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: '~ . This paper facuses on the first steps (Pla&n;ng and
. Organizaticén) of a thtee-stage model designed to help school . . .

jersonnel deal with problem~oriented parent-teacher conferences,
Seven -distinct steps of the P,anning and Organization szage are(
described in ‘detail: . (1) spagi ing the problem; (2) organiZing
infonmation; (3) specifying ebjectives: (4) mastering helping skills::
«(5) undérstandigg parental defenses; (S) planning a ccnie:ence
strategy; and (7). experiencing behavioral rehearsal and role. playing.
Thé second znd third stages, Conferencing and Self-Evaluatiof, are
briefly described. "Although ‘the three-stage model is intenaed
Vpr;mar;ly for problem-oriented parent conferences, it may also be
useful ;n develapmen+a; cﬁnfe:ences. (Author/NRB)
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~As noted by Wa11brown and Pr1chard (1978) “Parent ccnferencing B
has "Ot been a pppu1ar topic WTth e1ther educationial rescarchers cr :sf:g:l"fagc"
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N ackncw1cdge the re1evance of the fee11ng 4spect of parent confer—

) iheoretac1an5" (p. 1): There are 0ccas1ona1 references tc the topic

by persons in thc areas of - schoc1 adm1n1strat1on ccunse11ng, schoc1
psycho]cgy, curr1cu1um deve1cpment prcgram cva1uat1cn, and super-
V151cn, but the treatment of parent ccnferenc1ng 15 usua]]y seccndary
‘to some other issue or t0p1c In thcse cascs When parent ccnfer—

enc1ng does attract the- attent1cn of educatcrs, the focus is usua11y ' e

.on the 1nformat1ona1 aspects of ccnferenc1ng rather than the emot1cna]

aspect of the-1nteract10n w1th parents ..Some wr1ter5 do ment1cn and

. E - £ g ¢ . .
encing, but thETT wrft1ng usua11y emﬁhasizes‘the infcrmaticna] aspect

.2 .
of conFerencihg Consequcnt1j teachers, adm1n15tratcrs, ccunse1ors

=

and other schcc1 personne1 are oFten at a loss as tc where they

5hcu1d go for practical ass1stance For 1mprov1ng the1r ccnferenc1ng

71 skills. . In add1t1@n,cmc§t teachers and adm1n1scratorsﬁfee1 that

'ﬂeithef their academic training nor their student teaching exper-

iences pFOV1dEd them w1th adequate skills in- how to conduct prcb]em=

0r1entcd parent ccnferences (Wa11brcwn, Vance, & Meadows, 1979).
A T -
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*For purpoggs of this paper, 1t is veny 1mp§rtant to d15t1n=

A\'_n
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gu1sh between nurma1 deve1apmenta1 ccnferencas and what wa11brown,‘

Dey, and Dav1son (1n press) def1ne as prob]em—ur1ented parant

\.\ '

tunferences Th1s d15t1nct1on is 1mpartant 51nce&most teachers )
?éeL they hay thé sk1115 necessary to “do a sat15factcny JDb Df .
§E¥k1ng w1th parents in rcutine CDﬂfEFEﬂCES which 1nva1ve an T

exéhange of 1nf0rmat1on In contrast, 84% Qf the 2 D43 teachers,

adm1n15trators, and counseTars that we bave worked w1th 1n c]esses,,'

[}

i wurkshapsi staff deve1opment act1v1t1eijandicansultaﬁ1cﬂ indicate

that they feel the need to improve. the1r skills in COndUCtTng
prgb1em—ar1ented parent Conferences y and 1arge, teachers and
adm1n15trat0rs ‘as wel] as Dther scho01 persanne1 find: 1t most

d1ff1cu1t to work.with angry, aggr9551ve parents. who attack thE1r'

persana1 and pr0%5551ana1 competence and/or 1ntegr1ty rather than'”“”’“’

d1scuss1ng issues. Both teachers, and adm1?15tnaturs then mention
th d1ff1qu1t 1t is for them to dea1 w1th "the kind Df persan you .

can t reascn M1th " Other more Subt1e var1et1es of parental. defen—

¥

s1veness are d15cussed 1ater in the paper since, the angry, aggre§=*§c
e

5

sive react10n is the ane that can. be used most conveniently 1n

" developmental conferences.
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digt1ngu1sh1ng between prcb1em-orjenteﬂ cpnferences and raut1ne, .5‘5
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: Preb1ema0r1ented Conferencee o & 1‘ N - f

N In an eer71er paper wa11brewn end Pr1cherd (1978 .p 2) o
-effered the fo]]ew1ng deser1ptfen of preb1emﬁer1ented parent o
tenferenees . o " ) " . s?f_;ﬂ i ;‘4!";;;

\ Therterms"preb1em er1ented confenence,ff't- B |

_ d1ff1eu1t to define 1n a pree1se, St1ent1t1c ' =

. fashion, but the fe]1ow1n§ statement should suf~ . .

