 1o help themselves and that’s it
Like if they showed parents - if they knew how (o do it - it would give me
more opportunity to help my own child when it comes to computers and
stufflike that.

As for her opinion of the principal’s and vice-principal’s support for teacher-

guided practices, she was skeptical about their interest since her efforts to reach them had
been futile, She replicd:

1 think the whole school should do it because every time I phone down the

only one I can ever get is the vice-principal and that's a really a hard job to

get a hold of him! And then I was talking 1o the principal down there

about Sherry - the trouble she was having - “Oh, I can’t alk 0 0u now,

I've got to do something else. Give me a call back or drop down” or

something like that, right? [About the school board] They should support

it but [ doubt very much if they ever would. They might say. “Well, you

can go ahead and do it but you get the money wherever you can.” Like

that, right?

In summary, these families were supportive of receiving information to help their
children, and thought that such a project should be endorsed by the school's
administration. Once again, the importance of parental knowledge came to the fore, and
parents exhibited creative insight as o how such a project could meet their partcular
needs. They offered ideas which ranged from using the computer lab for homework
assignments, to receiving specific information at home. to the school providing wtoring
packages for parents. A crucial issue for one mother was the necessity for an on-going

daily or nightly base for .

Parents were especially critical of the traditional contact used by the school for

reporting a student’s progress. They stressed that the current practice of meeting with
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parents after students had completed several months of work was far too late for them to
be informed of their children's learning problems.

Like the previous families, these parents also considered that the PTA did not
warrant their participation. Without exception, all at some point said it was for
fundraising, expressed their discomfort i going there. noted feelings of not being wanted,
and particularly mentioned it irrelevance in directly assisting students. One mother was
bemused when she described her initial understanding of parent-teacher associations to
mean that of parents and teachers planning strategies 1o help students. Parents appeared
10 have given the whole idea of the PTA insightful consideration. and expressed more
interest in how their children were doing in school rather than fundsaising and listening to
political arguments. Therefore, these parents appear to agree with Fullan’s (1993) notion
of instructional versus non-instructional parental involvement, in that most parents are
‘more interested in the former than the latter,as cited carlier.””

As well, Levin (1987) and others™ also emphasize the deficiency in school
‘methods. and teachers' knowledge, about alternative strategies to communicate with, o
more importanty, to collaborate with parents. Writing about parent-teacher relations and
alterative schools in Ontario in the 1970s. Levin points to entrenched traditions and
atitudes. He states:

Coming from a tradition where relations with parents are largely confined

to the annual open-house and post-report card conferences. teachers are
by-and-large ill-prepared for the give-and-take of altemative school

77 See Michael Fullan’s The New Meaning of Educational Change (pp. 227-246).
™ Epstein (1995); Fullan (1991); Munn (1993); Ontario Teachers’ Federation (1992);
Swap (1993).



committee meetings with parents... Teachers have not been sensitive to
the parents” historical feelings of exclusion from their children’s formal
education and their need for recognition as “experts” about their own
offspring. (pp. 280-281)

6. Parents’ Wishes: Advocacy for Education

Just about all fm\dlts i about their children, want them to succeed, and are eager to

in better information from schools (p. 703).

- Joyee L. Epstein (1995)

Exploring parents' thoughts about their children’s future opportunities revealed

their ideals for attaining an education. Most parents also drew analogies from efforts 1o

up-grade their own educational level along with their missed opportuities. Despit being.

hopeful for their children’s future, some expressed concem about their present learning

difficulties and the school's poor response to their needs.

When queried about Allan’s opportunity to succeed in school, his mother's

4 around efforts to improve his reading, as she replied:

needs to g0 to the library.... In elementary school every night he used to
bring home a book - that was one of the programs he was in down there to
help his reading. Now the school library have a ot of projects t0 o, s0 he
spends a lot of time there... If he got a project he stays after school until
four and then walks down t0 his grandmother's

However, his father stressed the shortcomings of the school in not keeping them updated

on Allan’s progress. He said,

He's not doing that bad in school, you know, he got good marks... But if
You got a teacher who's teaching over the years they should know what a
child can and what he can't do. And they should notify parents if they can
help him out, or even if they can't... When they're trained people they
should be able to pick up on it a ot sooner than two or three months of the



school year gone. They're putting it in the report card! So I mean why
can’t they phone you and tell you?

Allan’s ambition was to be in the National Hockey League (NHL). Of this his
‘mother said, “He got to work at that too, he goes to hockey summer school.” The father
added, “That's all he has in his mind.” From the outset, Allan's parents bhad emphasized

and

o they sid:

I'd love for him to get his education and go to university even. Like | said.
it's him who got to want it 100, right. We can't force him to do something
that he don’t want to do. Money couldn’t be no problem. I'd go in the
hole to put him through school. (mother)

Yes - the same thing with me. You got to have your grade twelve now ot [
‘mean you can't get nothing, right. To go out to pump gas, you got to have
grade twelve. (father)

As for Allan’s interest to do well in school, his mother said, “So far he has, but if he tums
out like his mother he'll probably go a couple more years and that’s it... But we told him
he got 10 have his education in order to stay in the hockey, you know t0 go to the NHL."
The fathers closing comments seemed to be as much about his own will to succeed as
about Allan's, as he staed:

‘Well, he likes hockey, and the first year he fails, that's the first year of
hockey he's going to miss. So | don't say he's going o want to miss
hockey. what it is you wants (0 do, you have to have grade
twelve. You got to have it! | only got grade cight and look where I'm to -
stuck i the hospital and can't get out of it. I'm after writing my GED
(General Education Diplomal. 1 failed that - so there it is. But no good
worrying about lost time and 'm going back to write it again. Yep. 'm
oing 0 wie 00y e € ks w0 s e Vo can et
y 50 they'll see my y




As noted, Greg's mother was especially proud of his progress in grade cight in

‘comparison to grade seven. She strongly believed that her son needed the will o succeed.

but she was also persistent in her support for him, as she stated:

He's at the age now where he knows he’s got to do his homework and he
knows his books got 10 be done, and if he chooses not to do one, he
chooses 0 s o il el i, “You'e oot diog o me.” A
Cven in radeseven, 114 him, "Cre,stdy o - you Know Your marks
are low... Come on you can pass. You can do it. You're doing it for

