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Miscommunication between teachers and parents can have negative effects on children’s
learning, but adapting practices to bridge cultural norms can help teachers, schools and
parents work together to improve children’s educational experiences.

' ne of the greatest challenges
O teachers face in educating
students from diverse
cultures is communicating effec-
tively with their families. Miscom-
munication between teachers and
parents or caregivers is especially
troubling because it can result in
familjes feeling cut off from their
children’s school. What can teachers
do to alleviate some of the problems
they face in communicating with
parents whose backgrounds are
- different from their own?

One solution comes from
Bridging Cultures, a collaborative
workshop series concerned with
cultural values and education. We
focus here on the nature of cross-
cultural miscommunication between
Latino immigrant families and their
children’s teachers, and the experi-
ences of a Bridging Cultures partici-
pant as she searched for ways to
improve communication with
parents.

The Parent-Teacher
Conference

Two examples from our own
experiences illustrate common

miscommunications between teach-
ers and parents. The first author, a
Latina immigrant mother, remem-
bers a parent-teacher conference
with her daughter’s first-grade

" teacher:

I couldn’t understand what the

‘teacher was irying lo communicate

when she commented on my
daughter's performance. I particu-
larly recall two confusing com-
ments that this teacher made:
“Your daughter is very sociable,”
and “Your daughter is outstanding
in...” My tendency as a Mexican
mother was to feel very happy she
was sociable; after all, that was
what I was fostering. However, I
did not know what to do about her
being “outstanding;” I had tried to
teach my daughter not to “show
off.” but it seemed that it was not
working.

By using the term “outstanding,’
the teacher meant to convey the
child’s academic accomplishments,
but what she did not realize was that
she was reporting behavior the
parent did not condone, In fact, an

¥

analysis of this and other parent-
teacher conferences suggests that the
issue of “standing out” has great
potential for cross-cultural misunder-
standing between teachers and
Latino immigrant parents.

The third author, a teacher, was
in conference with a father who was
a Salvadoran immigrant. The teacher
began by enthusiastically telling the
father his daughter was “doing
beautifully in English and in reading,
writing, and speaking.” :

The father responded to thes
comments with great discomfort,
looking down at his lap. He then
pointed out the academic achieve-
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ments of his son, whom he had also brought to the
conference. The teacher, however, was uncomfortable
‘with this new fopic, as revealed in her altered tone of
voice. She relaxed only when she had succeeded in
bringing the conversation back to the daughter, who was
the topic of the conference. However the father then was
- passive for the rest of the conference.

In this case, the father attempted to reframe the
conference in a manner that better fit with his cultural
perspective: that each child should be valued and neither

_ singled out. The teacher, in her effort to maintain the
focus on her pupil, distanced the father and lost the
opportunity to communicate with her student’s family.

These two accounts illustrate how different
culfural perspectives can cause problems in teacher-
parent communication and relationships. The teachers
here expressed an individualistic perspective: they
assumed that the parents’ goals, like their own, were for
their children to become outstanding, intellectually
competent individuals. The parents demonstrated a more
collectivistic view: In the first example, the mother
interpreted “outstanding” as “standing out,” something
that is to be avoided in her culture. And by equating his
daughter’s skills with those of her younger brother, the
father illustrated the value he places on each child as a
coptributing member of the family group, with neither
singled out at the cost of the other. ,

Each cultural model consists of a set of assump-

tioms that are usually taken for granted and therefore
often not recognized as culturally based. Each model also
defines a set of ideals, a set of criteria for socializing and
evaluating children. These ideals may come into conflict
~ when the children of Latino immigrants have teachers
who come from different cultural backgrounds or who
are not sensitive to cultural differences and the potential
misunderstandings or conflicts in values that can result.
‘Teacher-parent culiural conflict does not occur with
every Latino parent or every teacher. Latinos as an ethnic
group are extremely diverse—in education, sécial class,
rura] or urban origin, country of origin, acculturation,
race, etc. Moreover, the same kinds of conflicts that we
describe above can occur whenever there are cultural
differences between teachers and parents, whether the
differences are related to social class or ethnicity.
Teachers therefore need to explore and become informed
about the cultural values systems of their students’
families, not assume them on the basis of ethnicity.
Nonetheless, our research and that of others indicates
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that the historical, economic, and cultural conditions
experienced by many recent immigrants from Mexico
and Central America suggest a pattern of adaptation and
cultural values similar to the one described here.