”?_f1ee to g1ve the reader a Fee] for what is~implied:

4

iBy prob1em=or1ented tonferenee ‘we_mean those interal'

t ene between teachen,end panent(s) wh1ch deal w1th

/

"v1er et the child or: teaeher
/

A somewhat mere refined def1n1t1on and description of a problem- -

Ay

some perte1Jed preb1em end/er Tnadequaey in tbe behe—'

-

oriented eenfenente is presented by Wa11brown, Dey and Dav1sen (in y

iprese); A preb]em—or1ented parent conferente always 1nve]ves the

i

teather or.the,parent.u,Bptn,the teather'end_parents frequent1y
. experiemce strong negative emotions in a problem-oriented confer-

. : . . e
ence. These strong, negative EthiGHS may be .present in either

o evert ferm as in. the case of d1rett hn5t111ty or a more covert form .

as 1n the case Qf den1a] or oblique threats. Preblemseriented

13

parent.eenferentes 1nveTvee1nteratt1ng at ah  emotional as well as

. \ ; - R
~an informational level. -As a rule, the emotional aspects of the

. “interaction predominate so that information is distorted, misper- -
'ii teived{,gr_denied;by those participating in the conference. A~

; ’ :
o, . . -
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i_p:tterne w1thcut being aware of what is happen1ng to them

" terty:

e § Prcb1ems0r1ented

. P {'_7d (.

great dea1 of 1nFcrmat1on may be excbanged 1n a prob1em—or1ented /-. )

ccnference. but. 1t 15 eubcrd1nate to etrcng emctlcne thus eerV1ng ’

"the purpcee cf men1pu1at1on ergument, end gem1ng In cther "

»wcrde, both teachers and perente can ees11y fall into defen51ve

In ceezreet we]]brown, Dey and, Dav1eon (1n preee) use the
"deveTopmenteT ccnference“ te descr1be an exchange of 1nforﬁft
mat1:n and ideas betwe&n ‘the teachec end perents w1thcut the fsl
presen%e of etrong emct1cns on the pert QF ‘any DF the part1c1pente‘g

A devel pmeﬁta1 conference typ1ce]1y 1nvc1ves a parent—teacher

\r

interaction fccueed on a pee1t1ve,,cet1onal exchange of 1nfecmat10n'

" which ne1tber party finds ueeett1nq Streng negat1ve emot1cne are

not evident in either overt cc-coyert form. 1Moet,cf the routine

conFecencee\gegular1y'SCheduieﬂ at the elementary and middle school

levels féT?Itho this category.

"?\\ A THREE STAGE MoDEL

A three stage mcde] was deve]eped to help echee1 persenne1 to_

| deal. W1th prob]em or1ented parent conferencee Th1e paper de11ns ]

c eetee the thcee'stegee which are: P]ann1ng and chan1zet1cn,

»7Ccnferenc1ng, and Self Eve1uat1cn While each. of the stages are

‘treated 1n dete11 1n .the Fo11cw1ng eectﬁone, brcad]y epeak1ng5 stage

cne, Ejenn1ngAendergepiee;1pnj euggeete_etrategies for identifying

and eeecifying,ﬁhe child's prcbiem,‘ergenizing the information to be

“Presented to parents, determining how this ‘information should be

£

[ . e . | 3
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presente&ssand reheare1ng how to preaent the d1ff1cu1t1es - The

-

‘. aecand atage CenFerenc1ng, addreases the actua] cenference and

auggests p2;51b1e "he1p1ng ek111a"~that m1ght be usefu1 F1na11y,

]F-Eva1u tion, 1dent1f1ea haw schaa] persanne] may evaluate thETP

effcrte While the three—atage mode1 is 1ntended pr1mar11y Far

preb]em—nr1ented parent canferences, there is ev1dence to suggest

=

“" that - ‘the mode] i's. alse ueefu1 in deve]apmentaT canFenencee (Wa11brawn

& Pr1chard 1978)

+ .. : R : ’ LS

£ .
P1ann1ng and Qrgan1zat1en .

