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INTRODUCTION:

MARKETING AND EVENT PLANNING GUIDE

PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCES

INTRODUCTION

Another “first impression” moment besides the Open House and Back-to-School Night events is the parent-teacher conference.  Parents can compare what they have heard about teachers from their children with their experience in discussing their son’s or daughter’s progress during this important meeting.  Often the only thing parents know about teachers is what they have heard from their children or other parents.  

The parent-teacher conference is an opportunity to begin building trust and understanding between the home and school environments.  Preparation is the key to a successful parent-teacher conference program – preparation for principals, teachers, and parents.  

The plan that follows is a guide to assist principals and teachers in preparing for and conducting an effective parent-teacher conference program.  We’ll provide some techniques and strategies, a planning guide and marketing ideas to help establish or continue improving your program.  

The package includes the following tools:

· How to Prepare for Parent Conferences

· Strategies for Planning And Organizing

· Understanding What Parents Want to Know

· Preparing Questions For Teachers To Ask

· Strategies for Promoting Parent Conferences

· Sample Invitation from Teacher to parent for conferences

· Sample Letter to Commanders about Parent Conferences

· Sample rating form for parents

· Sample press release

· Sample Parent Newsletter Announcement

The content in this plan was adapted from Principals in the Public, published by the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) and the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) and Making Parent Communication Effective and Easy, published by NSPRA.

Parent Conferences are an important event for schools.  Share this packet with your staff.  Give credit to NAESP and NSPRA for their resources.  If you have ideas or programs that have worked in the past, please share them with us so that we can share them with the entire DoDEA community.  Remember to relax and enjoy this chance to establish your school as a caring, committed learning community. 
For more information, contact:

Frank X. O’Gara or Elaine Kanellis

DoDEA Office of Communications

 (703) 588-3260

PREPARATION, PREPARATION AND MORE PREPARATION

Just as with anything else you do in school, preparation is a top priority in conducting a parent-teacher conference program.  A few initial steps to take include meeting with teachers to assess their comfort level and experience with parent-teacher conferences.  Offer guidance to those who are new to this program.  It doesn’t hurt to help the veterans of the parent-teacher conference either.  One way you can do this is through a role-playing training session.  You or other seasoned teachers can be the parent – pick the personality type so everyone gets a chance at dealing with different types of parents.

Another way to prepare is to ask yourself and have your teachers ask themselves what they want to be known for after the conference is over.  Caring, competent, knowledgeable, helpful, and respectful are good places to start.  Make sure everyone in your school is prepared to exhibit these qualities so parents come away with these first impressions of you.  

PARENTS AND TEACHERS HAVE COMMON GOALS

Believe it or not, parents and teachers have common goals for their children/students.  Both want children to: succeed; progress at the rate best for them; and feel that standards at home and school complement each other.  Both parents and teachers believe that learning takes place at school and at home and both believe that the school curriculum is the beginning that leads to much more that is worthwhile for children to learn.

These common goals establish equal footing for both parents and teachers as they enter the parent-teacher conference.

PREPARING BY PLANNING AND ORGANIZING

The road to parent-teacher conference preparation and success continues with planning and organizing.  Planning and organizing doesn’t stop with having a chair and table ready for the meeting.  Like the Open House and Back-to-School Night, many components and considerations have to be included before the process begins.

The following planning and organizing checklist ensures you and your teachers have common ground for conducting successful and productive parent-teacher conferences:

Subject areas and topics

· Write down topics you intend to cover.
· List reasons why you want to discuss these topics.
Major objectives

· What do you hope to accomplish?

· What do you need to communicate?

· What do you want to communicate?

Conference plan

· What steps can you follow during the conference to ensure you meet your major objectives?

· What questions will you ask?

· What points will you make?

· What suggestions will you offer?

· Will you allow time for parents to ask questions and make comments?

Materials

· What materials should you share?

· Are they organized to complement your plan?

Action plan

· How can you finish the conference with a plan for action?

· Will you recommend any specific steps as a follow-up?

· Do you have suggestions on ways these parents can work with you?

Review

· Summarize what’s been said during the conference.  (Tell parents what you’ve already told them.)

· End with a friendly thanks to the parents.  Let them know it’s nice to work with parents interested in their child’s education.

Evaluate

· After the conference, ask yourself:

· Was I prepared?  Did I use my time well?

· Did I have an informal setting and did I ensure privacy?

· Did I begin on a positive note?

· Did I encourage parents to talk and offer suggestions?

· Did I listen attentively?

· Did I plan with the parents?

· Did I learn anything new to help me teach the child?