‘We have found in our work, as others have found,
that Fatino immigrant families are very interested in their
children’s education. However, parents with little
education who immigrate from Latin countries do not
always realize that their values are not the same as the
new culture they are joining, and that their values may be
compromised in pursuit of educational achievement in
the U.S. Understanding culturally-based differences in
perspectives can help teachers communicate and collabo-
rate with Latino parents to support children’s learning: In
some instances, a good understanding of students’-
culture helps schools adjust their own priorities.

The Bridging Cultures Project: A Teacher

Responds
The teacher who participated in the second parent-
teacher conference described above became a member of

‘the Bridging Cultures project when it began in Fall,

1996. Bridging Cultures is an ongoing cross-cultural
professional development effort that has allowed a group
of California teachers and researchers to work
collaboratively to apply research on cross-cultural value
conflict in schools to the education of children from
Latino immigrant families.

This teacher had an opportunity to respond to our
analysis of her parent-teacher conferences during one of
our Bridging Cultures workshops. Excerpts from the
journal she kept point out the conflict she perceived
between promoting students’ academic success and
recognizing their families’ collectivistic values, She was
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particularty concerned with ways to communicate
student progress to parents and the constraints of the
- parent-teacher conference structure.

My awareness of the cultural differences between
collectivistic and individualistic groups has been height-
ened throughout the context of “Bridging Cultures”
meetings. ...Now I realize not only that there are differ-
ences, but I also greatly appreciate the concept that a
bridge must be constructed so as not to value one over
the other.

However, this leads to a conflict. What should be
the ultimate goal of a teacher? Should it be facilitating
the academic success of my students? Or should it be to
facilitate the collectivistic mode valued by the Hispanic
families 1 work with? Maybe it could be a combination of
both goals?... '

When I reflect upon the parent conference situa-
tion, which is soon upon me again, { feel the situation is
not easily resolved. First, I have a time constraint of
Jifteen minutes in a room where other families are
waiting. Second, I am responsible for the academic-
social progress of each child. I show parents how well
their children are doing or where improvement is
necessary.

Group Conferencing

In the course of Bridging Cultures workshops,
teachers proposed and experimented with alternative
practices for conducting parent-teacher conferences. The
teacher above resolved what she had earlier perceived as
a dilemma by developing a new group format for her
conferences, This format, as she describes in the excerpt
below, was in keeping with the collectivistic view held
by many of the parents of her students. A more social
atmosphere put parents at ease and the group context was
more efficient for the teacher. As an added benefit, the
students in the class became active participants, sharing
their progress with their parents. The teacher wrote in her
journal:

In the prescribed practice of parent conferencing,
teachers allot ten to fifteen minutes of conference time
for each parent, This time is used to review a child’s
academic progress, report cards, social skills and recent
state test scores. Most of the time, other parents are
waiting for their time, or several parents arrive at the
same time. In many circumstances the agreed-upon time
is not when the parents show up. Teachers repeat generic

information at each conference. This type of
conferencing tends to be threatening for most parents.

- To incorporate the concept of collectivism, the
cultural orientation in many Hispanic families, I rede-
signed my parent conferencing this year. I scheduled
three group conferences on our Pupil Free Day. For
families that couldn’t attend due to work or other con-
flicts, I arranged a separate time. I divided my children
into three groups according to language and achieve-
ment level 5o as to facilitate a group conference. I had
one English-speaking group and two Spanish-speaking
groups. I arranged the Spanish-language groups when
my paraprofessional could attend and assist in transia-
fion. ) )

Most of the parents arrived on time and sat with me
in a circle with their children. The children presented
théir parents, mostly mothers, with a folder that con-
tained test scoves, report cards, a parent tips list and a
booklet that helps interpret test scores {which is very
hard to understand). [ generally explained the percen-
tiles and stanines of the Stanford 9 or Aprenda and how
the parents can use the resulls to know which academic
areas are strong and which need improvement, I ¢x-
plained the report card format and meaning of the marks
and discussed what my expectations are for the next
quarter. I also discussed what I can do to help students

‘improve and progress academically as well as how the

parents can help at home.

