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to help teachers
draw all families into
the school community By Judy Molland
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they may never make contact at sistence, flexibility, and plain insis-  ence. For example, some teachery P

all—leaving teachers at a loss tence can pay off with face-to-face  create bulletin boards thae celebrage

as to why. parent meetings. Other schools all the diverse families within the
There are numerous reasons have realized that their parents will ~ community. Curriculum, too, can

behind parents’ reluctance to come never feel comfortable with the reflect this diversity, with 5 discussion

to school. In Li’s case, Brown learned  parent-teacher conference, and of family in a social studies unit

that many Chinese parents consider have created alternative venues. including the many different experic |

It inappropriate, even rude, to inter- All of these strategies spring from ences of family students may have,

fere with the running of the school. teachers’ common desire to become  In this way, acceptance becomes |

Recent immigrants may be insecure partners with parents and to honor  explicit part of students’ experience. |

about their language skills and feel their knowledge and wisdom. |

Create Support Groups |

While working with PreK
children in Minneapolis, Eva
Zygmunt-Fillwalk, assistant pro-

The good news is that all over
the country, teachers have been
finding innovative ways to make all
families feel welcome. Some schools
have created support groups, where

. Le

Issues, parents find me, even parents Group, the Gay ar{d hildren

of kids whom I don’t teach,” she says.  Group, the Parents omg Sryles Iy

“I ask how their children are doing Color, and the Leaff; meet gUI;ri.f

in s I : S eseigTOURR . iy e
chool. P'm active on the diversity ~ Group. Th jence JI:L‘iY/hC"

: _ ir experi
committee, and | invite people to the to share their &P ildren

4‘ =@ F B See learning about the family’s - : '
f ' culture as part of your role, rather fessouos element'ary e'duclatlon ?
than encouraging them to fit b at Ball State University in
in with the dominant culture. i Muncie, Indiana, became inter-
| X B Take time to imagine what it feels | ested in a growing, yet often-
| o > like to be one of a few African- ! ignored, group—grandparents
| . 2 American children or Chinese . i
| TIpS for ReaChlng Out children in a white class. How have ;a'stllg dgrandf?hnldren. 3 d
| - IR you felt about situations where you | ecided to offer a space an
to Diverse Families saw yourself as an outsider? i time where these grandparents
| | M Realize that in the U.S. today, fam-  m If possible, make home visits to could meet and share their
ily can mean many different things, talk with families about their child. : stories. “Many lamented the
such as adoptive, grandparent, sin- : -
< gle-parent, and step-families. B Reflect on the beautiful stories difficult work they faced a .
g and faces of diversity i il- : oht they wou
B Understand the specifics of the dren’s literature you?e?dtgslg 2':1 the e théy d'louo irement,” i
culture your families come from and walls of your classroom be phasing into retiret
how to refer to their ethnicity. For g she says. “They benefited
example, avoid using Asian for a e T e e dously from one
Laotian child or Mexican for a child From The Best Things Parents Do, by Susie tremendaousty <
from Puerto Rico or El Salvador. Kohl (Conari Press, 2004). another’s support-~ L
Zeny Muslin, diversity COl for
(¢
nator at Bank Street SChO(;i sup’
Children in New York, usece;‘t
port groups to broaden the c?n..h
| unable to negotiate the system. In Be Proactive of diversity within the SChojt% :
X iffer-
other cases, parents work two or Martha Hakmaat, a health teacher at ~ doesn’t refer only t racil lever\"
: ) . g : X “hyt o '
I’ilore JdObS anj don’t have tl:le time. Packer Collegiate Institute, a middle  ences,” she explams‘d%urem from
ess-educated parents can be intimi-  school in Brook] ino that makes us diferes
dated by the school envir g 2 NewYork foels Ring d us: ethnic®
Sinel o Snment: strongly that it is up to each one of other people aroun " iy S
2 19 ; 3 s fa 4
ingle-parent families, adoptive par-  us to make our schools places where  gender, religion, cla§=v ysical abd
| fnts. and glay parents may feel social- everyone feels welcome. “With par- ture, sexual orientatiots phy
}' out of place. Just SRt : les.
r:,lake coniiact inth :OW ‘;landteBChers ents who may not own the communi- ity, and learning a cated se\'erJl
. o B r fies
| reach families? i e b Lfind 6] put myself out there as Banls otss has/; dopte Famlhel'e'
| . : ilies
i someone who wants to talk about the  parent groups: an /% (bian F
i
|
\