S1nce a deta11ed treatment of the ent1re mode1 is. beyond the

: scape af th1s paper, th ensu1ng d1acues1an is concerned pr1mar11y

W1th the P]ann1ng and @rgan1zat1an etage of the mede1 A deta1]ed

descr1pt1an of the medé] in its ent1rety\w111 be ava1]ab1e in the

wark af WaT]brawn Dey, and Davasan (in preaa) : Because eva]uat1an

data as we11 as pereanaT experiences 1n wark1ng with teachere 1nd1=a )

cated that cenFerenc1hg skills are acqu1red mcat rap1d1y if they

-are taught in a stepw1se, ayetemat1c fashion, the PTann1ng and

= 4

Qﬁgan1zat1cn etage of “the made] is d1v1ded 1nto seven d1st1nct eteps

N
Each aF these stepa is descr1bed in the fo]1aw1ng sub- 5ect1dh5

E]

Spec1fv1ng the Pr051em(s) Lo K

Rather than mak1ng vague g1aha1 etatementa whicﬁ are d1fF1cu1t

£

_ fta substant1ate, the f1rst etep, Spec1fy1ng.the Problem(s), 15 con-

‘ cerned w1th 1dent1fy1ng and descn1b1ng spec1f1c behav1ore, “She s a

1




S T probleneOrfented

rea1 traub]emaker gr "HE"S aTways d15rupt1ng the elass" are examp1es o

. . ¥

: nf such statements. Fram the standp01nt of educat1anai programm1ng,e

\

these statements are nunproduct1ve and they are a]so 11keTy to anger

Pl —-

S - the parents what behavwbrs _do_you feei the student shDu1d deveicp?

and Nhat béhaviors do yDu fée1 shgu1d be e11m1nated? are twc ques—

= e

O : t1on5 that should be answered to he]p Fecus on the student 3 ach1eVe—
ment 1n bas1c 5k111sarea5 and/cr on soc1a1 behaV1or5 thCh 1nterfere

' w1th 1earn1ng Gagd descrfpt1ans of behav10ra1 anaiys1s are ava11ableﬂ

e f,f" in the. works of Stephens (]976 1978) and Cooper (1974)

In the case of "She 5 a rea1 trcubTemaker" a teagher m1ght

-actua1]y count the nﬂmDEr Df t1mes she pushes chers, h1t5 them, or

whatever behavior appears to be the d1ff¥cu1ty “In 'answerﬁng the

i

‘que5t1on, "what behav1ﬁrs do you feel the student shou1d deve1op?"
, oy |
,the taacher mnght dec1de that she 5hau1d stay in- her Seat un1ess

- excused by the teacher, ra1se hand before ta1k1ng and atténd while
teacher is g1v1ng d1rect10ns ‘ To the question’ "What behaviors dc

.yDu feet shou]d be e11m1nated?" the teacher might feel the fo11Dw1ng

‘behaVTDrs shouTﬁ be e11m1nated h1tt1ng athems, thrgw1ng DbJects,

PR ¥

and ta]k1ng out, when behav1ora1 dFscr1pt1on5 are ut111zed and

;caunted teachers are in-:a much ‘better pos1t1on to 1nf@rm parents

" about how frequent1y such behav1or§'occur,ahow long they last aﬁd .
 what theyi(teacheﬁS)ehave done: to bﬁiqé about_the_des%red behavior

E ]

Change.
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Otgenizinezinfnrmatinn o .
. ‘ : PR . . _— 1 » .
.The fecue et the eetend etep s to he1p Sehen1 personnel o

4

;ngan12e the1r data S0 that they can g1ve exp11c1t 1nfnrmat1en tg ;"_“
the. parente abeut the ch11d 5. d1tf1eu]ty Thte step a1eo 1nvg1vee
:(_eva1uet1ng the ev1dence about the ch11d 50 that ,the degree Df cer-
fg : ta1nty ean be Spec1t1ed "What eV1denae do ‘you. qave to show the
;.parente thet is a problem area7“ is the quest1on used to fntus this

etep in the model. 1t is 1ntendedate 3551et profesei@na?s te fecue

jon the 1nformat1on neede of parents as the conFerence is p1anned

In the exampTe e1ted abeve the echoe1 professienal needs to

i
( ® N /

- ¢ de11neate what eV1dence he er ehe has to 1nd1cate that hitting
'-ethers 15 a prnb]em for, the ch11d Retnen than saying, “She is,

e1weye h1tt1ng othere" the prnfees1ene] weu1d be better eerved by

o _ "say1ng to the parents, "I saw her hit two cn11dren yeeterdey, three
4
teachere have reperted that ‘she h1t nther ch11dren on. the p1aygreund

yesterday, and three etudente have reperted be1ng ‘hit by her in the ﬁg

+*

~last week,"
’ thle parents may.UnderetandebTy wish mnretintormetinn‘about the
: preb]em, tﬁeé ere much Tess 11ke1y to questinn the ex1etence of the

i! ehanged when presented with sueh a strong pattern QF,eVJdenee.