· If I had the chance, would I do anything differently?

PREPARING – UNDERSTANDING WHAT PARENTS WANT TO KNOW

An important part of helping teachers prepare for the parent-teacher conference is not only planning and organizing what they will say to parents, but assisting them in anticipating what parents will say to them.
Principals and teachers can take a lot of the guesswork out of the parent-teacher conference by being prepared to answer the following questions from parents and including some of these topics in their conference planning and organizing.
· Is my child doing as well as he/she should be?  Is he/she working to his/her ability?

· What are the standards?

· What group is my child in and why?  (Be prepared to explain ability grouping.)

· What kinds of books are you using?  (Show some and explain why.)

· What is your teaching philosophy or style?

· What are your credentials?  Have you taught this grade/subject before?

· May I see some of my child’s work?  (Have a folder ready with samples of the student’s work.)

· How are things going in class this year?  Are there any discipline problems?  What have you done about them?

· How is my child doing in individual subjects?

· Can you explain the silent reading time and how you know students are reading?

· What are my child’s strengths?  Weaknesses?

· What is your homework policy?

· What kinds of tests can we expect and what is the grading policy?

· How can I best reach you if we have questions?

· Is my child a good classroom citizen?  Have you noticed any behavior problems?

· How can I help you at home?

· If I sense my child is struggling, what should I do?

· If I think my child is gifted, what should I do?
· How about GradeSpeed? What information may be available to me? (Grades 4-12)
Remember – if you don’t know the answer to a question, admit it and promise to find out and follow-up with the parent.

PREPARING QUESTIONS FOR TEACHERS TO ASK

The basis for the conference is dialogue between teachers and parents.  One way to help teachers conduct productive dialogue with parents is to help them develop a set of questions to get useful information to help their students achieve their potential.

Teachers might want to consider the following questions to make sure they have a clear picture o what they need to know to learn more about their students.
· What is the child’s reaction to school?  What are his/her likes/dislikes about school?

· How is the child’s health?  Are there any problems with sleep, bad dreams or awakening early?

· How is the child’s emotional adjustment?  Is there anything troubling him/her?  Is the child worried or fearful of anything?  Are there any issues with self-confidence?  How does he/she react when he/she doesn’t get what he/she wants?

· How does the child spend time out of school?  What are his/her hobbies, interests and abilities?

· How does the child respond to rules at home?  What discipline techniques work best?

· Does the child have any at-home responsibilities?

· Does the child have a suitable place to read and do homework?

BEFORE, DURING AND AFTER THE PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCE

With the bulk of the thought element of preparing for the parent-teacher conference accomplished, principals can help teachers prepare their action plans and conference tasks.

Before the parent-teacher conference:

· HELP PARENTS PREPARE FOR THE CONFERENCE:

Parents should have a plan for getting the most from their conference with you.  Accommodating parents’ schedules, being flexible, and providing them with a checklist can make them feel welcome, comfortable, confident and prepared for their meeting with you.

1. Conference invitations and scheduling.  At the end of this packet is a sample parent-teacher conference invitation and letter to commanders about parent-teacher conferences.  Try to send it home well in advance of the conference so parents are aware of the dates.  Remember to be flexible – military duties are not always cut and dry.  

Most commanders support parental participation in parent-teacher conference and they do allow time off from duty for parents to attend.  Often times one parent may be away from home on Temporary Duty (TDY), a field exercise or deployment.  That leaves the other parent or guardian at home doing double duty.  Always be accommodating –it’s okay to meet at a time that might be different from the scheduled conference dates.  The most important thing to remember is to conduct the meeting!  

You will want to develop a schedule for conferences.  Consider sending an e-mail or printed notice home with the student with a prearranged date and time for the parent-teacher conference.  Ask parents if this date and time is convenient.  If it isn’t, ask them to provide some dates and times that work best.  Once you have feedback from all parents, develop a schedule and send an appointment slip home to confirm several days before the conference. 

2. Help parents prepare.  Give parents some questions they might like to ask… 

· Is my child doing as well as he/she should be in (subject)?

· Why are certain procedures followed in your classroom?

· What is the homework policy?

· Can I tell you my concerns?

· PREPARE YOURSELF FOR THE CONFERENCE

Principals can guide teachers in the steps they can take prior to the parent-teacher conference.  Paperwork, room appearance, and solid conference skills count and they are a valuable part of a productive meeting.

Paperwork – Have plenty of information on hand about each student.  Organize a folder for each student containing cumulative records, recent tests, any all other available data you want to review with the parent.  Be ready to tell parents if their children are working up to grade level and where they are weak or strong.

