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Parent-Teacher Conferences 

Roger L. Kroth and Denzil Edge 

During the formative years, a child's parent and teachers are the most significant 
adults in the child's life. Separately and together they provide the care and support, oppor-
tunities to learn, and skills the child needs to become a successful, productive adult 
(Benard, 1991). With the typical child, these significant adults should meet occasionally to 
exchange information about the child's progress. With children who have disabilities, more 
frequent meetings are essential for the child's welfare. In fact, federal law mandates par-
ent-professional meetings at specific points related to the child's placement and educa-
tional programming. 

One of the reasons for the frequently suggested reduction in class size is to give par-
ents and teachers more of a chance to work together. This is especially important with par-
ents of children who have disabilities, to ensure that their children receive the proper indi-
vidual educational programming. Small-group meetings and individual conferences are 
more feasible when the teacher is able to relate to 15 sets of parents instead of 30 sets of 
parents. Frequent interactions allow parents to share information with the teacher, receive 
information from the teacher, and work with the teacher in preventing and solving prob-
lems that involve their children. 

Conferences held before school starts in fall or early in the school year can get the 
child off to the best possible start. Holding conferences early has been demonstrated to 
result in improved grades and attendance and fewer disciplinary contacts. Holding confer-
ences early gives the teacher and parent alike an opportunity to get acquainted and 
exchange pertinent information when both are fresh and do not bring existing problems to 
the exchange. 

CUMULATIVE RECORDS 

In preparing for this first conference, the teacher should review the available 
information about the child and family. Many times, any difficulties the child has had 
in school can be identified early, and the teacher can provide assistance before the child 
gets off to a poor start. The records also may contain a number of inconsistencies that 
can be cleared up in an early conference with the parents. Another good reason for 
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reviewing the school records is to be able to answer par-
ents' questions about information the school has about 
their child. Parents have a legal right to know what is in 
their child's school records. 

A cumulative record folder is available to teachers on 
children who have been in school somewhere else, too. The 
four categories of information to which the teacher should 
pay particular attention pertain to the child's social, acade-
mic, intellectual, and physical growth and development. 

Social History 
From a careful reading of the records, the teacher may 

be able to determine some things about the family constel-
lation and dynamics. For instance, the teacher might be able 
to determine whether the child is living with both parents, 
if both work outside of the home, and whether the family 
includes older children. This type of information can help 
the teacher arrange conferences so the parents can attend 
and might indicate whether older children are available to 
babysit and perhaps help tutor their sibling. Depending on 
the primary language spoken at home, communication may 
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be enhanced by having a bilingual friend accompany the 
parent to a conference, or making available a translator if 
necessary. If both parents work outside the home, arranging 
conferences may be more difficult and require flexibility on 
the teacher's part. 

The cumulative record may contain some information on 
the child's social life-any groups the child belongs to, 
churches attended, and interactions with other children in 
the past. If the record points out any problems with other 
youngsters, the teacher may want to gently explore this with 
the parents at their first meeting. The teacher should be look-
ing for techniques to help the child have some positive early 
experiences in the new school year, and the parents, in turn, 
may be able to provide information that will be useful to the 
teacher. 

At this point, the teacher is seeking to understand the 
child in his or her environment and is looking for areas to 
discuss further with the parents. The teacher is not trying to 
draw conclusions as to why the child behaves as he or she 
does socially but, rather, to determine whether the child's 
social behavior seems to carry over to different environ-
ments. The teacher also is trying to find out how to best con-
duct the forthcoming conference. 

Academic Achievement 
The child's cumulative record includes information such 

as standardized achievement test scores, report cards, writ-
ten reports from previous conferences, and samples of the 
child's work. 

The parents probably received this information in the 
past, but the teacher should not assume that the parents 
always fully understood or remember all the information 
they received. Analysis of the data may raise some questions 
the teacher will want to discuss with the parents. For 
instance, in preparing for a conference about Susie's growth 
in reading as measured by the results of achievement tests 
(see Figure 1), the teacher, Ms. Skinner, noticed that in the 
first and second grades, Susie was achieving in reading on 
grade level, but she leveled off in grades 3 and 4. Ms. Skin-
ner may decide to show the chart to the parent(s) and ask for 
their input. The teacher also may notice a rather large dis-
crepancy between her reading scores and math scores, 
which could be another point to discuss. Does Susie show 
any evidence of the same achievement patterns at home? 