Specifying Objectives

There are three\guiding queetiene ueea in thdis step: ”Nh"

chengee 1n _the etudent*e hehav1er Sshould you concentrate an. nredutTng?"

oty
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. -} de51red behaV1crs?E, end Nhetﬁa\e\vcu. the schec]

ﬂ:schoo] env1rcnment: Th15-5et of. pr1dr1t1e;‘c6md4 be ehared with

-. _1' N to N ’ 4“— v ® ’ ) g .—'- N ? s s -4 ’ i ‘. < L
L, I T L . e, T vt Lt
ol fe - - : i i - LR B s 0

( . S “a;::i_=‘: -;T Frcb1cq:0Fiented .

,rnFeee1dna1

. ]

i»

w‘1]1"9 to do’ to br1ﬁ9 abDUE thE d 1red behev1oral changes?"
i ; |
- Since. the echne] prcfess1dna] has e]ready prepered descr1p, -

J'éiipns of the behav1cr5vtd be developed and eJ1m1nated the fTFSt

'QUEStTDn is useful in he]p1ng to’ determ1ne the pr10r1ty of the’

\

pert1cu1ar behav1ors that eheu]d be changed It a]sc he]ps focue

the prnteee1ena] on what behaV1ere can be reaeonab1y changed in the

! 'iparente, but the schog] prdfess1dne] ehcu]d a]eo remain cpen to eny

1nput on the parents pert in determ1n1ng wh1ch behay1dre should be
first priority. - | f_ ) . o S
The eecond queet1on is Tntended to enccurage school personne]

ito c]ertfy what they want frcm parente bchre the conference If

parents are 51mp1y presented with e descr1pt1on ef their child's

'prob1eme, they frequent1y feel he1p]eee, enqry and upset eepec1a11y

~when they ere nct g1ven spec1f1c euggest1dns ‘as to hcw they can go.:

P

- about”’ he]p1ng the1r child. Negat1ve fee]1ngs are understendeb1y

'"Hhat wcu1d you 11ke the Da?ents td do to he]g br1ng ebdut the fa;-s

engendered when perente sense thet schdo1 perscnne1 are. giving them |

a message wh1ch eays, in es nce, Ydur ch11d has a prob1em, now

whet ere ydu going to do ebout 1t?” Teachere repdrt that parents

L]

ere more 11ke]y to ne5pond pos1t1ve]y and become ect1ve1y 1nvo1ved
when they sense that thelr help is being sc11c1ted§
k-

”what are you, the proteee1dne1 w11]1ng to do to br1ng about:

the dee1red ‘behavior changes?". focusee attention on the SChDD1q



Sl _!:1211: ?"; .Pfob1émsor§éﬁted‘l

‘ pruféss1onai's respuns1b111ty to formu]ate a p]an cf act1an to he1p

change the ch17d‘s behav1gr Ey fgﬂﬂu1at1ng a tentat1ve p]an and

_ shar1ng 1t w1th parents, the Sthao] prefess1cna] can thendga1n va1ua= -
g'b1e 1nfarmat10n ?fbm the parents abaut pass1ble 5trateg1es usefu] to
'Jfbr1ng about the change as well as encourag1ng parents to help change

'-51m11ar behav1ars at home ’ Th15 que5t1an also he1p5 focus the proﬁ

5 ¥,

:Lfess1chai on the rea?1ty that there are 11m1tat10ns as to what she or
fthe can do: 1n the 5ch0@1 and 1t tbus fac111tates the profe;s1ona1 5

P ab411ty to plan strateg1es that are rea11st1c in terms Df time and

=

: requ1red energy

Mastering Helping' Skills

The fourth Stép, masﬁering'héipiﬁg-5k511s, differs somewhat. from

thezf1r5t three 51nce,1t 13 necessary for teachers and Dther schoo]

prafess1ona1s tc master a spec1F1c 5et of he1p1ng sKills. Several

a1ternat1ve systemS’gf teachiﬂg he1p1ng:5ki113 ar;”avaiiable which

prOV1de for the sequential acqu151t1an of -helping skills. For exam-

p1e we have found .the work of Carkhuff (]977)§ Ivey and Authier (1978);

;Eazda, Asbury, Ba1zer Ch11ders,~and Walters (1977), and Gordon (1970)

from these works. We strongly recommend that persons interested in pro-

~ viding skill-based training for parent canferencing’éonsider making a

detaited study Df the work's of these author1t1es For’ purposes .of the

present paper the 1mportant chceDt is that thege are systematic he]p—

1ng skills wﬁﬁch can be used to work thrmugh Strang em0t10ns and

S

r .