Earler reiating being pregnant before completing high school, Greg's mother noted the

support she had received from her parents and a teacher:

And that's what my parents did with me. They said, “You're not doing it
for us. You're doing it for yourself...” They s.nd, “le can quit and give
up. or you can want to pass. It's your choice.” That's why I have to tell
Greg. “l couldve quit.” right? [ could've very we“ give up and ot dane
homework after school. But. I figured. at least 'l get my grade eleven out
of this. if I don't get anything clse. [ won't have to look back and say [
wish [ finished school. I did quit for two weeks. Then I had a teacher who
hauled me back t0o (laughs)

Regarding barriers to Greg's future, she replied:

No. No. T don't think so. I think he'll be all right. I'm hoping he’ll go right

to grade twelve and go o university - something [ never had... [My wish

for him is] To get what he wants - to join the First he said lawyer.

policeman... [But] He wants to do his university degree firs... he knows

he wants to go to university.

Karen's mother had recently talked with her about completing her education, and
the daughter had replied, “Yes, mom I'm gonna get my education.” Her mother noted

that she found grade cight more difficult than grade seven. Concerning their son with



ADD, she said, “If Tyler can stick it out this year he'll only have two more left.” As
noted, Tyler had been put on the drug Ritilan which caused him t0 be tired, and a
physician took him off the prescription. Apparently, however, because of a recent upset in
class, a teacher insisted he be given the drug again. Though now on a lower dosage, the
mother felt that he did not need it. She was angry about this, but seemed powerless to
influence the situation.

Like the other parents, Karen's mother's greatest wish was for both her children
1o successfully complete high school and “t0 go further if we have the money,” she added.
Karen had talked about being a nurse, and Tyler wanted to be a truck driver. Clearly proud
of her own up-grading achievements, Karen's mother talked about gaining self-
confidence, and proudly displayed her certificates from a local college.

‘Tara’s father talked about the benefits of home-schooling. Therefore, when asked
if the opportunities existed in the school system for his daughter to succeed. he replied,
“Yeah, I think so. I think she’ll come through pretty good.  Probably not as good as she
should, but a lttle above average - somewhere around a 75 to 80 average [ would hope.”
Discussing her future, he noted some potential baiers

Nothing definite what she wants to do once she finishes, but I've

‘mentioned to her, “To get in university i’s going to be harder and harder,

S0 you got to keep your marks up.” And she says, “Well. dad. how're you

going to afford that”” University costs a fortune and I've read in the paper

how they go to university for seven years and then they go for another six

or eight weeks to know how to find a job. That sort of thing must deter a

child.... But technical training, especially this day and age, that's got to be
a lot towards anything - that hands-on sort of thing.



Regarding their greatest wish for Tara, her mother gave a brief response, “I'd like:
for her to get a good education. Get herself a good job.” Agrecing, her father hoped she
than he had,

Vel 1o . s elly b 0 sy, Altcugh s wonds' realy mames
t0 me as lony ing - | guess like every parent - as long as
S can do ks than 1. Tht woul's sk vy ch. Bt s long
she was happy in a job - Something worthwhile that she could make a
decent living at... Something that she enjoyed... But education - that’s
the basics. You got o have that!

Although Sherry was having difficulties with some academic subjects, her mother
was proud of her abilities in the arts. She talked about her reading and writing skills and
the fact that she had pen-pals. Noting the problem areas, she also related her successes:

Two of her main subjects that she got to pass is math and science... She
failed science first part of the year, but English she did okay because she
started reading books - Harold Stein books and she used to write up book
reports on them. She did three reports and did good on ... She really likes
singing and was in a choir down in elementary. but in junior high she
wasn’t - I don’t think they offer the choir down there.

Discussing the importance of students being given an opportunity to pursue subjects in
which they might excel, Sherry's mother said:

‘Yeah, because she really loves art. [ was talking to the art teacher and they

g0t a club down there 1o do Christmas drawings and that.... I think it was

after school or whenever they could get the chance - that's all that was.
‘She had her regular art class and she got into cross-stitch and stuff.

However, she iously optimist i ’s future, and particularl
stressed the importance of her current needs, and stated:

If she got the help she needs she'll do good. I'm hoping that she'll go
through high school, then go on (0 college up here and then go to
university to make sure she got al the education she’s going 1o need (o get
a good job... If she wants to do something for herself and get really
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situated good in life, I would hope for her to be able to do it. And she ain’t
10 be able 1o do it without the help and the chance now. She needs
‘help now and this s when she should get the help!

As for her greatest wish for Sherry, she said, “To succeed in life - whatever she wants to
do to get her wishes - whichever they may be.” She also had some final comments about
the school. In an appealing tone, she said:
They shoudkeep i cotat withyou more i cse anyting wort wrong
‘when your worried about cetain subjects. So parens at least would be
able 0 go down to talk with whichever teacher it needed to be, and talk
‘about this situation. ¥ou know, see what they thinks is wrong and try to
ut what's wrong with Sherry - why she’s having a problem and
‘how would she like 0 be helped with it - I need help!

In summary, once again presumed hard-to-reach parents cared about their

children’ i ions. Withe all swessed
of education and strongly supported their children in pursuing post-secondary studies.
Although optimistic about their children’s future, they were also cognizant of the
implications of their present learning difficulties, and were particularly wary about the
lack of assistance and foresight of the school. Parents also lamented about their own
educational weaknesses, but expressed determination to continue their formal learning.
Consistent with these parents reliance on the school to respond to their children’s
learning problems, Fullan (1991) notes the link between social class and low educational
level. Therefore, emphasizing the imporant role of the school, he cites Epstein’s and
Dauber’s 1988 and 1989 research in eight inner-city elementary and middle schools,
which states:
Without the schools” asistance, parenis’ knowledge and action t© help

their children are heavily dependent on the parents’ social class or
education. But schools - even inner city schools - can develop strong



programs of parent involvement 1o help
knowledgeable partners in their children’s education (pp. 11-12). (p. 235)

able 3

more families

become

Participation Ratio of Mothers and Fathers
Family Mothers Fathers
T T Briefly

2 Single Mother -
3 T Briefly
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] Single Mother =
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3 Single Mother =
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Table 4
Family Demographics and Children with Schooling Difficulties™*