A friendly, comfortable, and warm feeling came
across during the conferencing. Many parents had
questions that benefited the other parents. Parents
conferencing together lent a source of mutual support,
like family members-all supporting each other. This
familial atmosphere is aligned with a collectivistic
model. The children, once the group session was over,
excitedly escorted their parents and siblings to their
desks to share and discuss their portfolios. The children
were glad to be involved in the conferencing process.
The children also took the parents on a tour of the room
to show their displayed work...

I found the group conferencing to be relaxing for
the parents. It was a less threatening environment than
the individual conferencing style ... This
Jformaz.. represented a shift in the balance of power.
After the conferencing time, about one hour, parents
could sign up for a private conference or ask me a few
questions privately.

continued on page 10
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In addition to the benefits listed above, the teacher
reports that she was able to see all 28 parents in.three
days—only six did not attend the group conference.
Parents and children seéemed satisfied with the new
approach and the school principal was so impressed with
the conference design she asked the teacher to lead a
staff development on group conferencing.

Other suggestions for additional collectivistic
adaptations that could strengthen the bridge between
home and school include, for exampie:

(¥ Acknowledging children who use their academic
_ skills to help other siblings at home {e.g., by

reading to a younger child);

Telling parents when their child is particularly

helpful to the teacher or to other classmates.

AT,

>

In addition, the principles contained in the group
conference can be applied to other forms of home-school
contact; for example, this teacher had already had great
success with holding classroom potluck dinners for
children and their families.

Reflecting on the Process
From the parents’ collectivistic perspective, the .
teacher’s new conference format demonstrates that she
can bring together different individuals to achieve
explicit and common goals. Skill in orchestrating harmo-
nious group interaction is more highly valued by parents
with collectivistic values than is one-on-one interaction.
At the same time, the teacher was also able to provide
children with an active-participant role, an invaluable
skill in the culture of the school.
Initially; this teacher seemed to focus on the
pragmatic difficulties of integrating different values into
. her own visualization of what a parent-teacher confer-
ence should look like. Through the Bridging Cultures
workshops and through her own experimentation, this
teacher realized that her goals and the values of‘her
students’ families were not mutually exclusive. Rather,
these goals and values became mutually reinforcing in
her new group conferencing format. By grouping parents
according to children’s achievement level, she was able
to present the parents with an overview of academic
progress at the group level, without singling out indi-
viduals. She used a family process (parent-child commu-
nication) to present parents with their children’s

individual work. In addition, she provided an opportunity .

for parent-teacher consultation on an individual basis.
Most important, however, was the teacher’s
realization that including families’ cultural perspectives
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can benefit students as well as teachers. Including the
students in the conference promoted their identity as part
of the class group and allowed them to reflect on their
academic progress. Thus the students became part of the
bridge between cultures. This change in practices did not
come easily, however. To be able to truly accept that
one’s own perceptions are not the only ones or even the
better ones requires humility and selflessness. These
qualities can be threatening to people raised in a culfure
that places a high priority on building and protecting self
esteem.

Bridging Cultures to Build Better Schools
One of the most important outcomes of the Bridg-
ing Cultures workshops was participants’ recognition of
the fact that their actions as educators are based on the
implicit assumptions of their own cultural framework.

. This realization is necessary to build respect for differ-

ences and a sincere acknowledgment that there is value
in diversity. -

The Bridging Cultures workshops demonstrate
some of the ways that collaboration among parents,
teachers, and researchers can help schools to utilize the
rich cultural resources that immigrant Latino children

" bring to school.
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