)

particularly useful”and based our own tra1n1ng procedures on a 5ynthe51s ,
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gradua]]y move toward mutual probTem 501v1ng wh1ch we regard as

be1ng the 1dea1 mcde of 1nteract1on between school pr&fesss1onals

¥

and parents MutuaT prob?em SOTV1ng TnVD]VES a treat1ve shar1ng
of 1ﬁfgrmat1on and ideas between parents and 5ch0@1 personne1

Se]ected he]pfng skills are descr1bed and 111u5trated below.

One such skill is act1ve 115ten1ng (Gardon, 1970) or attendln’

| zCarkhuff 1977), By th15 ‘we mean pay1ng carefu] attent1on to what
the parents are saying, how they are say1ng it, and the qua11ty of
the1r nonverbaT behav1or , Furthermare we need«to make sure that
; the parents are’aware that we are 115ten1ng to what they have to say
Some ,of the ways WE can do this is to sit fac1ng them square]y with-
‘; out barr1ers between us., ma1nta1n eye contact, and lean Forward
slightly. These are the very same kinds of nonverba1 behaV1ors that
- we. use when we are involved in an-1ntere§t1ng conversatmnS even
thoqéh we may not be aware of ‘them. pThese are the kinds of behaviors
‘that Show'pareﬁts we are {ntEFEStEd in whatithey are saying and
encourage them to go on shar1ng w1th us. On the other hand, 1f we
. .' sit behind a desk look down, gaze araund the rooms fumb?e w1th
mater1a]5, STDuch in our chair, 31gh dEEp]y, or’ squ1rm and w1qg]e
arourd in our chair, then we give 'the parents the 1mpr55510n that
we are:impatient; d151nterestedj andanat ]1sten1ng to what they haye
| té say. -Such behaviars_tend to increase ‘the parents' anger and cut
off furtﬁer conversation. . .
At feast two precautions a%e necessary if we are to be effect%ye

. h . : ] . .
in using the attending skills mentioned above. These involve

T B
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:inférruﬁtiGES-and pauses. Mgst of us haVE d1ff1cﬁﬁ§y a]1gw1ng -
?ipauses when dea]1ng with angty parents since w@f

 3"d 1”tE'“T‘UDt others when we are aroused by 1nfensf%,

‘]15ten1ng Interrupt1on5 are espec1a]1y 1nappropr13€e s1nce they

. . ) ¥ ) | ”i ‘T] ) - .
[]

Tp A:_ E s |
e fo tajk_fast'

‘g #
s

'ot1ons such as

~‘anger, fr1ght or surpr1se Such behav1or is not he]pfu] 1n a,

=

prcb]em=or1§nted COnfEPEnce Dne of the .most ser1aus m1stakes we

make 1n dea11ng w1th angry parents 15 ta]k1ng ‘too much rather ‘than .

-

are. a clear 1nd1cat1on that we w1sh tg cut off what the parents are

sayiﬂg rather than 11sten1ng to themv- In ccntrast pauses are

usually he1pFu] because they_are an 1nv;tat1@n for‘the parents to }q

collect their’thoughts and go Gn'with theﬂcdhﬁeréation‘

’ SeveraT ‘other procedures are a1so he]pfu1 in th1s regard. For
%

- examp1e, a S1mp1e ngdd1ng of the head or brief verba1 statement 11ke

umshum " "oh ! or “I see" usua11y encourages the paréntsvtc Eant1nue

i sharing théir concerns . Some counse11ng author1t1es call these sk1115

m1n1ma1 encadrage 51nce they are brief apd- des1gned to encourage fur-

ther express1an “(Ivey & Auth1er, 1978)

5; Anqther useful techn1que is for the teacher to QCC351Dna11y pick
upﬁégme part of what the parents are sajing and repeat it so it takes
the-form of a question. This is acgcmp?ishedtby raising our voice at
the end of the part of thekstatemeﬁi we are fepeating;' Let's take a.
parent statement and Seeihow this can. work: !

* "What kind of teaéher are yoy, anyway! Don‘é tell me it's
Kaféh;s FauTE! She never had any. trouble before she came -

~ to your C]assi' You're the problem! Let's get that stra1ght""

oy

[
oo
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An éppropffate respénse Ffom‘ﬁhé teééher might be, "I'm the problema”
U51ng th15 type oF respanse nGt Dn]y encourages the parents” to continue
shar1ng, but a1so cues them ccncern1ng what part Df their statement the
teacher wau1d'like to know,mare about.