The teacher may want to ask the parents how they feel 
about the reporting system that has been used in the past. 
Parents often do not realize that teachers can give them 
information about their child's progress in ways other than, 
or in addition to, the quarterly report card system the school 
uses. In reviewing Susie's achievement data, Ms. Skinner 
might think that more frequent reporting to the parents 
would benefit the family and Susie alike. 
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Susie 's parents may have samples of her work at home that 
would be useful to Ms. Skinner. Children sometimes do 
school-related tasks-such as writing poetry, keeping track of 
money they earn from an allowance or a job, drawing pic-
tures, or demonstrating computer skills-that can help the 
teacher understand the child's skills and interests. 

Intellectual Level 
Intelligence quotients (IQs) are numbers laden with emo-

tion. Teachers and parents often attach a great deal of signif-
icance to these scores and develop certain expectations that 
may or may not be warranted. Children with hearing loss, 
motor dysfunction, emotional disturbance, and those for 
whom English is not the primary language may have lower 
scores that do not accurately reflect their intellectual level. 

The special educator should be aware of the conditions 
influencing the various intelligence measures, such as lack 
of motivation, that might yield a lower reading. The parents 
may be able to provide additional information about the 
child that will help the teacher better understand the test 
scores. 

Physical Growth and Development 
The cumulative record may contain information on the 

child's physical development that will help the teacher 
answer some of the following questions prior to the child's 
entering class for the new school year. 

• How does the child compare in size to the other chil-
dren who will be in the same room? Will the chair and 
desk be the right size for him? Will anything about his 
disability lead to teasing or hurt feelings? Is the child 
overweight? If so, will this limit his participation in 
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rece activities? Are any physical accommodation 
required? 

• Does the child have any sensorial defects? Routine 
testing by school health personnel may have disclosed 
that she has 20/200 vision. She may show up in class 
without glasses, perhaps because she simply doesn't 
like to wear them, or possibly the family has limited 
financial resources, in which case the teacher might be 
able to refer the family to an appropriate resource for 
help. Or a student's hearing test may reveal that she 
has a mild hearing loss. This should alert the teacher 
to provide special seating in the classroom. 

• How does the child's past attendance record look? 
Did he miss Mondays most frequently? Attention to 
these and other questions about the child's attendance 
at school is often helpful in heading off potential 
problems in school. Obviously, if a child doe n 't 
attend school regularly, the teacher's job becomes 
more difficult. Small gains may be lost because of 
irregular attendance. 

In short, the teacher can pick up helpful bits of informa-
tion from a child's cumulative record, and this information 
can lead to smoother sailing at the beginning of the year. The 
first meeting with a parent can give rise to many questions 
from parent and teacher alike. If the teacher is skillful in ask-
ing questions, parents' responses can yield valuable informa-
tion without the teacher being considered "snoopy." Both the 
teacher and the parents are interested in the child's welfare, 
and most parents appreciate that the teacher has taken the 
time to study the child's records before meeting with them. 

THE INITIAL PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCE 

Some school districts and day-care centers permit and 
even encourage the teacher to have a conference with the 
parents before the child is accepted into a special education 
program. The teacher should prepare for this conference so 
it will run smoothly and be meaningful to both parties. 
Many professionals utilize some sort of outline in their ini-
tial interviews (Maring & Magelky, 1990). 

Educators, too, should have an outline of the information 
they would like to obtain in an interview. The outline pro-
vided in Figure 2 is concerned with the child's growth and 
development, particularly as it relates to the child's educa-
tional life. Although many of the categories are self-evident, 
occasionally teachers forget one or another. Hence the 
importance of having an outline or checklist. 

