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Introduction

I am really looking forward to my child’s next school conference!
~FUTURE CLASSROOM PARENT OF THE TEACHER READING THIS BOOK

Family-teacher conferences are a conventional aspect of the school year
calendar. Whether students are part of traditional public, private, charter, or cyber
schools, conferences between teachers and families are a usual occurrence in
many classrooms. Moreover, conferences have long been a staple in schools,
creating familiarity around the event for many stakeholders. Truly, conferences
are an anticipated rite of passage for families and are as expected in early
childhood classrooms as play centers and picture books.

Despite their experience with school conferencing, families may feel uneasy
about the whole process. When expectations for communication are unclear,
families may be confused about their role. Prior negative school encounters as

a student, parent, or both can shape the outlook that families bring with them to
conferences as well. From these previous interactions with teachers and other
school leadership, some families learn passive or defensive conference behaviors
that hinder them from fully participating in discussions.

Conference expectations can feel unclear for teachers, too. While most
educators value interaction with families, teachers often have little direct
instruction on how to lead effective conferences. Without reflecting on their
skills, teachers will fail to engage families effectively and minimize their own
professional confidence in the process. Consequently, conferencing becomes a
worrisome and overwhelming event for teachers.

A lack of adequate professional development resources compounds this
issue. Courses centered solely on family-teacher conferencing are rare in
teacher preparation programs. Further, many reliable publications embed
discussions about school conferencing within family engagement practices
rather than exploring its benefits as an independent strategy. This book was
written to address those gaps in conference knowledge for teachers.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Early childhood is the “prime time” for establishing strong relationships with
families. Conferences capitalize on these positive relationships to support
children’s holistic development. This book offers ways to prepare for productive
conversations with families throughout the conference process. Each chapter
highlights specific strategies for positive interaction before, during, and after
family conferencing.

Before reading, teachers might reflect on their conferencing strengths and
needs and use those insights to inform their reading focus. As they read, early
childhood educators are encouraged to note similarities between the vignettes
and anecdotes in each chapter and their own interactions with students and
families. These examples are included to prompt perspective sharing and critical
thinking while supplying the motivation to improve conference skill sets.

Chapter 1: Understanding the Family-Teacher Conference, explores the benefits
of effective communication between family members and teachers and
outlines a strong framework for developing the conference’s purpose. Further,
readers will learn how a supportive classroom culture can set the foundation for
productive conferencing.

Chapter 2: Planning for Success discusses how teachers can use the conference
purpose to define goals for family-teacher collaboration and make intentional
plans for collaboration through supporting family needs. Teachers will also

learn how a positive mindset can develop and sustain a collaborative tone for
conferencing.

Chapter 3: Creating a Welcoming Environment builds on the benefits of a
positive conference tone by prompting teachers to reflect on their efforts

to create a welcoming environment for all families. In doing so, teachers will

be asked to think about their biases and consider how they can engage in
perspective-sharing with families. This chapter also offers recommendations for
working with linguistically diverse families.

Chapter 4: Active Listening and Effective Communication looks at how active
listening and effective communication enhance and advance all conference
strategies. The chapter discusses the strengths and weaknesses of individual
communication styles and the challenges to effective communication, along
with methods for overcoming these barriers.

Chapter 5: Collecting Appropriate Documentation highlights the importance of
student documentation as a means of supporting family-teacher communication
efforts. Teachers will find descriptions of a variety of documentation and
descriptions of the distinctive benefits of each type. Teachers will also learn

PARTNERING FOR SUCCESS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCES



ways to invite families to share their own student documentation from the home
setting.

Chapter 6: Partnering for Problem Solving addresses the importance of strong
documentation and communication to facilitate effective problem solving in the
conference setting. This chapter looks at some of the most prominent student
concerns and offers recommendations for how teachers and families can work
together to navigate student challenges.

Chapter 7: Celebrating Achievements shares ideas for positive messaging to
communicate student growth and encourage ongoing progress. Recognizing
student successes can be motivating for students and their families.