Family Studentsin | Other Marital  |[Employment |Education
Type Junior High [Children [Status Status Level
T [Two-Parent |1Son (LD) 3 Second Both Both Some
Marriage  |Unemployed |Post-
Secondary
T |Siagle-Parent |1 Son (LD) T Single Employed | Post-
Mother Secondary
3 [Two-Parent |1 Daughter T Second Both Both Less
N Marriage  |Unemployed
3 |TwoParent |1 Son (SN) 1 Maried |Both
1 Daughter Employed
Single-Parent | Son None |[Single Unemployed
Mother
& [Two-Parent | T Daughter None [Second Both Both Post-
1 Son (LD) [Moringe _JEmploved | Secondary
7 [Two-Parent |1 Daughter T Maried [Both Both Less
[} Unemployed than High
hool,
ourses
8 |Single-Parent | I Son (5N) 5 Single Gnemployed [Some Post-
(LD) __ |Mother Secon
9 [Two-Parent |1 Daughter 1 Maried [Both Both Some,
Employed | Post-
Secondary
“Key for Children with Schooling Difficulties

(LD) >Childrer; with a Lez

Disabilities.

(SN) >Children with Special Needs in Reading and other Core Subjects

7 Of the nine failies, seven had children with learning problems. Familie five and nine
y di fu

about homework.



Chapter Six
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Family-like schools welcome all families, not just those that are
easy to reach [author's emphasis] (p. 702).
- Joyce L. Epstein (1995)
1. Summary of Main Findings

This study explored the views of parents, teachers and principals concerning an
organized program t0 inform parents about how they might assist their children with
schoolwork. Selected by teachers, the parents had children who attended grade eight at an
inner city junior high school in Newfoundland. A summary of the study's findings along
with a discussion of theoretical and practical implications for potential parterships
between hard-to-reach parents and the school are presented in this chapter.

As outlined above. with the exception of one family, the participants in this study
were low-income. working-class parents with low educational levels. They included
single-parent and step-parent familis. with mothers being the primary care-givers and
coordinators of the home-school relationship. Their children were experiencing various
schooling difficulties; however, most notable was that the majority of the children had
leamning problems including medical, behavioural, and leaming disabilites. Although
parents were selected by the school as hard-to-reach, the interviews revealed caring,
knowledgeable, and concemed parents who were perplexed and disappointed with the
school's obvious lack of understanding about their children’s circumstances. They also
stressed the importance of education for their children, but were cautiously optimistic

about their future.

20
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The school's lack of response to the children’s needs clearly contributed to the
parents’ confusion and frustration, and can be traced to the following sources: 1. the
school's traditional communication patiems mainly involved contacting them about
students’ misbehaviour; 2. the school's adherence to waditional types of parental
involvement, such as the Parent-Teacher Association, contributed to parents’ feelings of
alienation and severely limited their participation; 3. insufficient and  inadequate
academic, and non-academic programs and support systems for students, along with lack
of homework information created confusion and stress; 4. the lack of early assessment,
the trauma of moving from the elementary to the junior high level, and the absence of

being idenified as “non-categorical special needs students” led to some being stigmati

as toublemakers; 5. sructured, consistent, and on-going practices to keep parents
informed were nonexistent. although parents clearly preferred this type of involvement;
and 6. the raditional value-system of the school suggests that in challenging the school,
some parents were considered as problems themselves. without being given respect and
legitimatization for their concerns

‘These findings have implications for the fulfillment of the recommendations from
The 1992 Royal Commission Report on Education in Newfoundland partcularly
promoting the closer linking of home and school. and developing strategies that
encourage parents” involvement both in school and in learning activites at home. More
importantly for sudents' self-esteem and well being, the findings point to the
Commission’s advocacy for the rights of the child and equality of educational

opportunity.



2. Theoretical Implications

is reflected in the way
children’s families (p. 701)
~ Joyce L. Epstein (1995)

Unique to qualiative rescarch design, ethnographic studies bring into focus the
capricious nature of everyday life and the perspectives of those involved, thus confirming
the reality experienced by panticipants and demonstrating “concretely the connections
among research activity, educational theory, and pragmatic concems” (LeCompte &
Preissle, 1993, p. 28).

The parents in this study, in sharing their lived experiences, highlighted many
elements of the schooling process that have long required educators' anention. Despite
their circumstances, or because of them, parents in less than privileged socio-economic
situations are adamant about the importance of education for their children and want to
participate in their leaming. However, the persistent traditional views towards authentic
collaboration with parents about curriculum. and other historical jurisdictions of the
school. remain as barriers to such sharing of information.

Additionally, the school’s atitudes with regards to social class, family

composition, gender, and parental involvement continue to sustain middle-class notions

of educational norms (Brantlinger. 1985; Levin. 1987). The entrenchment of traditional
roles in the school. and in the home. give further confirmation for much needed change in
biases along with the establishment of new strategies to accommodate the daily realities

for dual-income working-class families. single-parent famil

. and step-families. Added

1o this is the respect and recognition owed to mothers as the primary care-givers in the
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home and as the coordinators of home-school relations (Crosbie-Bumett, Skyles, &
Becker-Haven, 1988; Power, 1993).

Complicating these factors, and further marginalizing many families, s the
integration of children who have schooling problems, without early assessment and,
therefore, without accurate identification as non-categorical special needs students. As
Canning states, “It must be recognized that if special identities are lost so are the
eapacities for providing special education services” (pp. 21-22).  Additionally, while
Department of Education policy in this province reflects the belief that previous
information about individual students only serves to perpetuate stereotypes. it stll stands
o reason that students’ learning difficulties have to be identified in order to reccive the
help they need (Canning, Kennedy & Strong, 1993; Canning, 1996). As clearly brought
out in this swdy, stigmatizing of these students occurs in any event, largely through
ignorance, and leading to devastating consequences. Some of the children in this study
were completely estranged in the mainstreaming milieu upon entering the junior high
system.

In order to ameliorate these issues, and the accompanying on-going confusion
about schooling problems, there is required a “paradigm shift” in anitudes towards the
sharing of information with parents as equal and expert partners. As well, parents need to
recognize, and to be assured. of the legitimacy of their contribution to their children’s
schooling and of the validity of their point of view (Munn, 1993). In addition to change
in mindset, teachers and school administrators require information for altemative

communication and partnership programs (Bastiani, 1993). Their insufficient knowledge
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was evident, as were parents’ clear observations of a non-welcoming atmosphere at the
junior high.