Present Status 
If the teacher has little or no prior knowledge of the child, 

or there are gaps in the record, the first order of business is 
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Child's name _______________ _ 

A. Present status 
1. Child's age 
2. Sex 
3. Grade/class/last year's teacher's name 

B. Physical appearance and history 
1. General impression the child makes 
2. Obvious physical strengths and limitations 
3. General mannerisms, appearance, etc. 

C. Educational status 
1 . Present school achievement and samples of work 
2. Promotions, accelerations, lack of progress and 

causes 
3. Relations with individual teachers, present and 

past 
4. Books and materials used in the last educational 

setting 
5. Tests, individual or group, and types of measures 

used 

D. Personal traits 
1 . Personality-general statement 
2. Attitudes toward home, friends, self, family, other 

students, school 
3. Hobbies, play life, leisure-time activities 
4. Educational and vocational goals 
5. Likes and dislikes-foods, toys, TV programs, etc. 

E. Home and family 
1 . Individuals in the home 
2. Socioeconomic level 
3. Relations with home-brothers/sisters, parents, 

other relatives 
4. Regular chores, pets, etc. 
5. Cooperation from home 
6. Record at social agencies 

F. Child's work experience (if applicable) 
1. Part-time jobs (summer, after school) 
2. Attitude toward work, etc. 

G. Additional information 
1 . Sending school (if different from this one) 
2. Outside agencies 
3. Private sources: doctor, mental health center, etc. 

(need release forms) 
4. Health information 

FIGURE 2 
Initial Interview Guide 

usually to find out the name the child likes to be called, age, 
present status in school, and similar information of a 
friendly nature. This is a nonthreatening way to begin an 
interview. Even if the teacher has this information, it's a 
good idea to verify its accuracy. 

Physical Appearance 
A brief observation of the child will quickly clue the 

teacher as to any obvious disabilities, and subtle question-
ing may bring out some less obvious characteristics (e.g., 
fine-motor control, mild vision and hearing problems). In 
addition, many children with disabilities have a higher-
than-average incidence of poor health in general, which 
could affect their attendance at school. Knowledge that a 
child has a pending operation or is highly susceptible to 
colds is helpful. If the child is taking medication, arrange-
ments will have to be made and handled according to 
school policy. 

Educational Status 
To supplement the cumulative record, parents should be 

invited to bring samples of their child's work that was sent 
home during the preceding year. And parents can relate 
some of their child's feelings about, and experiences with, 
the previous educational setting. From this input, the teacher 
should be able to ascertain the parents' general attitudes 
toward school. 

Personal Traits 
Exploring the child's hobbies, free-time activities, and 

likes and dislikes can yield useful information for the first 
days of school. For example, books with themes of the chil-
dren's favorite activities may give them an incentive to read. 
Their preferred activities can be incorporated into assign-
ments. The child's hobbies can be topics for "show and tell" 
and are helpful in establishing rapport with the child. 

Home and Family 
Sometimes the first conference is held in the home. If this 

is the case, the observant teacher may detect many charac-
teristics of the family's life that will be useful. Pictures, 
books, magazines, and newspapers reflect the family's 
socioeconomic status. The home environment also indicates 
what references and resources (including a computer) the 
child has available for homework activities. 

Determining the predominant language spoken in the 
home and whether more than one language is used in the 
home is important, as this will influence home-school pro-
grams the teacher may want to set up. Parents may not 
understand written communications to the home. Daily 
report cards may not be productive or may require more 
careful explanation when there are language or cultural dif-
ferences. What may seem to be a lack of cooperation from 
the home may actually be a problem in communication. 

Work Experience 
With an older child, information to be elicited may 

include any jobs the child has had and whether the child is 



currently working. After-school jobs may affect the child's 
performance at school. 

Additional Information 
Parents of exceptional children often have been contacted 

by agencies in addition to school contacts. This information 
does not always appear in the school records but neverthe-
less is important to the teacher. For instance, the parents may 
be involved in conferences held regularly with physical ther-
apists, occupational therapists, psychologists, social work-
ers, and others. These professional specialties each have 
their own philosophical bases and terminology, which 
understandably can be confusing to parents. 

