Communication

Background

In the field of parental involvement, it is widely accepted that educators and parents
must engage in regular and open dialogue to define mutual expectations for teaching,
learning and parenting—a key factor in school success in low-voice communities
(Coelho, 1998; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991).

However, literature specific to parent-teacher communication tends to focus on one-
way communication. Specifically, the focus is on more traditional and formal types of
educator-to-parent communication, such as, memos notices, phone calls, report cards,
and conferences (Coelho, 1998; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Miretsky, 2004). For parents
from low-voice communities, these communication practices may not be relevant to
their needs or expectations (Coelho, 1998). Traditional and formal types of educator-to-
parent communication, which have been institutionalized to involve parents, tend to
ignore the needs of parents from low-voice communities, who may be unfamiliar with
the school’s expectations (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991). Further, these communication
practices may actually maintain a professional distance between parents and educators,
hindering regular and open dialogue between them (Miretsky, 2004).

For parents from low-voice communities, creating and engaging in opportunities to talk
with educators may be especially difficult. Barriers these parents might face in
communicating with educators include (but are not limited to):

e low proficiency in the school language

e little knowledge of the school culture and school system

o different socio-economic status

o different knowledge-base

e different understandings and practices of communication
o fear

e lack of transportation

e lack of time

e unwelcoming school environment

o self-esteem

e school rules/regulations

e personality conflicts

e children’s feedback regarding the school

e previous difficult experience in communicating with school personnel

Epstein (2006) advocates for “two-way, three-way and many-way channels of
communication that connect schools, families, students, and the community” (p. 2). In
addition to multi-directional and multi-channel communication, “communication
requirements” for building communities that promote school success include
“investment in the school community, direct and honest communication, trust, mutual



respect, and mutual goals” (Miretsky, 2004, p. 815). When working with parents from
low-voice communities, it is especially important to meet these communication
requirements (Joshi, Eberly, & Konzal, 2005).

Advantages of meeting these communication requirements for all stakeholders include:

e increased mutual learning opportunities for parents and educators about each other’s
values, beliefs, and practices

e reinforcement of students’, parents’, and educators’ goals

e improved parent-teacher relationships, teacher-student relationships, and parent-
child relationships

e increased opportunities for parent-teacher collaboration

e increased congruency between home and school cultures

e increased opportunities for inclusion of home culture and language in the classroom
and in the daily life of the school

Educators working with families from low-voice communities can reach out to parents
by designing programs that encourage parents to visit the school. Such an invitation
will promote informal interactions with educators and establish honest and direct two-
way communication (Coelho, 1998).

More specifically, educators can also:

e be specific about the purpose of all phone calls and meetings

e arrange to have interpreters make phone-calls and/or be present at all meetings
e avoid the use of professional jargon in all communication

e ensure all written materials are translated into parents’ home languages

e share information about students’ social and academic successes

e share tips and strategies for supporting students at home

e share information about school policies and practices

e share information about educators’ values, beliefs, and practices

e elicit information about parents’ values, beliefs, and practices

e hold information nights for parents from specific groups

e invite community leaders from those groups to facilitate the information nights
e initiate informal conversation with parents when they visit the school

e invite parents into the classroom

e encourage parents to ask questions and express their concerns

For more tips and strategies for improving parent-teacher communication, refer to
“Strategies for Dealing with Language Barriers” on page 26 of this handbook.
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Summary of the DVD Chapter

The DVD chapter on communication addresses the following topics:

e The significance of home-school communication for children, parents, and school
personnel

¢ School personnel’s understandings and practices of communication with parents from
low-voice communities

e Parents’ understandings and practices of communication with school personnel

¢ School personnel’s experiences of communicating with parents from low-voice
communities

e Parents’ experiences of communicating with school personnel

e Barriers to home-school communication

e Possible solutions for overcoming barriers to home-school communication

Questions to consider before viewing:

e What do you understand by the word “communication”?

e Why is communication with parents important?

e How do you communicate with parents from low-voice communities?

e What factors influence your decision to communicate or not communicate with
parents from low-voice communities?

¢ Do you communicate differently with parents from low-voice communities than you
do with other parents? Why or why not?

e What obstacles might parents from low-voice communities face when trying to
communicate with educators?

Questions to consider after viewing:

e How did educators facilitate communication with parents from low-voice
communities?

e How might educators knowingly or unknowingly be hindering communication with
parents from low-voice communities?

e What strategies can be implemented to improve communication with parents from
low-voice communities?



