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Introduction

A number of years ago, I wrote a book entitled Parents and Teachers: Partners 
in Learning (Scholastic, 1989). At that time, many changes were taking place in 
the school system. The teaching of reading and writing had moved from a sight-
word–driven, three–reading-group approach to a focus on meaning-making 
that started from the whole and moved to the parts. As what was then known 
as Whole Language gathered momentum among teachers and school districts, 
parents felt they were being left out of the loop. As a classroom teacher I realized 
I needed to improve my communication with parents in order to bridge the gap 
that existed between what were then perceived to be the attributes of the school 
(teaching and learning) and what were considered the attributes of the home 
(nurturing the child). This notion, firmly embedded in the culture of school and 
home, fostered and maintained a separation between school and home, regard-
less of the educational philosophy of the day, resulting in an ever-widening com-
munication gap.

Now, years later, it is widely accepted that when home and school work 
together, children’s learning improves. However, although this fact is readily 
acknowledged, communication between school and home is still often one-sided 
and remains a struggle for many teachers. And, as teachers know only too well, 
when communication breaks down it is the teacher who ultimately bears the 
brunt of parental concern or complaints.

In this day and age, parents hold greater expectations for their child’s teacher. 
They expect to know what is happening in their child’s classroom. They expect 
the teacher to be knowledgeable and to be able to communicate that knowledge 
clearly. They also expect that the teacher will not be the only one who knows the 
best way to teach their child.

Today’s parents are much busier than the parents I worked with in my early 
years of teaching. They belong to clubs, often both parents work, and they enroll 
their children in a multitude of outside activities. They seem to have less time to 
devote to school matters. This is the age of cell phones and social media, of sound 
bites and eyewitness news recordings; therefore, the very definition of commu-
nication is changing. Boundaries that once existed between home and school 
are shifting and blurring, with teachers often finding that parents want to friend 
them on Facebook, follow them on Twitter, or phone them at home or on their 
personal cell phones! It is often hard for teachers to know how to handle these 
situations without alienating parents. Just as difficult is deciding what might grab 
the attention of parents in a positive and long-lasting way.

Although there have been many changes in education, not much has changed 
with respect to school–home communication. It is still an area that teachers ago-
nize over and want to improve upon. Many of the teachers I work with have told 
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me that they wonder if anybody out there (meaning parents) is reading or listen-
ing to their communications. They wonder how they can best involve parents in 
their children’s learning.

It is my hope that this book will help teachers not only to find new ways to 
attract parents’ attention to the communication tools they are already using, but 
also to find creative ways to engage parents’ attention, helping them find the time 
and energy to do so. The benefits can be huge and greatly rewarding. And, ulti-
mately, the one who stands to benefit most is the student.
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1
The Parent–Teacher Partnership

Parental involvement in children’s learning often means different things to dif-
ferent people. For many teachers and parents, it means communication from the 
teacher about marks and behavior, and it means parent support to the classroom 
in the form of parent volunteers. The most common pictures that come to mind 
are face-to-face parent and teacher conferences, parents helping children with 
homework, and parents helping the teacher by going along on field trips or lis-
tening to children read in a corner of the classroom.

However, in order for real parent–teacher partnerships to be meaningful and 
long-lasting, as well as to have an impact on children’s learning, teachers and 
parents need to understand the range of roles that parents can play in the part-
nership. Everything from maintaining a bedtime routine to giving praise and 
sending the message that learning is important can have a positive effect on 
parental involvement and, in the long run, children’s learning.

From the research and from my continuing work with parents and teachers 
over the years I know that, in order to reach the most parents, methods must be 
varied and parents need to be kept informed. Parents need to know not only how 
their children are doing, but also how to best help support their children’s learn-
ing and the variety of roles they may play in doing so.

I also know that not all parents are confident about the role they think they 
could or should play in their children’s learning. This is why it is so important 
for you, the classroom teacher, to help parents understand the many ways they 
can help and the variety of methods you can use to communicate. Working as 
partners means building connections and forming relationships. Relationships 
between teachers and parents need to be purposeful and ongoing. Effective com-
munication is the key to forming constructive and lasting partnerships. Now, 
more than ever before, there is research to help guide and support the important 
work teachers have been doing and still need to do with parents.

What the Research Tells Us

From research about successful parent–teacher partnerships we know that, when 
teachers are committed to working closely with parents and see this partnership 
as being beneficial to their own teaching and to student learning, the time and 
effort needed to establish such relationships is not seen by teachers as a burden. 
For these teachers, home–school partnerships are not an optional extra but are 
rather integral and essential to their core work of teaching.

Henderson and Berla (1997) state, after more than 30 years of research on 
the importance of family involvement in students’ learning, “when schools work 

Although children today live in 
many different types of family 
groupings, in this book we use an 
expanded definition of the term 
“parents” to refer to birth parents, 
foster parents, single parents, 
parents who are both moms, par-
ents who are both dads, and other 
caregivers.
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together with families to support learning, children tend to succeed not just in 
school but also throughout life.” They go on to say

The most accurate predictor of students’ achievement in school is not income or 
social status, but the extent to which the student’s family is able to:

and future careers.

Henderson and Mapp (2002) published a synthesis of research that supports 
and expands upon how parental involvement is linked to student achievement. 
From the studies they surveyed they found that:

there are links to higher student achievement.

effect on children as they move through the education system. The more 
families support their children’s learning, the more their children tend to do 
well in school.

levels can encourage their children, talk with them about school, help them 
plan for higher education, keep them focused on learning and homework.

on achievement than that which is more general. Most effective forms of 
involvement are those that help families gain specific knowledge and skills in 
order to support children’s learning.

The authors also concluded from the studies they surveyed that relationships 
matter. In fact, they comment that the studies suggest that “the quality of the 
relationship influences whether connections…will be formed or sustained.”

Thus the research supports that at the heart of any school–parent relationship 
is you, the classroom teacher. When you embrace a philosophy of partnership 
and see the responsibility for a child’s educational development as a collaborative 
enterprise, you have a powerful impact on the parent–teacher relationship, one 
that holds the child at the centre of all education decisions.

When you think about it, this notion is key. It is what you have in common 
with all parents, regardless of their background or current involvement. It is the 
common ground upon which you can build their trust and confidence in you as 
their child’s teacher and in their ability to support their child in his or her learn-
ing journey. What you and the parents have in common is the child. When you 
keep the child as your focus, you can work together to find solutions and actions 
for even the most difficult challenges.

The Extended Family Framework

When building a more sustainable and rewarding relationship with parents, a 
helpful starting point is to create a picture in your mind of the type of relation-
ship you are striving for with parents. Once you have this picture as your goal, it 
will be easier to make a plan for getting there.
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