How the parent perceives the involvement with these 
agencies and professionals may shed light on why some 
parents are hesitant to attend parent-teacher conferences. 
It also may explain parents' desire, or lack of desire, to 
carry out certain home-school programs. If the various 
professionals involved with the child unknowingly are 
making inordinate time and energy demands on parents, 
the cumulative effect on the parents can be overwhelming. 
Thus, the teacher can benefit from knowing who is work-
ing with the family. 

Most parents, in our experience, want to cooperate. They 
are willing to work within their limits to facilitate their chil-
dren's growth. The teacher has an obligation to explore the 
parents' and child's limits by carefully studying the cumula-
tive records and skillfully conducting interviews. By under-
standing the demands on parents by a child with a disability, 
the other individuals who live in the house, and the other 
professionals working with the parents, the teacher can plan 
more realistically for the child and have more appropriate 
expectations for parental cooperation. 

REGULARLY SCHEDULED CONFERENCES 

Regularly scheduled conferences are the primary basis of 
parent-teacher interactions. They are identified as a Level 2 
need in the mirror model (see chapter 2). State and federal 
laws require parent-teacher conferences, and they may be 
written into local school policy. Educators who are _skilled in 
conferencing take advantage of these meetings to provide 
parents with information and also to elicit from parents 
information that will further the child's education program. 

The outline in Figure 3 may help you prepare for confer-
ences. Having someone videotape you in an actual or role-
played conference and reviewing the tape also can be helpful. 

Preconf ere nee 
Taking the four preconference steps listed in Figure 3 will 

help the conference go smoothly. First, the teacher should 
prepare some type of notification to be sent home. Although 
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the school may have a form letter, the teacher is responsible 
for notifying the parents and following up in making the 
appointment. Appendix A contains tips for parents that can 
be sent home to help them prepare for this important meet-
ing. Most parents appreciate receiving suggestions. 

In preparing for the conference, the teacher should con-
sult the child's cumulative record, as discussed earlier, then 
develop a plan or agenda. This agenda, of course, should be 
flexible, with the recognition that it may change after the 
conference starts. 

So much has been written on the effects of the envi-
ronment on interaction that this may seem like common 

PRECONFERENCE 
1. Notify the attendees of the following: 

• Purpose 
• Place 
• Time 
• Length of time allotted 

2. Prepare by doing the following: 
• Review child's folder 
• Gather examples of work 
• Prepare materials 

3. Plan agenda. 
4. Arrange environment: 

• Comfortable seating 
• Eliminate distractions 

CONFERENCE 
1 . Welcome and establish rapport. 
2. State the following to the attendees: 

• Purpose 
• Time limitations 
• Note-taking 
• Options for follow-up 

3. Encourage the following: 
• Information-sharing 
• Comments 
• Questions 

4. Listen: 
• Pause once in a while. 
• Look for verbal and nonverbal cues. 
• Ask and answer questions. 

5. Summarize (end on a positive note). 

POSTCONFERENCE 
1 . Review conference with child, if appropriate. 
2. Share information with other school 

personnel, if needed. 
3. Mark calendar for planned follow-up. 

FIGURE 3 
Conference Checklist 
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knowledge, but horror stories are still cited. Parents have 
reported being seated on little chairs while the teacher sits in 
a regular-size chair. Or parents have been seated facing a light 
or a window. Sometimes privacy is lacking to talk over per-
sonal matters. And the teacher and parent may be separated 
from each other by a big table-or have no table at all to use 
for taking notes. Careful planning can avert these situations. 

Conference 
Establishing rapport in a 15-minute conference is a real 

challenge, but it is important. Getting up and meeting the 
parent at the door with a handshake will help get things off 
to a good start (Edge, 1993). And the teacher might relate a 
positive anecdote or mention something special the child did 
that day. The teacher should do something to break the ice-
not just sit there. It is said that the success of a parent-
teacher conference is determined in the first few minutes of 
the meeting. 