parents and children with similar i heir chi ;
me ([ Jome { 1 = ~ s for the Jins
experiences can com h stnes | itake diks. SRR e\ sAYS Mus chef
‘ e € together for Taking risks may be difficult for an issue comes Up» cep 15 e )
| k e 0 : 't S ot *
| nangg, strategizing, or just hanging teachers in a less diverse school, but “sometimes the next ced O pas*
out. Some teachers have found per-  individual teachers can make a differ- (Gots
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(Continued from page 24)
training.” As a member of Parents of
Kids of Color, Dan Schultz explains:
“One of the parents was worried that
academic expectations for his son
were not as high as for the white stu-
dents. The group enabled him to
voice this issue, which was then
brought to the attention of the dean.”
Richard Lee, a fifth-grade teacher at
Bank Street, is excited about how this
has helped him professionally. “It’s a
two-way process, and provides a great
benefit to teachers,” he says. “We hear

the parents’ concerns, and also inform
ourselves as a staff by seeing what the
research says about any of these issues.
Then we work at integrating our find-
ings into the curriculum.” Parents who
might otherwise feel excluded instead
find peer support and begin to take
ownership in the school.

Refuse to Give Up
Gina Anazco uses a different strategy
to reach all her parents: “I just decide
from the beginning that I am going
to meet with every single parent,”
says Afazco, who teaches ESOL at
‘Rock Creek Forest Elementary
* School in Chevy Chase, Maryland.
- “The first thing I try to do is estab-
“lish rapport,” she says. “I make a
point to get to learn about the family
culture and the parents’ jobs and
other responsibilities.” If she encoun-
ters resistance when asking them to
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come in, she sends a note with a
selection of alternative times to meet.
“In that letter, I stress the positive,
and let them know that I'm trying to
help their child be more successful,”
Anazco says. If she still doesn’t get a
response, she follows up with a phone
call or tries to “catch” the parent or
caregiver in person.

At Kingsview Middle School in
Germantown, Maryland, ESOL
teacher Yu-Ying Huang echoes and
furthers this advice. To let parents
know the importance of information-

al meetings, Huang invites all

parents individually—by phone,
e-mail, or in person at their home.
“Be willing to reach out and under-
stand. Go the extra mile, use whatey-
€r you can to communicate with
your parents,” says: Huang.

Go Beyond the Conference

In seeking ways to involve the entire
parent body, some teachers have
found alternatives to the traditional
parent-teacher conference. Alicia
Reyes, a kindergarten teacher at
Bonita Springs Elementary School in
Bonita Springs, Florida, where the
student body is 51 percent Hispanic,
describes how parent workshop/din-
ners on school-related topics are
excellent alternative starting points
for communication. Over dinner, par-
ents talk to one another, as well as to
their children’s teachers. Bonds that

form provide a good basis for subse.
quent discussions. Once 3 Connectj
has been established, Reyes suggest: n
additional meetings and €NCourages
the informal presence of parents by
inviting them to spend time ang
share information casually hefore and
after school. In her continuing quest
to facilitate communication, Reyes
checks that parents have read ]| the
information sent home. She makes
home visits, returns all calls, and
gives out her home phone number.

Share Special Events

Many schools have introduced group
events to enhance parents’ feeling
of inclusion. Cora B. Darling
Elementary School in Postville, lowa,
has embraced teacher Svetlana
Vanchugov’s festive approach. “The
celebration of cultural traditions has
become a key feature in the school
year,” she says. “We celebrate special
days that are close to the hearts of
our families ... American and
Mexican and Russian students and
parents work together and teach one
another about their holidays.”

An annual Sports Field Day is the
main event of the spring semester &
Oakland Terrace Elementary School
in Silver Spring, Maryland, where 30
percent of the students speak anothet
language after school. “We have
Field Day every year, organized by
the parents and involving parer®
and students,” says teacher SYmh‘in’
Dang. “The kids each choose a‘co
try to represent. They study lrclwr
depth, and then they compet® e
that country. It’s incredibly su®

e
in bringing in all members of t

: real
community, as well as being 2 g

educational project.” MOst
parents have an opportunltYl o
back something to the SCthfo , y
Dang. “It gives them 2 fee mlgu e
entitlement and empowerme’

they are asked to contribute:
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