On the other Haﬂd, if the teacher had%saiadi "She never had-any
trouble before?" then the parents would have been encouraged to pick

up on this paft of their statement and explaim more about Karen's

o ¥,

experiences with other teachers: Either of these two responses would
. }

héve been appropriate depending on what aspect of the statement the
. teacher wished i@ pursue.
Howicver, it would have been inaopropriate for the teacher tgi%ave
! ' i responded by saying "um-hum" or %odding the head. Either of these E

. responses would probably have been interpreted by the parents as

evidence that the teacher was acquiescing and agreeing that s/he was
! the cause of the problem when, in fact, the intent was only to indicate
acceptance of the parenf's Fée?iﬁﬁi
Asking open questions 1s another skl thal can be highly erfective
In working with angry parents. Open questions dre the kind that cannot
be answeied convenlenlly with a "yes™ or "no " Upen yuesCions encour
dge turther conmunlcdlion wher edas closed questions lend Lo slifle
conversation. To shuw how open questlons dre helpiul, con.ider U
following statement by an angry parent.
"We dun't want Bob 1 a special class v any hind G caoan o
voo that will %e:t him labeled!  lThere's not thdl Much wrony
with htm!  Our doctor said he could make 1L 10 a veyular
) \
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class if he had a good teacher!" L .

We could question the;ﬁhysician‘? COmpetEHée to make such a statement
or use some sort of persuasive technique to convince tﬁe parents that
"the school knows best.” ‘ngever; an open question such as, "How did
the doctor describe a éaod teacher?" s more likely to be effective.
The advantage of thié question is that it not only encourages the )
pérents to continue e#ﬁregsing ékeir feelings, but also leads them to
be more specific and:think about what kind of instruction they. (or
their physician) expect for their child.

Another useful skill is what we call "personalizing" or using
- what others have called "I" messages. The advanta%é of personalizing
is that the teacher acknowledges thaﬁ what s/he i§'§ay1ng repregents
a peréeptiaﬁl experience, or opinion which is open to F&rthev discus-
sion. For example, if a teacher says, "David will not stay in his
seat,” the Sfatement conveys an attitude of definitiveness and evalua-
tion which is likely fo pull defensiveness from the parents. On the
other hand, if the teacher p%rSuna1ﬁZEs and says, "I'm having tréuble
getting David to stay in his sedt,” s/he comes across as less Judgmentall
and moxe open Lo diiCQbSiDﬂ. There is less need fur the parents to
dete®l their child by attacking the teacher.

The kind of helping skills we have discussed thus far are designed

to help parents express and work through their emotions. We are not

[¥y

suggesting that they be used to manipulate parents or to avoid dealing

with difficult issues. Rather, these helpfng skills are offered as a
7

b
o Y,
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means of establishing an atmosphere of trust and mutua] respect

between school persannel and parents. When these skills are used
@ . =
effectively, we are likely to find that the parents gradually become

’ less JESEt and angry. At some point their anger is likely to decrease-

enough so that we can begin to refocus the conference and begin to-

“interact with the parents in an informational rather than an emotional
level. |
Needless to say, we do not mean to suggest that these skills are a
& panacea that wi]i a1ways.§n§b1e us to be successful in DUQ;WDFk with
angry parents. We do ma?ntain, however, that they can be very helpful

for those teachers who are willing to invest the time and effort neces-

sary to become proficient in using them.
#

Understanding Parental Defenses

The fifth step, understanding parental detenses, invoives helping

school personnel become familiar with the more common types of defensive
reactlons which they are most lkely Lo encounter 1n wurking with parents.

The purpouse ot studying parental detensiveness 1s that schoul personnel

Y

are more [1kely to respond approprlately 1f they are able tu anticipate
how the parents will behave and whdal they dre binely Lo say during lhe

- o
conference.  Stated anuther way, the school professtonal 1s less likel,

-~

to respond 1 oa defensitve manner 1P they understand Lhe Jifierent
varielies of parental defensivencss and how Lhey sevve Lo prulecl Lhe

integrity of the parent. Lo this sectiun, we describe Lhe Lhree nmost

I

common patterns of parental defensiveness.

o ) N
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Teachers find "direct personal attack" particularly disc8n-
Cert1ng because it not only involves intense anger and den1grat1on of”
the ‘school perscnne1 s professional competence, but also conta1ns some
type of threat (in direct or indirect form) to theeschao1 pgrs@hhel's;
Jjob or professional reputafi@n; Statements such as: |

"You have Arnold so upset he can't s]eep!”!

