Communicating
Home to School

Over time, you will learn a lot about the special education process and how to communicate and negotiate on your child’s behalf. While your knowledge, skill, and confidence will naturally increase, there are some specific communication skills that can be very helpful in developing and maintaining a strong partnership with your child’s school. 

Your role as a parent is unique as no one knows and loves your child the way that you do. And, while you may not have all the answers, you want your child to be successful in school and in life. Your passion, as a parent, can help you communicate brilliantly, and sometimes, it can overtake you.  As you continue to learn more about the special education process you will also need to know how to effectively communicate and negotiate on your child’s behalf. While your knowledge, skill, and confidence will naturally increase, and the specific communication skills outlined here can help you develop and maintain a strong partnership with your child’s school.  Parents can use these strategies to ensure better communication during parent-teacher meetings.
7 strategies for successful parent-teacher conference
 
1.  Be prepared.
Make a list of the issues, questions, and possible solutions. Plan how you are willing to contribute and receive in order to achieve the higher goal. Map out what you need to say and write down questions, concerns or any other issue you would want to address.
Referring to these few notes, with key phrases jotted down, can help keep you and the meeting on track.  Start the conference right: be there on time, and plan not to run over the amount of time that has been set aside. 

2.  Watch your emotions
Some meetings with your child’s teachers can be emotional ones.   Keep thoughts of past (or present) problems at school, worst fears, and other negatives from creeping into your mind. Stay focused on your goals.  If possible, bring a friend, a parent mentor or someone else who you can rely on for emotional strength. The best conferences are those in which both teachers and parents stay calm and try hard to work together for one purpose and one purpose only: to help your child do well. Arguing, or blaming each other for problems your child is having, helps no one. 


 3.  Listen, ask questions  
If you don’t understand what someone is saying, tell him or her. Keep asking and wait for responses until you do fully understand. Do not worry that you are being a bother by asking too many questions.  Remember, this is your child and any school decision made will have a profound effect on you and your child.  

It's a good idea to ask your most important questions first, just in case time runs out before you and the teacher have a chance to discuss them all. Be sure to ask the teacher for specific suggestions on ways to help your child do better. This is the most important part of the meeting. It will become your action plan. It's a good idea to end the conference by summing up decisions you've made together. If needed, ask to meet again.

4.  Share Information
You know your child best!  Routinely share information with teachers on any changes affecting or seen in your child.  Create a communication journal, email, phone call or send a note to school with your child.

5.  Clarify your statements 
Paraphrase, or restate so that you and others are clear about what you are expressing.

Explanations often clear up misunderstanding that could cause communication breakdown.
 
6.  Focus on your child
As a parent, you’re in a good position to present alternative solutions that might not occur to those who work for the school system. And, if you’ve done some research, information gathering, or obtained any formal recommendations:

It’s also important to make sure that the focus stays on your child and meeting his or her needs. Sometimes, words like the following can help tighten everyone’s focus:
 
7. Give positive feedback
If someone has been particularly helpful, acknowledge their efforts. Sometimes, especially when frustrations rise, openly appreciating what has gone well, and how hard everyone has worked, helps decrease tension.
After the Conference
Start immediately on the action plan you and the teacher worked out together. If possible, discuss the plan with your child. Make sure he or she knows that you and the teacher care. 
To see if the action plan is working, watch your child's behavior and check your child's class work and homework.
Stay in regular touch with the teacher to discuss the progress your child is making. Meeting with your child's teachers should help build strong parent-teacher partnerships; partnerships that are needed if you and your child's teachers are to reach your common goal of helping your child get the best education possible.