‘The conservative, autonomous, and established methods of parental involvement
used by teachers, and the inattention of families by school administrators. except as fund-
raisers and troublemakers, need, therefore, to be seen as major handicaps to correcting the

lack of genuine, tangible, and practical home-school partnerships.

3. Practical Implications
We need to include those parents who, for a variety of reasons, have waditionally not felt
welcomed at schools (p. 27).

~ Marie Pierce (1994)
As consistently revealed in ethnographic stories, the complexity of educational
‘matters and their magnification within our culture “allow policy makers and educational
consumers to formulate more accurate and judicious expectations about what schools,
families, and other agencies can do to direct and enhance education and socialization”
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 28).  Although such stories about individual realites are
often “filtered through preconceptions” of what is supposed to be. similar pitfals also
characterize other methods of information gathering. Granting parents “the courtesy of
asking them what they think” about their children’s schooling “gives a very strategic
framework” for analyzing their children's experiences and needs (Olson, 1986, pp. 79-
80).
Parents’ immersion in the above dialogue foretells the potential benefit of their

involvement in a partnership process. More or less standing or stigmatized on the
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periphery of the schools culture and extemal to the already “established” pareatal
involvement, these “hard-to-reach” parents provided a profound critical view of
educational matters. Parents demonstrated knowledge about learning disabilities far
beyond the comprehension of many, and were also observant of the detrimental affects
created by the system's inadequacies. These parents had vital information to share with
teachers and principals, and with each other. Yet, for the most part they were not heard,
not appreciated, and not respected. Their knowledge was not legitimized by the education
system and they were forced to fight for equality of opportunity for ther children.
Ultimately, at the cenre of “enhanced education and socialization” are the

children. While they are the main actors in their schooling, partnership programs may be

designed to “engage, guide, energize, and motivate students” in support of their own
effons to achieve success (Epstein, 1995, p. 702). The benefits of interactive partnerships
are well documented in the rescarch, and the literature is also explicit conceming the

eritical role of the school i establishing “family-like schools” - a school that is not only

iterested in academic excellence but also cares about the personal welfure of a child
Specifically, junior high schools need to recognize that just when preadolescent children
are beginning to seck independence is the time in their development when they most need
the careful guidance and support of parents and teachers. For special needs children who
are caught in the “cycle of early filure. poor motivation, leamed helplessness. low self-
esteem, and more failure and loss of self-esteem,” (Mearig, 1992, p. 230) family-like
schools are an imperative. Therefore, schools may consider two choices towards

involving parents in their children’s education:
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(1) They can follow an all 00 common approach which sees the school as a

bartleground for conflict, power struggles and disharmony, or

(@) They can empt of
power and munal respect, where taleats and energy focus on students’
leamning and growth (Epstein, 1995, p. 711).
‘The impetus to develop innovative family programs in the schools i this province
‘may come from school councils. Although still in the implementation stages, councils
should be lobbied to carry through one of their original strategies to link “society, schools.
and homes” as a “crucial mechanism” to faciltate parental input, and develop strong
initiatives to involve them in leaming activities at home. The strength of school councils
may lie in their dedication o and advocacy for the needs of the families in their specific
schools. In the 195 survey of the total parent population at the junior high in this study
(while only 51 percent responded to the questionnaire) it is notable that 86.8 percent
agreed with the statement: [ would like to be given specific instructions about how | could
help my student with her/his schoolwork. Parents were also invited to give written
comments in each section of the questionnaire. Regarding that particular question, one
parent wrote, “This question is the most important item on this questionnaire!™
As noted earlier. school councils are only permitted three appointed parent
representatives. Their contrbution as decision makers stil remains dependent on whether
the waditional power brokers accept parents’ new role. Principals, teachers and school
boards may need intense briefing in an attempt to distill raditional thinking and power-

based protectionism. Most important for the participants in this study is the inclusion of
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their articulate, and knowledgeable voices to ensure that comprehensive and suitable
measures are vigorously undertaken to include them in a collaborative process. School
councils would also do well to consider the common features of already established,
successful partnerships: 1. recognition of school, family, and community as the
“overlapping spheres of influence” on student development; 2. paying auention to
various types of parental participation to accommodate diverse needs; and 3. enlisting the
assistance of an “Action Team” of other teachers, pareats, students, administrators, and
community members (Epstein, 1995, p. 704).

The implications of designating some parenis ashard-to-reach, and non-
participants in their children’s education is undoubtedly  barrier to initiating any form of
partnership. It is a barrier not only due to the traditional functioning of the school, and

particularly the anitudes towards these parents, but it is also a barrier because of parents’

actual experiences with education which obviously influence what they have come to
expect from the school. Sometimes suble. sometimes overt stigmatization can paralyze
attempts to bring groups together in mutual respect. As Levin (1987) states, “The distance
is greatest and tensions are most visible in relations between teachers and working-class
parents... Parents know that they are helpless in the face of the schools’ power to
evaluate them, their children and thei culture” (p. 273). In the 1993 survey of teachers at
the school in this study. it was revealed that 833 percent of teachers generally disagreed
with the statement: Parents of students of this school have high expectations for their
children. The prevalence of what appears to be condescending atitudes towards low-

income families, as well as their own awareness of, and anger about, such biases, is well



recorded. Unfortunately, teachers' low efficacy and negative evaluations of their
children's intelligence and abilites can lead to. intemalization for the  recipients
(Brantlinger, 1985, p. 26).

Furthermore, provincial government reform strategies to reduce expenditures for
schooling have historical implications for working-class children and their parents in
“bearing the brunt of policies to demonstrate siandards and excellence.” Rescarch in
1967 and. 1987 noted this correlation (Levin, 1987, p. 271).  Unformnately, this present
swdy supports this observation in 1997.% The cuting of particular academic and non-
academic programs have consequences for the working class relevant to children leaving
school early, “not because they cannot succeed but because they feel the school has
nothing to offer them or because they are disgusted with school practices” (Brantlinger,
1985, p. 26).