"You've got my son to the pa1nt where he hates school!
"We can't let you do this to Jane!"

a%e examples of activ% personal attack" if @negcan use his/her imag{naé
tion to fill in the voice tone, }ﬂfTEEtiDﬂ, and ﬂQﬂVEFba1ibEhaviDFS
which typica11y go with such statements. A teacher must Dg extréme1j ‘
3écure %n his/her personal and professional develo pment be f : s/he can
handle such statments without experiencing intense threat. Most |
teachers report that they typically respond to such statemeﬁts by
becoming terriFieq and overwhelmed éf angry and aggreés%véi
fhe second type of parental defensiveness, "Covert sdbversigﬁi”
involves a more subtle Form of attack on the LEdEhEF which fa115 within
socially acceptable bounds but can, ne ErthE1ESJ, be axtreme1y devastat-
ing. The essential chdaracteristic of "covert subversion" is that it
involves 5ubt1; undermining the professional’s Self#gﬂnfidénué and
integrity.  The FD1iﬁwin§ are statements which illustrate "covert
subversion”: "Miss Woody (former teacher) sald it would take a speclal
kind of teacher to understand our Jimmy and work with him." "The

psychologist said it would take a strong, male figure to relate tu

Glen" (said to a soft-spoken male teacher of small stature). "We were

[Ny
-,
-
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hopingrthat Dawh would get a'teacher that would be patient with her."

Close examination of these' statemengs will show that they.all 1nvulve
- -,

covert subversion in the sense that they imply some form of persona1

1

and/or peress1Dna1 1nadequacy on the part of the school professional.
A further type of parental aefens1ve which proves d1ff1cu]t
for school: personne1 is what.thie authors have chosen to labe1 “den1aT
The common denominator for the "denial" reaction is‘that the parents
refuse to azkngw1ed§e the'e%istence of aﬁy type of difficulty or
problem. Some of the common types of statements which indicate a
"denial" defense are as follows" "A lot of kids his age are the same }
way." '"He'll g}ow out of ﬁt;” "I was the same way when [ was a kid."
"You can make/ too much out of some little tthg " Here agéiﬂ, careful
scrutiny of these statements indicate that‘they all é@ntéin a message
for the school professiondl. In éne fgrm,ag aﬁﬂfhé;, thése Stétementsg

carry a message which says to the professional that s/he is out of

‘perspective and over-reacting to a normal set of behaviors.

IMese Lhree types of parent defenses di;fer substantially in terms
of emotional significance they hold for teachers, but the strateyy is
generally quite stimllar tn all thiee cases. H"iat is, the focus of the
LoNference 1s shifted o discussing the dirriculties/problems which
the <hild 1s encounter 1ng 10 school tu an attack on the personal and/or
professiondgl adequdaey of schuol personne ! the emutiohal intensity of
this attack as well as the degree of subtlety involved, and the opéﬂe

ness with which it 15 conducted vartes with the parents' reaction; but

~
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the essential stﬁategy is sti1i the same--shifting from the chi]dFé
-behavior to the professional's adequacy. i ’ ’
{

Planning a Conférencing Strategy. - *

The next step, pianning\a;canférencing strategy, involves consider-

ation of a wide Fange of variables. Some of the most important

considerations afe'discussed in thié sectjan.! Firsﬁ the type of approach
used in the initiaj contact with the parents is an important aspect of a
conferencing strategy. The type of approach can vary from eliciting
Feé1fngs or requesting infor%ati@n from the parents through exchanging

amenities and then immediately launching into providing information for

the parents. Examples DF'ejjcjtingfFgejinggﬁfrom the parents 'would be *

. opening questions sych as "How do you feel about Téd's progress in

arithmetic this year?" or "How do you 'feel about the appraach-l'm using
-with Ted?" These kiﬂgi of queétiaﬁs are especially appropridte for
parents who have strong negative fée1ings toward the teacher. When
this type of appreach is used it enables the p@reﬁts tu\gétz1ntu thear
negative feelings tmmediately su th&yicaﬂ be LaT%éd Qu£ (catharted) and
processed with the teacher. Questions ot this kind indicate to the
parent that the tedacher iIs willing to acknowledge their feelings and
Cope with intense emulbiuns durlng Lhe conference I uthe wbrd;, s
vkay to feel during ovur conterence.” By and Farge, most leachers are
emotionally prepared to handle intense feelings which may be unleashed
when such questions are used, especially it Lthey have used Llhe helping

skills discussed earlier.

