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What Sort of Parents do Teachers Like?

Before I interviewed Lisa, mother of four with three high school graduations under her belt, I imagined that she would be very actively interested and involved in her children’s education.  I believed this for two reasons: firstly, she is a good person and a wonderful parent (I have it on good authority), and she is a social-worker who has a strong sense of duty and a firm moral foundation.  I believed that these things would, by their very nature, make her the type of parent that teachers want to deal with—sensible, understanding, and always ready to become involved and help their children.  This opinion now seems very naïve to me, but I think this is what my image of a “good” parent always was.  What I discovered was that you can be a great person, an idealist, full of hope and concern for your children, and still not be very involved in their high school education.  Even writing this now makes me feel a little awkward, it just seems wrong to say that she isn’t very involved.  The idea that good parents are highly involved in just entrenched in my perception, but I can’t pinpoint from exactly where this idea comes.  Looking back on my own experiences in high school, I don’t remember my parents being very involved, but I always imagine them as good parents.  The danger of this belief is that I will brand good parents as poor ones, only because they seem disconnected from the academic life of their children.  This is a serious problem, because parents can very easily be offended by the assumption that they don’t care about their kids, and many teachers apparently subtly hint at this sort of thing.  I don’t want to be in an oppositional relationship with parents because we both want the same thing—a good education for their children.  
The course of the interview was free-wheeling; I knew I wanted to talk about parent-teacher-school communication and involvement, as well as the English curriculum as she saw it, but beyond that I just wanted to get a little experience talking to a parent as a professional.  I started off by asking Lisa questions about how open the school appeared to be to involving and communicating with parents.  Her answers all pointed to a lack of much effort on either side; that is, the school made no special effort to get her involved and she saw no reason to become very involved.  This, of course, struck me as odd so I pursued it.  Lisa indicated that, while things like email updates from teachers were always nice (and rare, she only reported one high school teacher doing this) they took a lot of time for teachers, and she respected that they were often too busy for this sort of thing.  She also trusted teachers, even though she questioned why she did because she really doesn’t know them at all, and she believed that the teachers would alert her to any problems that her son (the most recent graduate) was having.  
Lisa’s primary view of parent/teacher communication is that it would only be necessary when there was a problem.  She wasn’t even aware of the CenterPoint program (a database-driven website that keeps records of grades, class schedules, assignments, etc.) until her son was almost graduated, and even then she felt no strong compulsion to use it.  Lisa did appreciate the automated calls that she would receive if there was some problem with attendance, however.  Again the focus is on communication of problems more than simple updates.  She seemed to trust that much of what was going on was basically as it should be.  This showed a fairly high opinion of school teachers, which I believe is fairly typical of many parents.  
We talked for a while about the difference between grade school and middle school as opposed to high school.  She mentioned that there was a great deal more communication in those years, but this was mainly because her children talked more about it, spurring her own interest and sometimes questions for the teachers.  As her children aged they became more distant and uncommunicative, and thus Lisa rarely knew what they were working on.  She always assumed that it was engaging and appropriate.  
Lisa mentioned that things here in Iowa were a little different than in Oklahoma, from where she had recently moved.  There, she said, they had lived in a community that had a large Mormon population, and because of this the school was very strict about informing parents about any potentially controversial material that they were covering in class.  She talked in particular about the notes that she would often receive about movies that were being screened—she only remembered seeing one of these here in Cedar Rapids, but even then she never objected to any material.  She didn’t seem to mind one way or another about the subject.  

There was one way that Lisa always felt involved, and that was with sports and extracurricular activities.  She had always felt welcomed and needed when it came to organizing and participating in sports events.  She talked about volunteering at the concession stands for football games and other such activities, and she felt that this was a way that her son would accept her involvement more than working on homework or talking about academic subjects.  She seemed to genuinely appreciate this sort of involvement, and found no incongruity between being interested in sports and not schoolwork.  What goes on in the classrooms is not fit for spectators, and there are few forums for demonstrating learning in public venues, so it makes sense that Lisa would feel more comfortable being involved with something that did aim to present itself to the public.  
The most pressing and obvious reasons that Lisa did not become overly involved in her children’s secondary education are time constraints.  She is a busy woman, and her children are equally busy.  When they do get some time together, they rarely discuss school because there are more pressing matters to attend to.  She only rarely went to conferences as well, for the same reasons, unless there was some problem.  
We talked about the curriculum, and whether or not Lisa believed it was engaging, useful, and appropriate, but as Lisa rarely knew what her children were reading she wasn’t able to definitively answer many of the questions.  She did say that her impression was that they were usually reading the classics (or the canon) and she liked that.  Even if there were controversial issues, they never seemed to cause any real problems for her children so she believed that they were being dealt with correctly.  