In order to bring about successful collaboration. it is clear that educators and
sciety need to undergo substantial changes. In the face of seemingly overwhelming odds.
parents in Newfoundland and Labrador can only hope that some of the more positive
writings in the Royal Commission’s Report, “Our Children. Our Future” (1992) will be
taken from the theoretical page and acted upon enthusiastically. In selling the idea of the
consolidation of educational resources, the report utilized the concept of the rights of the

child. The findings in this study indicate it is just that - a concept. Concerning education

% See the provincial government's “Adjusting the Course: Parts [ and II" (1993 & 1994).
Advocacy for reduced govemment funding for education is hidden under the guise of
thetorical commentary about “educational reform, economics and development, and the
public good.”
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issues and consequences, a chapter on educational finance (glaringly omitting parenis

from the equation) states:

Bospechd. watonslpe among s, wxher, adivisusrs
developed and maintained in to deliver a healthy balance of
activities fostering the .mgum. physical, emotional, social and spiritual
development of students... Ensuring that every student. regardless of
location, age. sex, religion, race and other considerations is provided with
equal funding, saff and services is the goal of horizontal equity theorists
on the assumption that equality of educational inputs will lead to an equal
opportunity for education. (pp. 124 & 128)

From a practical perspective, therefore, the findings here confirm the previously
established need for the Department of Education to:

@ lisen . their specially challenged chi

(6)  implement the recent recommendations put forth by the Association for Community
Living*' regarding assistance for students in the classroom.

(c) advocate and fiscally support professional development for teachers. principals.
viee-principals. teacher assisants. school board members. and school council
members concerning all aspects of altemative communication methods and
collaborative partnerships; including the imperative to recognize biases and.
therefore, much needed development of transformation strategies to diminish
stigmatization and marginalization through gender, social class, and family

composition.

* In recent months, parents have reported, through various news media, the plight of their
children in the classrooms across the province. Some have joined forces with this
ion to impress upon government the urgency to implement the recommendations
of the Canning report.




230

carry through the legislative powers of school councils to develop strategies
involve all parents in appropriate curriculum maters including “learning activities
athome.”

collaborate with social workers and mental health personnel and other community
agencies to encompass and respond to the needs of “the whole child” in forming a
caring community around students.

collaborate with the Faculty of Education at Memorial Universiy to ensure that all
pre-service teachers paricipate in course units regarding school-family-community
collaborative partnerships.

implement the recommendations of Special Matters: The Report of the Review of
Special Education (1996). Unless appropriate programs, teacher training, early
interdisciplinary assessment, and other support systems are in place for special
needs children. particularly those who have indiscenible characteristics (non-
categorical students). all students. teachers. and parents are negatively affected.

investigate the junior high schooling strucure of arbitrarly. and abruptly

segregating from established norms level at
a time in their lives when they are most vulnerable to damage of self-esteem, in
their attempt “to develop a concept of a new. adult, and independent self” (Gersten.

1992,p. 148).

examine the earl ions of the i ization” of

curriculum which systematically cuts academic and non-academic programs thus

ignoring the culture of school settings and children’s diversity.
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In part, based on Chavkin and Williams' 1987 research, as well as Epstein’s, 1995
guidelines, the findings here also corroborate the need for school boards, school councils
and school personnel to:

(@) collaborate and state clear objectives concering parents as essential partners to
children’s academic success.

() create an Action Team as an “action arm” of the school council with a specific
committee dedicated to developing strategies to reach out and work with families of
specially challenged children.

(€) ask parents for their ideas, providing ample and various opporuities to share
insights and concens.

(d) assess cument parnership practices.”? organize options for new partnerships.
implement selected activities, evaluate subsequent phases. and continue to improve

‘and coordinate the selected practices.

involve and provide training for other teachers, parents, students, administrators.
‘and community members to assist the action team.

() obtain funds and support from school-business partnerships for the specific purpose
of family-school improvement processes.

develop a three-year plan along with detailed one-year plans to permit sufficient

time to do the work.

® Including the partnerships programs developed in Newfoundland: Philpotts (1995)
program for junior high parents; also Oldford-Marchim’s (1994) program, “Significant
Others as Reading Teachers” (SORT).
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For the paremts who participated in this study, the findings here highlight the
validity and necessity for you, and other parents, to continue fighting for equality of
educational opportusity for your children. In a forceful, collective voice others are joining

with you to work in furthering and winning the cause.

4. Suggestions for Further Research

A constant issue arising in this study was comparison of the various school levels.
Therefore, an emergent research question s whether the trauma and distress experienced
by the children in moving from the'elementary to the junior high level. as oulined, is
dependent on the particular school and teachers or whether such problems are
symptomatic of the junior high level across the province. Ethnographic studies conducted
with other parents in other junior high schools of similar age group and grade level

composition would provide useful comparative daa conceming the viabi

maintaining such infrastructure.

Another researchable inquiry relates to whether the amount of involvement at the
junior high level of presumed hard-to-reach parents. and other parents. s dependent on
the school’s ideology and initiatives. What influence do. teachers’ perceptions and
interactions with parents of different social class have upon family-school relations, as
well as on student achievement? Such information not only would be valuable in
planning strategies for home-school interrelations but also for professional development
regarding covert biases and the ramifications of such atttudes, including teachers’

efficacy for student achievement.
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A crucial question from in this study is intervention processes for students with

special needs, parti i Do some

schools and teachers already have innovative strategies that are working for their
students? What role does educator collaboration have in the wider implementation of
such programs and what are the implications for financial, moral, and policy support from
school boards and the Department of Education?

Finally, a pertinent question is whether the newly formed school councils in

Newfoundland are in fact representative of all parents including those thought to be hard

o reach. y of all parents &
and to enlist their help for the important work of improving school-family-community
partnerships? Are there successful family-school pannerships already in existence in this

province?
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Interview Guide
(Principals)

School Background Inform:
Probes:

« School improvement projects.

+ Future objectives.

+ Parens’ role

2. Teachers’ 1993 Survey.

Probes

+ Awareness of the results concerning teachers’ perceptions of parental involvement, for
example teachers indicated that

a) It is important to me as a teacher to have parents of my students working closely
with me in the education process (97%).

) Our faculty must provide more opportunity for parents 1o involve themselves in the
education of our students (91.7%).