Guidelines for the conference should be established at the 
onset. Parents should be informed of the time allotted for the 
meeting. Some research on time-limited therapies suggests that 
people will use the time allotted to them. The information 
exchange tends to be most lively as the deadline for termination 
approaches. If parents do not know how much time they have, 
they may not raise their questions or offer comments before it 
is time to leave. Important things can take place in a short time 
if the participants know what has to be accomplished and how 
much time they have. 

The teacher should ask the parents what they think about 
the teacher's taking notes during the conference. Some like the 
idea and some don't. Sometimes, if the teacher wants to take 
notes and lets the parents know he or she will give them a copy 
of the notes at the end of the meeting, they are willing to go 
along with it. Or the conference can be tape-recorded, but that 
has its own limitations, as discussed previously. 

Parents often have to be encouraged to share information. 
Many parents have a mindset that they are going to a meet-
ing to hear about their child-not to give the teacher infor-
mation about their child. The tip sheets in Appendix A can 
be a boon here. 

Listening is the topic of chapter 5. It is not as easy as it 
may seem because, by nature or training, educators are 
highly verbal. We abhor silence and tend to speak up to fill 
the vacuum. By watching parents' body language and eye 
movements, we should be able to determine whether parents 
want to say something or are waiting for us to proceed. 

The teacher is responsible for summarizing the confer-
ence, although he or she might want to ask the parents to 
recount the most important points to check how well they 
understood what was discussed. Also, the teacher may want 
to schedule a follow-up conference and delineate individual 
responsibilities. 

Postconference 
The child often attends the conferences along with the 

parents. To maximize the child's role, teachers are planning 
student-led conferences in which the student explains the 
goals and objectives of his or her program. Often, students 
participate in planning the goals for the next grading period. 

If the student was not at the conference, the major points 
should be shared with him or her. The teacher often writes up the 
content of the conference, with an indication of what is to tran-
spire before the next conference. 

DEALING WITH AGGRESSION 

Occasionally teachers get involved in a hostile or aggres-
sive interaction (Brooks-Bonner, 1994). Success in meeting 
with hostile parents can result from careful planning, an under-
standing of human behavior, and experience. Prior to the con-
ference, teachers should ask themselves five basic questions: 

1. Do I have confidence in my ability to conduct the 
conference? 

2. Do I know enough about the conference participants? 
3. Do I clearly understand the problem? 
4. Have I scheduled sufficient time for the conference? 
5. Have I developed a plan of action? 

Establishing some ground rules can reduce the emotional 
stress of dealing with angry parties. These rules include the 
following: 

1. Focus on the issues, not the people. 
2. Allow anyone to speak for a given time without 

interruption. 
3. Dismiss a question only when everyone present 

agrees that further discussion is not necessary. 
4. Record the important points. 
5. Include all participants in the proposed solutions. 
6. Ask for the parents' response at appropriate times, 

but do not allow interruptions. 

Parents and teachers must try to reach agreement in outlin-
ing the three steps: defining the problem, analyzing the 
problem, and generating and selecting solutions. 

A counselor was asked to conduct a parent group consist-
ing of parents of children with behavior disorders. The parents 
came to the meeting hostile about a number of events that had 
occurred. In opening the meeting, the counselor asked for 
their concerns, and the parents were eager to have their say: 
Their children didn't like the food. They were having to ride 
the bus too long. There were fights on the playground. 

"Wait a minute. I'm not sure I can remember all of this," 
the counselor said. "Let me write down what you 're say-
ing." He picked up a piece of chalk and went to the board. 



Tips for Dealing With Aggressive Parents 
DO: 
• Listen. 
• Write down what parents say. 
• When they pause, ask what else is bothering them. 
• Exhaust their list of complaints. 
• Ask them to clarify any specific complaints that are 

too general. 
• Show them the list and ask whether it is accurate and 

complete. 
• Ask for their suggestions for solving any of the 

problems listed. 
• Write down their suggestions. 
• As much as possible, mirror their behaviors, verbal 

and nonverbal. For example, if they speak louder, 
speak softer. 

DON'T: 
• Argue. 
• Become defensive. 
• Promise things you can't produce. 
• Own problems that belong to others. 
• Raise your voice. 
• Belittle or minimize the problem. 

Source: Developed by the Parent Center, Albuquerque, NM. 

