QUESTIONS TO TEACHER PANEL

SPEAC MEETING

SEPTEMBER 26, 2006


Teacher Panel:  Luci Davis (MG), Sarah Feather (HS), Raylene Fuchsel (MG) and Valerie Yoast (all schools).

(1) What are positive strategies some parents use, or that you would like parents to use, when seeking to communicate with the school?

Panel liked Ron Clark’s suggestions (see handout)

Find out from the teacher what their preferred method of communication is         (i.e. phone, e-mail)

Send a positive message early in the school year; make some kind of positive contact at the start of the school year

There is a new phone system being implemented in UD so that all teachers will have access to voice mail

Write notes in assignment book

Use little notes/post-its on papers, etc. for quick communication

Assume each new year is just that (i.e., no baggage from prior years)

(2) What strategies do some parents use that you believe foster negativity or mistrust, or that are counter-productive to good communication?

Going to the principal without first speaking with the teacher

Cc:ing everyone in the district, or many members of the administration makes teachers feel put on the spot.  This is especially a concern when teachers do not have knowledge of the problem being discussed.

Not keeping a sense of humor

Talking negatively about a teacher/school situation in front of children at home (parents be warned: kids often repeat things in school!)

(3) The Consultants’ report indicates that “there continues to be an adversarial relationship between a few parents and the district.  This culture of mistrust, defensiveness and conflict is very counterproductive…this type of adversarial advocacy ‘prevents good things from happening’ for many students”.

(a) What are your thoughts on how to improve this situation?

Keep open, positive communication

Don’t tell child of problems with teachers/school

Respect avenues of communication

Prepare an agenda for the IEP meeting; make sure parents’ input is included.  This helps everyone stay on task and feel that their concerns are being addressed.

Sitting down 1:1 to discuss problems can be a positive, effective strategy to resolve issues.

Let’s work on not bringing up past history.  

(b) In what ways is this situation “preventing good things from happening”.  Please give examples.

The negative atmosphere affects the team’s energy and takes time and energy away from addressing the needs of the child.

(4) What do you wish that parents understood about your job? 

Teachers are one person with many different duties.  One panelist described it as working as a doctor, but without an administrator, secretary, nurse, etc. to help.

There are heavy paperwork requirements – and the requirements change frequently, resulting in learning new forms, procedures, etc.

Special ed teachers don’t always have the same assistants in the classroom every year, which results in a “getting to know you” period.

Teaching  is not a 9 or 10 mo. job.  Over the summer, teachers prepare for the next year and attend conferences and trainings.

Teachers are human, too.  They can forget things, etc.

Teachers have 20+ different kids every year.  They strive to know each child each child as an individual learner.  The following year, 20+ new individual learners enter the classroom.

Just as teachers should remember that parents are advocates for their child, parents should know that teachers do this job because they care about children.

(5) How can parents show appreciation for teachers they feel are excelling at their jobs?

Say Thank You!  

Send a note, or chocolate

Send a letter to administration and cc: teacher if parents are happy with what the teacher is doing

Put positive notes on homework sheets, Friday folders or assignment books

(6) What is the most appropriate time and medium for communicating with teachers?

Ask the child’s teacher what their preferred way is (e-mail, phone)

(7) IEP meetings can be frustrating and emotional for everyone.  Do you have ideas on how communication at these meetings can be kept constructive even when disagreements cannot be resolved? (examples:  facilitated IEP meetings, etc.).

Create an agenda, with parent input.  With this document, all concerns are outlined up front.  The agenda makes sure all concerns will be addressed, and helps the meeting flow smoother.

At the IEP meeting, the team can create an agenda for the next meeting.

(8) Parents of children with behavior issues (e.g. autism) often have to deal with behavior at home that is a result of something happening at school (and vice versa).  Many parents feel a daily communication log is critical to understand what is going on with their child, because these children are often non-communicative.  Recognizing the burden that maintaining a daily log can create for teachers, what ways do you suggest to best meet this need (e.g. checklists, daily e-mails, etc.)?

A daily simple checklist may work.

Weekly communication log

Can use Friday folder for communication.