Teacher-Guided Specific Practices
Probes:

+ Knowledge of practices/programs currently employed by teachers to involve parents.
+ Programs that specifically guide parents in how they could help their children with
schoolwork at home.

+ How carried out (i parents individually, groups).

Views on the present and potential role of such programs on children’s schooling

regarding such information as:
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a) What the children will be studying.
b) Teachers” expectations of students” responsibility conceming homework and in-
class schoolwork.
©) The importance of all subjects in school (i.e. a well-rounded education for furure
decisions regarding higher education and careers).
d) The methods teachers used to teach particular subjects.
) How parents could assist with particular subjects at home.
) Study skills (.. timing, breaks, reading a text, how t0 study for different types of
exams. and how to take notes in class).
+ Views about parents’ ability to help thir students.
+ Views about parents® education level and/or social class affect on their capabilites to
help their children with homework.
4 Hard-to-Reach Parents and Communication
Prabes:

+ Perception that there are such parents.

Communication methods (present. future).

+ Views regarding parents’ potential interest in wanting to know how to help their

children (i.e. guided by the teacher).

+ Perceptions of relationship between students’ attitudes and their parents' level of

involvement at school or at home.



+ Perceptions of relationship between students’ achievement level and their parents’
level of involvement at school or at home. Differences in relationships when
considering different types of parental involvement.

6. Admi i icy for ided Programs

Probes:

« Views about the importance of support.

+ Views about administrative support in stting up such a program for parents i specific
practices.

+ Importance of| itten school pol

+ Views about time,




Tnterview Guide
(Teachers)

1d Gender Issues.

« Parent Teacher Association.

+ Pareatfeacher interviews.

+ Other activites.

. Ratio of mothers t fathers, o female to male guardian, etc. who participate.

+ Perceptions of parents’ involvement level when the student is male or female.

urrent § Pra 1s/Woy

Probes:
+ Current practices where parents are given specific guidance as to how they could help
their children with schoolwork at home.

+ Other types of information sessions with parents

Individually or in groups.

Kind of information given.

+ Level of parental participation

3. Hard-to-Reach Parents
Probes:
. i par 0 reach.

+ Perceptions and views concerning their response/nor-response to requests to come to

parentteacher meetings. workshaps. other activitis.
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+ Views regarding their potential interest in wanting to know how to help their student
(i.. guided by the teacher)
« Views about their abilty t0 help.

4. Parental Attitude and Achievement

Probes:

+ Perceptions of relationship between students’ aitudes and their parents’ level of
involvement at school or at home.

+ Perceptions of relationship between students’ achievement level and their parents’
level of involvement at school or at home.

+ Differences in relationships when you consider different types of parental involvement.

nt and Potential

ole of Specific Infos ions for P:

Probes:
+ Interest and views about seting up programs/sessions regarding;
a) What their children will be studying.
b) Your expectations of students’ responsibility concerning homework and in-class
schoolwork.
¢) Importance of all subjects in school (ie. a well-rounded education for future
decisions regarding higher education and careers).

d) Methods you use to teach particular subjects.

€) Specific i i ist with. particular
) Study skills (. timing, breaks, reading a text, how 10 study for different types of

exams, and how to take notes in class).
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+ Views conceming the importance to have the principal’s and. vice-principal’s support
for such a programs.
+ Importance in having writien school policy to implement and support such programs.

. Vi ing, assis aproject.

+ Perception and views of parents’ education level, and/or social class affect on their
capabilities to help their students with homework.

6. Communication Methods to Contact Parents

Probes:

« Importance.

« Methods used.

« Further ideas.

Probes:

« Interest in having parents present topics in class on such subjects as ar, politics.
science, computers, language, culture, home economics. careers, and social studies.

+ Views about parents’ ablity to help at school.

« Perception and views of parents' education level, and/or social class affect on their

capabilities to help at school.
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Interview Guide
(Parent Participants)

« Family composition (i.. number of children, boys/gils, those attending school).
+ Working - at home. outside the home.

+ Other fami

ly members full-time or part-time work.

« Family composition (mother/father, single mother/father, guardians, grandparents,

e,

B i ason o daughter, o udent in junior high.
« (Parents’ education level discussed later in the interview.)

2. Sehool

Probes

+ How often. and why g0 t0 the school.

« Feelings when there.

+ How and why the school or teacher makes contact.

+ How and why you contact the teacher or anyone at the school.

+ How receive i . activities, and about your

+ Suggestions as to how you would ke to be contacted.
+ Types of volunteer work or activities participated in at the school (i.c. paid/unpaid
school staffhelper. program supporter. home tutor, audience, advocate, leamer of

specific practices, decision maker).
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+ Interest, and thoughts about helping (i.e now doing all that is possible considering
‘personal circumstances, would like to do more or less - what and how)

« lInterest in giving workshops or presentations at the school on such topics as: art,

computers, careers, home economics, and social studies (i.e. any family member).
3. Homework Assistant Programs
Probes:
+ Types of programs or workshops now offered at school to show you how to help with
your childs home-schoolwork (i.¢. parent groups).
« If participating. how does this help you and your children.
+ Types of personal help you receive now (specific instructions from  the teacher) as to
how you can help your children with homework.
+ Benefits to you and your children.
+ Thoughts about present and future teacher guidance regarding:
4) Ways the teacher could show you how 1o help. such as
‘What your child will be studying.
The teacher's expectations of your student’s responsibilities concerning
homework and in-class schoolwork.
Importance of all subjects in school (ie. well-rounded education for future
decisions about higher education and careers).
+ Ways subjects are taught.
. Study skills (iming, breaks, reading a text, studying for different types of

exams, how t0 take notes).
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+ Exactly what you could do t0 help your child with specific subjects at home.
b) Views about receiving guidance.
€) Affects on perceived capability 10 help.
d) Affects on perception of student’s ability in school.
¢) Potential for such programs (would it make a difference to you and your child).
D) Affects of personal circumstances on helping.

4T ing Children At Home, and

Probes:

. Who helps the children at home (i.e. mother, father, parter, guardian. older sibling.
‘grandparen).

- Amount of time spent helping children with homework and other schoolwork (i. by
you or panner/spouse. or someone clse).