Immediately the parents quieted as he began to list their con-
cerns one by one. He did not stop to discuss, argue, or 
defend any item as he recorded them. Then the parents clar-
ified the concerns that seemed vague. 

Going down the list, the counselor elicited suggestions 
for solving the problems, and the group generated a list of 
things to do. The counselor tried not to own any of the prob-
lems himself but left them to the parents to resolve. In 
essence, he taught them how to approach the solutions to 
their own problems. He kept his voice low and calm and did-
n't promise anything he couldn't produce. 

When a professional comes on strong, the tendency for 
parents is to get defensive. By listening nonjudgmentally, 
the counselor or teacher gives parents an opportunity to 
purge their feelings. And writing down the concerns slows 
the tempo and assures parents that their concerns are being 
taken seriously. 

CROSS-CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR 
IMPROVING PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCES 

Parents of children with special needs are particularly 
sensitive about discussing their families' and their children's 
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educational needs. This anxiety may be exacerbated if cul-
tural differences come into play. 

Teachers face the challenge of becoming aware of the per-
sonal beliefs, values, and expectations that guide their inter-
actions with others .... If the proper groundwork is laid to 
create a welcoming environment for parents and students, 
and if appropriate interaction practices are used, educators 
can encourage a level of parental involvement that will ben-
efit students academically and socially. (Jordan, Reyes-
Blanes, Peel. Peel, & Lane, 1998) 

They offer the following five guidelines: 

1. Determine whether the conference is casual or pur-
poseful (casual conferences are chatty, unscheduled, 
and informal; purposeful conferences focus on a par-
ticular topic). 

2. Prepare for the conference by finding out about fam-
ily roles and expectations for the child's behavior 
and academic performance. 

3. Become culturally competent. 
4. Plan the physical setting and make sure it is com-

fortable, private, and barrier-free. 
5. Deliver information clearly, constructively, and com-

pletely so the parents will understand it. Avoid jar-
gon, and be sensitive to the family's cultural reaction 
to a child's disability. 

In addition, the teacher should: 

6. Assess the family's cultural background. Do family 
members speak, read, and write English? If so, how 
well? 

7. Make written reports simple, and explain anything 
verbally that the parents don't understand in writing. 

8. Develop a "survival vocabulary" list in the family's 
native language for use with parents and school 
personnel. 

9. To ensure understanding, ask the parents to "echo" 
what you have communicated to them. 

10. Welcome parents warmly into the school and the 
classroom. 

11. Let the parents know their rights and responsibilities 
regarding their children's education. 

12. Provide parents with sufficient information about the 
referral process, legal matters, and financial issues. 
(adapted from Al-Hassan & Gardner, 2002) 

SUMMARY 

Early individual meetings with parents prevent or reduce 
potential problems of attendance, discipline, and dropout, 
have been shown to improve grades, and foster better home-
school contacts. Proper preparation for an initial conference 
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requires research on the part of teachers into the information 
available. A study of the student's cumulative records may 
help in the teacher's developing an agenda and may raise 
questions for the teacher to explore with the parents. 

The first aim of the initial interview is to establish rapport 
with the parents. Then the teacher should proceed with the 
prepared agenda, with a willingness to be flexible. Regularly 
scheduled conferences require preparation in the same way 
that the initial conference does. Most school districts place 
time restrictions on conferences, so to get the most out of the 
limited time for meetings, teachers might send home in 
advance some suggestions and tips on things parents can do 
to prepare for the meeting. 

At the conference, the teacher should have on hand all 
materials needed for the meeting. Teachers should take enough 
time to listen to the parents and encourage them to bring up 
questions and comments. After the conference, the teacher 
should pass along the major points to the child (if the child was 
not present) and to other school personnel, if needed. 

Occasionally a teacher faces a hostile parent. Some 
responses to aggression include keeping cool, listening, 
writing down what the other person says, eliciting sugges-
tions to resolve the concerns, not promising things they can't 
produce, not owning other people's problems, and not 
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becoming defensive. An old adage is, "If you argue with a 
fool, it makes two fools." 
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