Chapter 8: Following Up and Following Through puts all the pieces of effective
conferencing together to develop and implement viable action planning

for student success. This section provides teachers with direction for useful
reflection on the conference process from the first minutes to weeks after the
school meeting.

This book offers teachers useful planning tools to promote meaningful discussion
and active engagement from all stakeholders. These planning tools are designed
to meet specific teacher needs; therefore, each conference tool may not be
appropriate for every educator. Likewise, the structured guidance the planning
tools provide may not be essential for every family-teacher conference. Instead,
teachers should reflect on their professional conferencing skills and use the

tools that they believe will best enhance their interaction and engagement

with individual families. The resources in the reference section offer additional
guidance on topics raised in this book as well as supplemental readings and
electronic sources.

A WORD ON FAMILY DIVERSITY

Successful children often have a support network composed of extended family,
guardians, and community members. In this text, the terms parent and family

are used interchangeably as inclusive terms to refer to all caring adults who
assume a participatory role in school conferencing, educational decision-making,
and/or supportive practices in the home. The use of these terms that signify
biological relationships between children and adults is not meant to devalue

or disregard other types of guardianship. Instead, the language choice is made

to acknowledge and honor the diverse cultural structures that define family for
young children.

Strengths and expertise represent another critical area of difference among
families. To lead productive conferences, teachers must employ some family-
specific strategies. As such, this book will also discuss how teachers can
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use school conferencing to build positive relationships with families. Strong
connections with families create comfort and security, garnering a sense of trust
that teachers can apply to the conference setting.

FROM THE MOUTHS OF FAMILIES

While this book offers strategies to support teacher conferencing skills, it also
considers the value of effective conferencing from the family perspective. Each
chapter begins with a quote from a family navigating the conference process.
Their words of frustration and gratitude remind teachers of the significant effects
that school conferences have on shaping family attitudes toward teachers and
school.

Yet, unlike the other family quotes that introduce the following chapters, the
words at the opening of this introduction have not yet been spoken. This
imagined quote is meant to motivate teachers. An effective conference gives
hope to families and teachers alike. It is an opportunity to recognize collaborative
efforts among students, families, and teachers. It is also a time to reinvest in
family relationships to sustain progress over time. Given these positive outcomes,
as the fictional quote suggests, both teachers and families have every reason to
look forward to conferences with enthusiasm and anticipation.
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| CHAPTER1 |

UNDERSTANDING
THE FAMILY-TEACHER
CONFERENCE

A good conference meeting always makes me feel a little better
about sending my child to school.

—PARENT OF A KINDERGARTEN STUDENT

Families are a vital part of student success in the classroom. Although teachers
are responsible for preparing and implementing instruction, families take the
lead in instilling the importance of education in their children. Further, families
who value education are more likely to assume an active role in monitoring

their child’s academic growth and social development. They reinforce learning
expectations and provide appropriate support in the home setting. With this level
of encouragement, students grow to appreciate their strengths, cultivating a
lifetime of enthusiasm for learning.

Recognizing the influence of family engagement in the classroom, many teachers
offer a variety of opportunities for families to participate in their children’s
learning. The most common in early childhood classrooms are volunteer
experiences and family events. In both cases, these sessions require in-person
participation, inviting families to visit the school setting. More recently, however,
COVID-19 protocols prompted educators to explore virtual engagement

options. Remote broadcasting and virtual conferencing have provided viable
engagement alternatives for families with limited flexibility in their schedules
and/or transportation needs.
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Nonetheless, family engagement in all its forms is always centered on
establishing open communication between school and home. From attending
a school play to chaperoning a zoo field trip to donating a box of tissues,

family engagement cultivates positive relationship building between teachers
and families. Both groups learn more about each other, establishing a strong
foundation for collaboration. Additionally, as families become involved in the
classroom community, they learn more about school expectations, instructional
goals, and their child’s progress. Armed with this knowledge, families are better
prepared to support the child’s developmental growth.