- Thoughts about the affect teacher guidance might have in the time spent helping your
child.

+ Views about the importance of helping both a son and a daughter with school-
homework.

+ Amount of time spent helping daughter and/or son.

. helping your children with school-homework (i i),
« Receipt of help from the teacher/school how t0 check homework, how this done.
+ Thoughts and ity of homework i.e. benefis to student and amount

of homework).
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« Importance for mother and father (male or female partner) to-help their children with
school-homework at home.

- Importance for a mother and a father (male or female partner) to help and do volunteer
work at the school.

+ Types of volunteer work each would do at the school.

+ Affects of personal sitations on time spent helping at home or at school.

5. School/Administration Support

Probes:

+ Views as to the importance of principal and vice-principal support regarding teacher-

guided programs for parenis

. a project.
6. Educational Opportunity

Probes

« Thoughts about your child's opportunity to succeed and do well in school.
« Hopes for your children when high school completed.

+ Thoughts about how they will do in school.

+ Views about how your child s doing in grade eight.

+ How rate your ability t help.

« Education level of family members.

7. Wishful Thoughts fe s Futy

If money were not a problem and time were not a problem, if there were no barriers, what

would be your greatest wish for your children?



Tnformed Letter of Consent - School Board
(Assistant Superintendent)

a graduate student in the Educational Leadership Programme. Faculty of
Education, at Memorial University. As part of my M. Ed. thesis work, [ hereby request
formal approval from the Avalon Consolidated School Board to conduct a research
project with grade eight parents at one of your junior high schools.

‘Through pre-arranged 60 to 90 minute interviews, the purpose of the research is o
xploe he thoughsand views of a sampling o grade sven paensregarin paretl
imelvement i the school. | am espesaly neresed n e views conceming escher:
guided practices or programs which could assist them in helping their children with
schoolwork at home.  With the parents’ permission, an audio tape recorder will be utilized
during the interviews. At the end of the study, the information gathered will be erased.
Parents may review the transcribed version of the taped interview prior to actual use of
the data within the study.

Data collected in this study may prove beneficial in helping teachers and parents
come to understand each others points of view about parent involvement. As well, it may
provide a basis for the development or expansion of teacher-guided practices to formally
involve parents in their children’s schooling either at home, or at school. | am particularly
interested in those parents who do not participate and may be considered as difficult to
reach,

With the board's and principals permission. I wish to obtain a listing of grade
eight parents from the school in order for teachers to make a sample selection. As well. |
would like to include the principal, and two teachers as key informant participants
consisting of approximately 30 minute interviews. [ am also requesting their permission
o use an audio tape recorder. and again tapes will be erased at the end of the study.

All information gathered in this study is strictly confidential and at no time will
individuals be identified. Participation is voluntary, the participants may withdraw at any
time without prejudice of any kind, and they may omit answering questions they do not
wish to answer. The results of my research will be made available ot school board, all
participants involved at the school. and the parents upon request. As well all participants
may review the transcribed version of the taped interview prior to o s e of the e
within the study.

“This study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education’s Ethics Review
Committee. Should any participant in the study wish to speak with a resource person not
associated with the study, they may contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Acting Associate Dean of
Research and Development a the Faculty, 737-8693. My thesis supervisor is Dr. Rosonna
Tite; she may be reached at 737-8617. For your further information, as 2 graduate student.
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Informed Letter of Consent - School Board confinued:

[ worked with the school’s committee to develop a parental questionnaire which was
distributed to the total parent population in May 1995 by the school.

Lam uu:lmmg a copy of my ns:mh pmpoul for your perusal, and [ will be

. My home telephone
‘number with an answmng achine aceess i 3601340,
‘Thank you in antiipation of your cooperation.
Yours sincerely,
Sylvia E. Hopkins
(Assistant hereby give permission for

MET G escarch, undertaken by the graduate student Sylvia Hopkins, to proceed as
requested. Upon participants’ agreement, permission is given to carry out interviewing
with school administration, teachers and parents about parental involvement in their
children’s schooling. I also give permission to access a listing of the 1995/96 grade eight
parents’ names and telephone numbers for the sole purpose of selecting a sample for this
study. [ understand that partcipation is entiely voluntary, participants can withdraw at
any time without prejudice of any kind. and they are free to omit answering questions they

h to answer. If audio tapes are agreed upon. they will be erased at the
completion of the study.

Dae ‘Assistant Superintendent's
Signawure
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Informed Letter of Consent
(Principals)

1 am a graduate student in the Educational Leadership Programme. Faculty of
Education, at Memorial University. As part of my M.Ed. thesis work, I am requesting
your permission to conduct a research project with some grade eight parents at your
school.

Through pre-arranged 60 to 90 minute interviews, the purpose of the research is to
explore the thoughts and views of a sampling of parents regarding their involvement at
school. 1 am especially interested in their views concerning teacher-guided practices or
programs which would assist them in helping their students with homework.  With the
parents’ permission. an audio tape recorder wil be utilized during the interviews. At the
end of the swdy, the information gathered wil be erased. Parents may review the
wanscribed version of the taped 2

Data collected may prove beneficial in helping teachers and parents come to
understand each others points of view about parent involvement. As well. rovide
a basis for the development or expansion of teacher- gmm practices to formally involve
parents in their students'schooling either at home, or at school

Having receved pemimion fiom the Avalon Congoldaced Schuc Boer,
now with your permission. [ would like to obtain a I 995-96 grade eight parents
and telephone numbers in order for teachers to make a samvle selection. As well. [ am
requesting 10 talk with you. and two teachers consisting of approximately 30 minute
terviews. The purpose is to explain the project. identify existing practices of parental
involvement. and pethaps gain insight into the shared outlook towards the potential of
parental involvement programs in the formal education of their children. I am particularly
interested in those parents who do not participate and may be considered s difficult to
reach.

All information gathered in this study is strictly confidential and at no time will
individuals be identified. Participation is voluntary and participants may withdraw at any
time without prejudice of any kind. ~The results of my research will be made available to

u upon request. As well. you may review the transcribed version of your taped
interview prior to actual use of the data within the study.