e

L:—.
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Another kind of approach involves requesting information from-
the parents about their observations of ihe child. This approach has
the effect of showing the parents that the. teacher is maintaining an
’: ‘ open mind about. their child and is sincerely intérested in‘aéj\infgrﬁ

mation they:éah provide. The following questions arelﬁ11u5tﬁative of
» those that can be used to request information abouﬁ a child: "How
does Tommy, seem to be reacting to his new reading group?" How does
‘Ted feel about having his seat changed?"' "What kinds of aétivities
does Janet enjoy most at home?" These kinds of questions are designed

to gain information that the school professional can use to plan more

Effectﬁve1y for the child. Suthgéuestians represent a relatively safe
_approéch to opening a conference when the teacher has very little infor-

mation about how the parents are likely tQ react during the conference.’

'Even within the confines of providing infarmatjgn; there isfstil1
a wide raﬂbe of appraacﬁes the teacher can use in initiating the con-
ference. There is a great deal of diffgrenge bezweenrsayingi "Paul is
Just hup;lﬁii o reading,” and "1'd l1ke tou share soime of Lhe concerns
[ have about Paul's progress in reading " Quite frankly, there is Some
quesllon ds Lo whelher a cunferente should even be opened by launching
Into a direct statement of Infurmallon unless Lhe Lteagher alyeady
kNOws the parents and has established o yood working relationship ot
them.  bven here, there 15 probably some wisdom 1n fullowing the
traditional Fo;m of advice in "saying something nice” betore getling

down to a detailed discussion of the difficulties that heed LO bLe
i
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worked on. ‘A statement like, "Ann is behaving much better in the
classroom, but we're still working on her fighting at recess" shows
that the teacher is aware of at least some progresé and does not see
“the child as being all bad. ‘
,Anétherfvariable of concern in deciding on a conference strategy
is pacing. Pacing.is cancérﬁed with the rate at which the conFEFEncé
gis encouraged tD'vae. In routine developmental conferencing, it is
paésié]eafor the teacher to move along and introduce new material or
ideas at a fairly rapid rate. A% a rule, however, the.pace must be
slowed down considerably when the teacher is introducing 'material which

=

elicits strong feelings from the parents. If.the SChDD1‘DTDfESSiDha]
anticipates that strong feeings will be i%VD1VEdtiﬁ his/her interac-
tions with the parents, then the conference should be planned so that
it proceeds at a slower pace. When emotionally-laden méteriaixis being
discussed it,is critical that parents be allowed adequafe time to
express‘their-fee]iﬂgs\and process them through with the Qﬁufeésiunal,
Given this situation, school personnel are usually-able Lo cover less
material in gunferénies where ematinﬂa11y=charged information is belng
treated.

One can tdentity several other variablas which aie Tmpor Lant F.um

the standpoint of deciding on a conference strategy. Anong these

variables are the sequencing of concerns and tiuwe allocation as well as

more general features of the family itself such as the socioeconomic

status, cultural Jevel, ethnic background, and the quality of the
: L@ 5

x? relationship between parents.

~,
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“Behavioral Rehearsal and Role PTa&jﬁg \ : v

i

The final step, behavioral rehearsal and ro]e p]ay1ng, represents

the finishing touches of the Planning and Organ1zatian stage. [t also

represéents the greatest obpéftunity forsschool personnel to learn from

each other through sharing experiences. At this stage in training,

school professionals have alrealy mastered-a set of rudimentary helping
-

L

i

skills, attained Fami1iarity with common parental deFEﬂSES; and gained
- .
some experience in p1anning canferencing strategies, All of our exper-

ignces suggest that they thoroughly enjoy doing behavioral rEhEdFSd] on

their own and engaging in role playing activities in tr ~jads. In the

triad arrangement, one school professional takes the role of atparent,

another assumes the role of the professional holding the conterence,

5

.and the“third acts as an observer. %he professional who takes the

" parent role explains whal happened tu himpher in a particularly dir

ficult conference and then acts out the role ot the difficult parent
with the other pruftgziunalrtaklng the rule ot the conterencer. The
vbserver Llakes carelful notes and shares his/her observalluns wllh Lhe
Other par ticipants.  Arter feedback, the thiee members of the Ur1ad
work togelher Lo restiuclure Lthe conference and flyure oul Uhe most
effective stbraleyy Ty handling 1. Member 5 of the U oiad then ahilit
rulea >0 the other twou school piofessionals have the oppur tunity Lo
galn nhelp with cunfercaces that they tind pa Uicularly dirficeult fo.
them. Always Lraining activities at this slaye invelve the question,

"What would 1 say if...

3.
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