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DO NOT CONFUSE 
HAVING PHYSICAL 

PRESENCE 
WITH PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT.

The research seems to indicate 
that when a parent provides 

support, insistence and 
expectations to the child, the 

presence or absence of a parent 
in the physical school building 

is immaterial. Therefore, training 
for parents should concentrate 

on these issues.
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WORKING WITH 
STUDENTS’ 

PARENTS AND 
GUARDIANS 

Think of parents not as a single group but as distinct sub-groups.

For example:

1) career-oriented/too busy to attend school activities.

2) very involved in school activities.

3) single parents working two jobs/too busy to attend.

4) immigrant parents with language issues.

5) parents with overwhelming personal issues, such as 
 addiction, illness, incarceration, evading the law.

6) surrogate parents: foster parents, grandparents, et al.

7) children who, in effect, are their own parents; they no 
 longer have involved parents or guardians.
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In your campus plan, identify specifi c ways you will target each 
group. Many discipline problems come from students whose 
parents are in sub-groups 5 and 7. These students desperately 
need relationships with adults that are long-term and stable. 

As a rule of thumb, the best (only?) way to make contact with 
groups 5 and 6 is through home visits, when and where possible. 
In sub-groups 5 and 7, the children/teens themselves are the 
de facto parents. Often they work full time in order to provide 
enough money for both the children and adults to survive. Time 
is a key issue for those students. It is unrealistic to treat parents 
as one group. The needs and issues are very different.
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TIPS FOR WORKING WITH 
STUDENTS’ PARENTS AND 

GUARDIANS 

Phone systems: Let parents and guardians talk to a real person. 
Phone systems at secondary schools often make it very diffi cult 
to talk to anyone.

•  Have an awards assembly for parents.

•  Identify a clear mechanism for getting information. For 
  affl uent parents, a website is wonderful. For all parents, 
  videos work. The videos need to be short and focused. For 
  example, how to talk to your teenager, how to fi nd out what 
  is happening at the secondary school, how to get your child 
  back to school after a suspension, etc.

•  Another option is a predictable newsletter. It needs to be 
  simple, clear and to the point – and it must include many 
  icons or visuals so that it can be used whether you’re literate 
  or extremely busy. These newsletters can be posted outside 
  the building in glass cases and updated weekly. They can be 
  posted in supermarkets, laundromats, etc. Newsletters can 
  be mailed home, a better option than children carrying 
  them home.

•  Pay parents to come in and call other parents. Have a list of 
  things to say and have two rules: You may not discuss 
  teachers and you may not discuss students other than your 
  own children.
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•  Have gatherings that involve food. For example, anyone can 
  come to the school for 50-cent sausages.

•  If you do parenting classes, don’t call them that. Focus on the 
  student: “How to help your child…” Many parents of  
  teenagers are desperate for good information about teens. 
  Teenagers are typically tight-lipped and, unless you have 
  much opportunity to be around them, as a parent you may not 
  even know what is “normal”. Find ways for individuals with 
  lots of exposure to teenagers to share that information with 
  parents and guardians.

•  Adopt a plot of land to keep landscaped and clean. One 
  school in a very poor neighbourhood did this. Parents took 
  pride in it. (Some even planted tomatoes!)

•  Divide parents up among all the staff members (secretaries 
  included). Each staff member contacts those parents and 
  tells them, “If you have a question you cannot get an answer 
  to, you can always call me.”

•  Create emotional safety for parents by being respectful of their 
  concerns, openly sharing school activities, clarifying 
  behavioural parameters/expectations of the school and 
  identifying available opportunities.

•  For all activities, organisations, handbooks, etc., use simpler 
  formats for giving the information. Liberally use visuals to 
  appeal to the illiterate, the immigrant and the busy.© H
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WORKING WITH PARENTS 
FROM POVERTY

The fi rst issue to address when working with parents from 
poverty is mutual respect. The second is the use of casual 
register. The third is the way discipline is used in the household. 
The fourth is the way time is viewed. And the fi fth is the role of 
school and education in their lives.

First, for many parents in generational poverty, school is not given 
a high priority. It is often feared and resented. Their own personal 
experience may not have been positive, and school is alternately 
viewed as a babysitter or a necessary evil (i.e. “If I don’t send my 
child, I will have to go to court”). Second, when parents come in, 
because of their heavy reliance on a win/lose approach to confl ict, 
they may begin with an in-your-face approach. Remember, they 
are doing this, consciously or unconsciously, as a show of 
strength. Just stay in the adult voice. Use language that is clear 
and straightforward. If you use “educationese”, they’re likely to 
think you’re trying to cheat or trick them.
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Use these kinds of phrases with parents from poverty (these are 
the types of comments they often use with their own children):

•  “Learning this will help your child win more often.”

•  “The mind is a mental weapon that no one can take from you.”

•  “If you do this, your child will be smarter and won’t get 
  cheated or tricked.”

•  “Learning this will help your child make more money.”

•  “This information will help keep your child safer.”

•  “I know you love and care about your child very much or you 
  wouldn’t be here” (but don’t say this if you don’t mean it).

Discipline in generational poverty vacillates from being very 
permissive to very punitive. The emotional mood of the moment 
often determines what occurs. Also, in some cultures, the 
approach to boys is very different from the approach to girls. When 
the discipline is highly punitive, there is often a belief system that 
(a) the harsher the punishment, the greater the forgiveness, and 
(b) the harsher punishment will make the young person stronger 
and tougher. Consequently, the notion of a systematic approach 
to discipline usually doesn’t exist. There is rarely mediation or 
intervention about a behaviour. Generally, it is a slap and a “Quit 
that.” If guidance is being provided to the parent about behaviour, 

use a WHAT, WHY, HOW approach with visuals. © H
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