This thesis work has received the approval of the Faculty of Education’s Ethics
Review Committee. Should you, or any partiipant, wish to speak with a resource person
not associated with the study, you may contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Acting Associate Dean
of Research and Development at the Faculty, 737-8693. My thesis supervisor is Dr.
Rosonna Tite; she may be reached at 737-8617.
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Informed Letter of Consent - Principal continued:

As amanged in our telephone conversation, I look forward to meeting with you on

a ith your permission I would like to take notes, or use a

{ape recorder, and please feel free to omit answering any question you do not_ wish to

answer. Again, audio tapes will be erased at the completion of the study. My home

telephone number with an answering machine is 368-1340. Thank you in anticipation of
your cooperation.

‘Yours sincerely,

Sylvia E. Hopkins

t (Principal) hereby give permission for M.Ed. thesis research,
undertaken by the graduate student Sylvia Hopkins, to proceed as requested. Upon
individual agreement, permission is given to carry out interviews with myself, teachers
and parents about parental involvement in their children’s schooling. As approved by the
school board,  also give permission to access a listing of the 1995/96 grade eight parents’
names and telephone numbers for the sole purpose of selecting a sample for this study. I
understand that participation is enirely voluntary, participants (including mysel) can
withdraw at any time without prejudice of any kind. and we are free to omit answering
questions we do not wish to answer. If audio tapes are agreed upon. they will be erased at
the completion of the study. Upon request. | may review the transcribed version of my
interview prior o the actual use of the data in the study.

Date Principal's
Signature
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Informed Letter of Consent
(Teachers)

a graduate student in the Educational Leadership Programme, Faculty of
Edu:anon, at Memorial University. As indicated in our recent telephone conversation, |
will be conducting a study with some grade cight parents at your school as part of my
M.Ed. thesis work. The purpose of the research is to explore the thoughts and views of a
sampling of parents regarding parental involvement. | am especially interested in their
views conceming teacher-guided practices or programs which would assist them in
helping their children with schoolwork at home

am also interviewing two teachers and would greatly appreciate your assistance
for zppm.mmxy 30 minutes of your busy schedule. The purpose will be to identify
e programs or practices involving parents, the communication methods used to
infor et of the programs. and prbaps gaiinsght nko you ok towards e
potential of programs to involve parents in the formal education of their children. 1 am
particularly interested in those parents who do not partcipate and may be considered as
difficult to reach.

I information gathered in this study is strictly confidential and at no time will
individuals be identified. Paricipation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time
without prejudice of any kind. With your permission, | would like to take notes, or use a
tape recorder, and you should fee! free to omit answering any question you do not wish to
answer. At the end of the study, the tapes will be erased. Also, you may review the
transcribed version of the taped interview prior o actual use of the data within the study.
and the results of my research will be made available to you upon request.

study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education’s Ethics Review

Development at the Faculy. 737-8693. My thesis supervisor is Dr. Rosonna Tite; she
may be reached at 737-8617.

If you are in agreement to participate in this study, please sign below. A copy of
the lettr is for your record. If you have any questions or concens please do not hesitate to
contact me at my home number 368-1340 (answer machine access). Thank you for your
consideration of my request

‘Yours sincerely,

Sylvia E. Hopkins



Informed Letter of Consent - Teachers confinued:

1 (eache) ey sgre 1 i . e sbout
parental involvement in their children’s schooling being unt by the graduate
student Sylvia Hopkins as part of her M.Ed. thesis work. [ understand that panicipation is
entirely voluntary, [ may withdraw at any time without prejudice of any kind, and | am
free to omit answering questions I do not wish to answer. | do agree to an audio taped
recording of the interview, but [ understand that the information will be erased at the
compietion of the study, and I may review the transcribed version of the taped interview
prior to the actual use of the data in the study. All information is strictly confidential and
Twill not be identified.

Date Teacher's Signature
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Tnformed Letter of Consent
(Junior High Parents)
Dear Parent or Guardian:

‘s indicated to you in our telephone conversation, | am a graduate student in the
Faculty of Education at Memorial University.  As part of my Master of Education thesis
work, [ am conducting a study with jusior high school parents, and as I indicated 10 you,
the purpose of the study is to obtain your thoughts and views about parental involvement
at your swudent’s school. In particular, [ am interested in what you think about teacher-
guided practices or programs which would assist you in helping your children with
school-homework.

T understand from our telephone conversation that you would like to panticipate in
this study. and have agreed to share your thoughts and answer questions with the use of an
audio tape recorder. As we discussed. the length of the interview is really up 0 you and
could be about 60 o 90 minutes at the most. You may read the typed version of our
interview before I use it in my study, and at the end of the study the information on the
tape will be erased.

All of the information you give is sritly confidential and at no time will you be
identified. Your participation is, of course. voluntary and you may withdraw from the
study at any time without prejudice of any kind. As well, you should feel free to omit
answering any questions you do not wish to answer.

“This study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education’s Ethics Review
Commitie. Should you wish 1o speak with someone at the University who is not
associated with my study. you may contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Acting Associate Dean of
Research and Development at the Faculty of Education, telephone number 737-8693. My
thesis supervisor is Dr. Rosanna Tite: she may be contacted at 737-8617.

1 greatly appreciate your assistance in this research. Your thoughts and views on
parental involvement in their children's schooling is a valusble source of information.
Again, all such information will be confidential and you will remain anonymous. The
results of my research will be made available to you if you request it

o confirm your agreement to participate i this study, please sign below. A copy
of this leter is for your record. If you have any questions or concerns following the
interview, please do not hesitate to contact me at 368-1340 (please leave a message on the
answering machine, should [ not be available to take your call). Thank you for
participating in my study.

Yours sincerely,

Sylvia E. Hopkins



Informed Letter of Consent - Junior High Parents confinued:

1 (parentguardian) hereby agree to participate in an
inferview about parental invalvement in their children’s schooling being undentaken by
the graduate student Sylvia Hopkins as part of her Master of Education thesis work at
Memorial University. [ understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that [
may withdraw at any time without prejudice of any kind, and I am free to omit answering
questions I do not wish to answer. 1o agree (o an audio taped recording of the interview,
but | understand that the information will be erased at the completion of the study, and if |
request it | may review the type-witten version of the taped interview before the
information is used in the study: | understand that all the information I give is strictly
confidential and [ will not be identified.

Date Parent's/Guardian's Signature
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