When prompted to give advice that might help shape the teachers of tomorrow, Lisa admonished me to “Remain compassionate.”  She didn’t like teachers who seemed never to make an effort to understand their students’ unique situations, and who lacked compassion for them.  She had seen burned out teachers, and she felt that it was a shame that some teachers seemed to quit trying.  She wanted me to stay focused on the students, and try to understand them and, I believe, their parents.

When I juxtapose the interview with my own experiences I can see that Lisa is much like my own mother, and probably many other parents out there.  My parents trusted me after I became a middle school student, and they assumed that I was assigned appropriate work and I was doing it to the best of my ability.  I don’t remember any significant contact between the school and my parents, in fact I can’t remember ever going to any conferences past grade school either.  This doesn’t mean that my parents didn’t care, but they believed that the school was doing what it was supposed to be doing, as was I.  If there was cause for any alarm, I think they would have stepped in and tried to understand what was going on.  I think, however, in my case my parents could have done well to pay more attention to what I was doing.  I didn’t read a lot of the material that I was assigned, and I now regret that.  I think that if the teachers had either communicated this to my parents or my parents paid a little more attention to what I was doing in school, I would have gotten more out of my high school experience.  Parents may place a lot of trust in their children and the school, but sometimes this may have unintended negative consequences.  What this means is that I have an increased responsibility as a teacher.
My role as a high school English teacher places me in a position that I can relate to as a parent more than a professional.  I have a responsibility to teach children on the one hand, but I am given broad latitude to decide how I will do that on the other.  The parents of my students trust that I will not only choose materials that will enhance and guide their children’s understanding of literacy, but also that I will work with them to help them understand and engage with the material.  I can tell the parents what’s going on in class through email, CenterPoint or similar programs, phone calls, conferences, and a number of other methods, but perhaps I shouldn’t have to worry about it so much.  While Lisa enjoyed receiving emails, the lack of communication from other teachers didn’t seem to bother her.  I’m not claiming that I would rather not communicate with parents—in fact I think that I am more committed to doing so now—but I no longer believe that the parents who do not respond don’t care about their kids.  I have always been a very communicative person, but I have also been disappointed many times by the lack of reciprocity.  When I was younger, I assumed it was because I was an annoying person and unlikable (definitely still possible) but now that I am a bit older and more mature, I believe that most people are simply not interested in long, drawn out conversations if they feel there is little to gain from them.  This has manifested in my propensity to write ridiculously long posts on internet message boards and emails, only to find that people either don’t read them or read them and don’t respond.  I have been battling this personally for some time, and the interview only reinforced the idea that I need to worry less about response.  Lisa has no time to engage in a lengthy discussion of her son’s academic achievements, but she wouldn’t mind an update here and there.  This doesn’t make her a bad person; many great parents of brilliant children are the same as are some questionable parents of struggling students.  In fact, the less a student struggles, the less reason there is for alarm and intervention by the parents.  

As a (new) parent myself, I can understand the desire to believe that the people watching my child know what they’re doing.  I don’t actually have much of a clue what she does all day at her daycare, but I know she seems well-fed, well-rested, and appears to enjoy being there.  That’s good enough for me.  I know that the crew there is busy, and I don’t expect them to call me every time they change Miranda’s diaper or read a book to her; it’s enough that I know those things are happening.  That doesn’t make me a bad parent any more than Lisa is for not knowing what novel her son is reading at any given moment.  The trick is to remember this as a teacher, and not make judgments on the parents that seem less involved.  I can tell this is going to be difficult because, again, I feel strange just writing that last statement, but I do think that it’s something I need to work on.
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