Parent folders – Prepare a folder of each student’s work to give to the parent.  Include samples of work done in every subject from the beginning of the year until the time of the conference.  On the outside of the folder, write a brief comment about the child’s progress.  These folders will help you cover the fundamentals and if you don’t have time to cover everything during the conference, the parent can read the material at home. 

Room appearance – Remember to put your name on the classroom door – some parents might not have had the chance to visit your room before.  Try to have displays of student work around the room and make your conference area free of clutter.  Ensure your time is interruption free – avoid phone calls, visitors, or anything else that might be distracting.

Use solid conference skills – Be as positive as you can be except when direct language best describes continuing problems that you may have with the student.  Always remember you are trying to develop a relationship of trust and caring with the parent, so be aware of the tone of your language by using less confrontational words and phrases.

If you can, avoid using negative expressions and be sure to stay away from educational jargon.

INSTEAD OF SAYING…..


CONSIDER SAYING…….

Lazy 





can do more when he/she tries

Troublemaker




disturbs class

Uncooperative




should learn to work with others

Stupid





can do better work with help

Impertinent




discourteous

Stubborn





insists on having his/her own way

Sloppy





could do neater work

INSTEAD OF SAYING…..


CONSIDER SAYING…….

Liar





doesn’t always tell the truth

Mean





has difficulty getting along with others

Failed





failed to meet the requirements

Poor work





works below his/her standard

Rude





inconsiderate of others

Show-off





tries to get attention

Never does the right thing



can learn to do the right thing

Traps to avoid…

· Discussing family problems;
· Discussing other teachers’ classroom treatment of the student;
· Comparing the student with siblings;
· Arguing with the parent;
· Attempting to psychoanalyze the student; and 
· Blaming the parent for the student’s misbehavior

Additional tips – Greet parents enthusiastically with a smile and a handshake – don’t let their first impression of you be one that is less than positive.  Suggest ways they can support what’s going on in the classroom.  Parent-teacher conferences are a great time to distribute tips on how parents can help their children.  Give parents as complete a schedule of the school year as possible, remembering to include test dates, descriptions of major projects and due dates, and field trips so they can help prepare their children.

Actively listen to the parent.  Be empathetic and understanding to parents’ feelings about their children.  Address all respectfully.  Use Mr./Mrs., or their rank unless they indicate otherwise to you.  Let parents know you are interested in their opinions!

If a student is struggling, suggest specific activities that you, the student and parents can do to improve the situation.  Parents can certainly help and share this responsibility.  Point out the value of a strong and positive parent-teacher partnership.

Our students cope with a lifestyle that is quite different from that of students not associated with military families.  Deployments, moves, transitions, and new cultures have a profound impact on students in DoDEA schools.  Try to be attuned to special circumstances.

· Does the student have a parent who is deployed?  
· Has the student recently moved into the community from another school?  
· Are there specific transition issues impacting the student?  
· Is the student adjusting to a new culture?

Ending the conference – Invite parents to contact you with any concerns about their child’s progress.  End the conference in a hopeful tone by summarizing the main points discussed and steps to be taken to resolve any problems identified.  Thank them for coming to the conference, and follow-up with notes or a phone call, particularly if problems were identified for attention. 

If other parents are waiting, be sure to end the meeting at the scheduled time.  Ideally, allow yourself five minutes between sessions to make notes discussed during the conference.   

Follow-Up – Parents can help you determine if your parent conferences were meaningful.  At the end of this plan you will find a sample survey you might want to consider sending to parents to help improve future conferences.

Sample Invitation for the Parent-Teacher Conference (Personalize for your school)
A letter from the teacher sets the tone for the conference.  Here is an example:

Dear Parent:

You and I are going to talk about someone very special next week – of course it is your child.  When we meet at parent-teacher conferences, I’ll talk about the following:
· How your child is doing;
· What we’ve done and what we plan to do in our class; and 
· How you and I can work together as partners to provide the best possible education for your child.

You probably have some things you’d like to talk about, too – like homework, how you can help at home, and perhaps, school policies.  You may want to write down some things you’d like to discuss before you come to the conference.  I’ve left some space below for your questions.  Write down any questions and comments you have.  Bring this note with you to our meeting

Questions you have about your child:

Our action plan – After our conference, there may be some things we can do to better serve your child.  We’ll write those below during our meeting:

Thank you for your support and for assisting me in helping your child.