A family-teacher conference is a quintessential example of school
communication. These meetings are a longstanding tradition in most schools,
viewed as a significant milestone in a student’s academic year. In response to
school efforts to partner with families more fully, the nature of these conferences
has evolved. Gone are the days of teachers summoning families for a lecture on
student performance, followed by a critique of their parenting choices. Instead,
today’s teachers should expect to learn as much as they impart during their
conferences.

The quote at the beginning of this chapter reminds teachers of all that hangs in
the balance of a well-executed family-teacher conference. For some families,

the conference setting is their initial encounter with their child’s school
environment. It is the teacher’s opportunity to offer a strong first impression.

A meeting featuring open communication, perspective-sharing, and genuine
responsiveness can go a long way toward building and sustaining trust between
teachers and families. As such, it's important for teachers to acknowledge the
ability of these conferences to solidify successful outcomes for students and their
families.

Benefits of the Family-Teacher Conference

At its most basic level, a family-teacher conference is a conversation. School
conferencing should bring together teachers and families in a way that
encourages conversation about a student’s progress in school. Family-teacher
conferences are meant to offer all parties a chance to assume the role of speaker
and listener to build understanding. Much like other types of conversation, the
family-teacher conference has its ups and downs that can make participants—
families and teachers—feel happy, sad, frustrated, or content.

Despite the range of emotions they may evoke, family-teacher conferences
offer many benefits for students, families, and teachers. Most importantly, the
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collaborative discussion that happens during school conferences highlights
student strengths and challenges. With this information, teachers can better
tailor learning activities to meet student needs, yielding greater achievement
overtime.

When students are a part of effective family-teacher conferences, they have
strong models of cooperative interaction and problem solving. A preschool child
who sees her father and teacher taking turns speaking learns she can be heard
without tantrums or yelling. A kindergartener who watches his grandmother and
teacher use polite words in their conversation recognizes the value of showing
respect to others. Similarly, the second-grade student who is invited to share
insight about his low test scores in reading begins to accept accountability in his
learning. In all these examples, students receive greater consistency in social-skill
development across home and school settings.

Families, too, gain from successful conference experiences. Productive
communication with teachers can send a powerful message to families that
they are significant contributors to their children’s education. These feelings

can boost family confidence, encouraging families to take a more active role

in setting goals and making decisions for their children. Additionally, positive
conferencing can affect how families view and value school. To families who may
be reluctant to trust school systems, a positive family-teacher conference can
reshape their perception of school in a constructive way.

For teachers, effective conferencing builds important skills that enhance their
professional repertoire. Working with a wide variety of families helps teachers
hone their communication skills. Teachers who are highly skilled in listening and
speaking are better able to establish positive relationships with students and
their families. When families trust teachers, they are more likely to share insight
that deepens the teacher’s awareness of the child and the family. Such child-
specific information can affect academic progress, student behavior, and social
development.
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WHAT IS CULTURAL HUMILITY?

In 1998, Melanie Tervalon and Jann Murray-Garcia named
cultural humility as a crucial disposition of community
professionals. In education, cultural humility develops sensitivity
and awareness of diverse perspectives, encouraging inclusive
practices within schools.

The underlying belief of cultural humility is that individuals
cannot “master” cultural understanding. Instead, it is a lifelong
process that requires consistent and committed effort. In
pursuing cultural humility, Tervalon and Murray-Garcia outline
three core principles:

« challenges to power imbalances,
« community partnerships, and
+ self-critique.

The conference setting offers many opportunities to explore
the elements of cultural humility. By learning from diverse
family structures, parenting strategies, and family traditions,
teachers can begin to examine their biases and build stronger
relationships with families. They learn to share their power
with families to make decisions in the best interest of students.
Similarly, cultural humility promotes advocacy around family
and community needs, which benefits every stakeholder in the
school environment.
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