Communication can be tailored to the needs of the child – certain issues may require more frequent communication

(9)  As a parent, I often perceive that teachers are listening to me with a filter, making assumptions about my motivation. It seems that Upper Dublin parents as a group have the reputation for being pushy and demanding about their children, sometimes without any basis. For example, they ask for special circumstances for their child, when it is not warranted. (IS that the reputation we have in general amongst the teachers??) So, when I believe my gifted child needs some exception in the elementary school classroom, usually to receive more challenging work, I find that most teachers 1)assume that I am not justified in my request, 2)do not ask me WHY I think my child needs something out of the ordinary, 3) don't react to what I'm saying unless I really get pushy. I find myself becoming a demanding and frustrated parent, when I didn't start out that way. What is your advice?

Parents can be demanding; parents should define what it is they want.  

Bring the IEP team together

Utilize positive communication strategies

Be up front about your feelings, i.e., say, “I feel like I am being pushy, how can I…”

(10) How much is “too much” communication?  Is once weekly phone or e-mail communication too much?

It depends on the needs of the child.

A once/week note is usually good.  Sometimes a daily checklist is appropriate.

Every day communication for every child in the class is too much.

Can use Friday folder for weekly communication.

(11) What three goals or initiatives would you like to see implemented by SPEAC?

Teacher-parent communication handbook

Library –expand TAPELS and consider UD Library so more people could have access

Enter legislative environment re: special education and services

Newsletter

(12) As a teacher, what is your opinion regarding the district sharing information at or before IEP meetings about all of the available programs for students ( i.e. reading) so that parents can play a part in the decisions about the type of specific program their child will be involved with?

The panel did not think this was a problem; one panelist said this should routinely take place and was best practice.

Programs can be individualized for each student and tailored to meet their needs.

(13) How do you approach a teacher about a problem that may involve his/her teaching style that is negatively affecting your child and other children?

Part of the team can observe the teacher and give examples to the teacher (i.e., this child is a visual learner, so you might try this).

A parent can approach and say something like, “It may not be you, but my child is a _________(i.e. visual) learner and this is how she learns.  She benefits from…”  (Frame it positive!)

Teachers do need to adjust to the needs of students, but demanding that a child be removed from a specific classroom is not always the right approach.  It does not teach the child how to problem solve, or how to work with different types of people.

(14) When you email a teacher, what is the appropriate amount of time to wait before you follow up? 

24 hours.  If it is an emergency, follow up with a phone call.

Approach teacher again, “I don’t mean to be pushy, but I really need to know this…”

Know that sometimes there are computer issues.

(15) How can I be sure my child’s IEP is being followed in the classroom?

Ask child (i.e. do you have a seat cushion, did you receive extra time to take the science test)

Parents can make an appt. to observe the classroom (remember: you need to make an appointment!)

Prioritize global accommodations.  It is more effective to focus on 5 or 6 of the most useful accommodations throughout the school day than to have a list of 50 accommodations to keep track of.

Ask the teacher.

(16) What type of issues do you wish parents would bring to your attention?

Homework problems

Issues with friends at school

Family concerns that affect the child (i.e. dad’s extended business trip, divorce)

(17) What is your advice to a parent [of a gifted child] who has been told by a teacher their preference for staying within the curriculum and established agenda of the classroom if they believe that does not meet their child’s needs?

Be specific about what you want, give concrete examples

Gather IEP team together – be specific about goals

Create Agenda for IEP meeting

The new curriculum does have support and enrichment built into it.

(18) 
What aspect of listening to teachers do parents need to improve the most? Are there some areas where you think parents don't listen well, or don't respect what you're saying enough?

 

Listen to what teachers are saying and recommending.  



Assume what the teacher is saying is true



Acknowledge that there are different ways to reach a goal; sometimes a method a parent requests is not appropriate to the school or classroom environment.

(19) Why are IEPs only held on a (specific day) at my child’s school?

Each school building has one day for IEP meetings so that the school can arrange substitutes and arrange for all special ed teachers and therapists to be at the meeting.  Everyone being at the same school on the same day facilitates this.

Can call and request a different date – request that the IEP teacher set up a meeting on a different day.

Insight from Susan Shenberger, Director of Special Education:  Mrs. Shenberger shared Dr. Richard Villa’s concern that IEP meetings tend to focus on the negative, i.e. what the child can’t do, or the child’s weaknesses.  Instead, it would be great if we could focus on the child’s strengths – and start  IEP meetings focusing on what the child does well.