Sincerely,

Teacher’s Name

Sample letter to commander from principal informing him/her of upcoming parent-teacher conferences (Personalize for your school)





Your School Name







Date

Commander

Address

Dear (Name of Commander)

(Name of School) will hold parent-teacher conferences on (days, dates, times, and place).  

These meetings between teachers and parents are an opportunity to build trust and understanding between the home and school environments.  Parent involvement is critical to students and their educational experience.

I ask your support in allowing as much latitude as possible for parents to take a short break from their duties to attend these conferences.  I know demands placed on your personnel are many, and their time and yours is precious.  Please encourage them to make the parent-teacher conference their place of duty at their appointed times.

I thank you in advance for your support of our school throughout the year and especially at this important time in the school year.

Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions.








Sincerely,








(Name of Principal)

cc: School Liaison Officer
Sample follow-up survey for parents after parent-teacher conferences:

1. All things considered, how would you rate our parent-teacher conference?

· Excellent

· Good

· Average

· Poor

2. What part of the conference was most helpful to you and why?

3. How could I have improved the conference?

4. Did the conference help you to better understand your child’s progress?

· Yes

· No – Please explain
5. Do you feel you had an adequate opportunity to help me understand your child?

· Yes

· No – Please explain

6. What kinds of information about our class would you like to see in my newsletter?

7. Are there any general comments you’d like to make about the conference or my class?

Sample press release announcing parent-teacher conferences (Personalize for your school)
(Name of your school) to Host Parent-Teacher Conferences

(Name of your school) will be conducting Parent-Teacher Conferences on (dates and times) at (location).

These meetings between teachers and parents are an opportunity to build trust and understanding between the home and school environments.  Parent involvement is critical to students and their educational experience.

The National Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) reminds us that by taking an interest in our children and learning about their schools, they stand a much better chance for success.  One of the most important ways parents can be directly involved is to attend and fully participate in parent conferences.

Commanders are working with the school to ensure their personnel have flexibility in their schedules to allow parents to attend conferences during the duty day.  Conference appointments will be sent home in the next week.   Parents are reminded to return appointment slips to their teacher as soon as possible.  Those needing to arrange a special date or time for their conference are encouraged to contact their child’s teacher to make alternate plans.

There are three key elements in successful conferencing: communicating effectively; being a good listener: and hearing both teacher and parental concerns.

The National School Public Relations Association offers the following tips for parents.

Before the conference
· Decide on specific questions to ask the teacher.  For example, is our child doing as well as expected in reading?  Why are certain procedures followed in the classroom?  What are the policies regarding homework?

· Prepare to answer questions that might be asked by the teacher about your child’s hobbies and interests.  Special health problems?  Provisions for study at home?

· Express interest in the conference with your child.  Note an especially good experience or problem area your child has had in school to relate to the teacher.  Ask your child if he or she has questions or complaints.

After the conference
· Note the important points of the conference.

· Share the results of the conference with your child.

· Together with your child, design a definite action plan that will promote improved academic growth.

· Feel free to arrange additional conferences.

Listed below are some questions parents want to ask teachers during a conference recommended by the National Association of School Public Relations.  

Questions Parents Want to Ask Teachers During a Conference

· Is my child doing as well as he/she should academically?

· Is he/she working to his/her ability?

· What are the standards and the texts used?

· May I see some of my child’s work?  

· How is my child getting along in individual subjects?

· How can I help my child at home with his/her schoolwork?

· How is his/her behavior?

· Does he/she get along well with other children?  

· What’s the best way to communicate with you?  Phone, e-mail, handwritten notes, etc.
· How about GradeSpeed? What information may be available to me on GradeSpeed? (Grades 4-12)
Parents should plan in advanced so they can cover the ground that is important and keep the conference focused. For more information about Parent Teacher Conferences at (name of your school), please contact (school phone number) or visit the school website at (web address).

To arrange an interview contact:

Principal

Name of School

Phone Number

E-mail address

-30-

Sample parent newsletter announcement:

Parents!  It’s that time of year again – time for parent-teacher conferences at (name of school).

These meetings between teachers and parents are an opportunity to build trust and understanding between the home and school environments.  Parent involvement is critical to students and their educational experience.

Commanders are working with the school to ensure their personnel have flexibility in their schedules to allow parents to attend conferences during the duty day.  

Conference appointments will be sent home in the next week.  Please be sure to return your appointment slip to your child’s teacher as soon as possible.  If you have a scheduling conflict, please note that on the appointment slip and teachers will do everything possible to accommodate those who need to make alternate arrangements.

If you have any questions about upcoming Parent-Teacher conferences, please contact (name of school) at (phone number).
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