
T eachers, parents, and professors 
of education are bound together 
by a common concern and in 

terest, the quality of education that 
children receive in schools. Histori 
cally, however, these groups have had 
little substantive communication with 
each other.

Parents have been unhappy over 
the inaccessibility of schools and 
their lack of responsiveness to the 
communities they serve. Teachers 
complain about the irrelevance of 
their professional training. Professors 
are critical of the resistance to cur 
riculum change on the part of school 
personnel. Members of each group 
attack and counterattack each other, 
blaming the "failure" of schools on 
each other.

In recent years, however, partly 
due to societal changes, the hostility 
among these groups has begun to 
change as teachers, professors, and 
parents have begun to work together 
toward common goals. In many 
cases, federal courts, federal and state 
legislation, and state education de 
partments have established guide 
lines that mandate collaboration 
among representatives of these three 
groups.

During a two-year federally funded 
Teacher Corps project that focused 
on school change, I served as a par 
ticipant/observer of just such a col 
laboration of parents, professors, and 
teachers. Throughout the project, I 
was able to note how group mem 
bers' views, perceptions, and attitudes 
were modified over time. And at the 
end of the project I interviewed sev-
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eral parents, professors, and teachers 
to find out their attitudes toward 
each other during the initial phases 
of the project. A number of recurring 
themes surfaced from these discus 
sions. They illustrate some of the 
major differences and similarities 
among the groups that created tension 
and led to progress as individuals 
traveled across cultures and learned 
to relate to each other in new colla 
borative modes.

Roadblocks to Cooperation
Theme I: We Are Frustrated, Dis 
satisfied, and Distrustful. A s the 
school was the focal point for change, 
teachers felt particularly vulnerable 
and assaulted on all sides. With the 
awarding of a large federal grant, 
some suspected that the college peo 
ple would take the money and spend 
it as they saw fit. Professors, through 
newly developed inservice training 
programs, would be telling them how 
to teach.

The teachers were also ambivalent 
about the role of parents in the 
school. For some, the place of par 
ents was in the home. Although they 
could be helpful in school, the tasks 
that parents were able to perform 
could be done by high school or col 
lege students. Their role, the teachers 
believed, was to concentrate more on 
being good parents. Some teachers 
viewed the school as their turf, not to 
be invaded by an active group of 
well-meaning parents who might 
seize control. Years of professional 
training and experience had en 
franchised them with the right to 
make educational policy: curricula: 
decisions should not be shared with 
laypersons. These perceptions were 
reflected in this comment made by a 
teacher as the project began.

Parents are nosy. They want to tell 
teachers what to do. Give them an inch and 
they will take a mile. . . . They don't know 
when to quit. I feel that they are going 
to take over. I see an awful lot of "we will 
do what we please." They don't have the 
right to tell you what they think you 
should be doing.

Teachers also felt vulnerable to 
the internal politics of the school sys 
tem. Could they afford to make the 
curriculum changes that others were 
demanding at the risk of offending 
school administrators who sent mixed 
messages? Administrators have ways 
of retaliating and harassing teachers 
they perceive as being uncooperative. 
A local teacher association represen 
tative expressed a lack of mutual 
trust and respect between teachers 
and administrators:

Teachers are accustomed to authority. 
They're always being told to do something 
by somebody. You have very little control 
over what you do. . . . They accept a lot 
from administrators. You have to put it 
the other way. The administrators think 
of themselves as being up there and talk 
down to us. That's the complaint that the 
teachers have against some of them. . . . 
when, in fact, many of the teachers have 
more degrees of achievement, and they feel 
they are out there on the frontlines. . . .

Dissatisfaction with inadequate in 
structional support systems, poor 
school facilities, scheduling that frag 
mented the school day, and un- 
motivated, hard-to-manage children 
created additional frustrations for the 
teachers.

Parents were often unsure of their 
roles and responsibilities in the 
school. Should the nature of their 
participation be limited to bake sales 
or could they really be included in
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making significant decisions? Insecu 
rity with respect to their parenting 
skills, feelings of inferiority stemming 
from their own failures in the very 
schools their children attended, and 
conflicting thoughts as to their proper 
place in relation to the school created 
anxiety and frustration. The lack of 
adequate communication between 
home and school, which would have 
permitted them to share their feel 
ings, exacerbated existing tensions 
and dissatisfaction. 1

Of the three groups, the college 
faculty had greater prestige and a 
sense of confidence so they were not 
usually consumed by feelings of help 
lessness. They too, however, sensed 
frustration when they could not ma 
nipulate the college to make changes 
that would have enabled them to col 
laborate more effectively. They also 
felt less effective when they failed to 
influence school teachers to their way 
of thinking or lost ground with school 
administrators in a power struggle 
over how project dollars would be 
spent.

Professors also had to cope with 
frustration as they familiarized them 
selves with a foreign environment, 
the public school; defined the nature 
of their relationships with its inhabi 
tants; and explored the dynamics of 
a new role.
Theme 2: We Know What's Best for 
Children. "We at the college are con 
fident about what it is to teach young 
children." In this case, college faculty 
perceived themselves as valuing the 
"whole child." Although they con 
sidered basic skills essential, they 
stressed the affective domain. A cur 
riculum tailored to individual chil 
dren which encourages creativity, 
they believed, is superior.

The college faculty felt the school

teachers placed inordinate emphasis 
on skillbuilding. They noted that con 
cepts were presented to whole groups 
in an environment that was punitive 
and disrespectful of children. Con 
formity was encouraged while crea 
tivity was squelched.

Teachers, on the other hand, be 
lieved that children needed to learn 
to follow rules and regulations and 
learn basic skills so they could cope 
with society as it is. In their views, 
college professors, with their play 
orientation to learning, did not have 
a realistic view of today's children or 
of contemporary demands being made 
on teachers. Professors saw schools 
as they were when they were teach 
ing, years ago. Times have changed; 
children and schools are drastically 
different. The teacher's role has been 
redefined in light of numerous devel 
opments—the publication of test 
scores, requirements to follow curri 
culum guides, the inclusion of special 
needs children into regular class 
rooms, programs of racial integra 
tion, and the fragmentation of the 
school day to accommodate special 
ists in a multitude of areas. These 
developments have greatly affected 
the school curriculum: what teachers 
are teaching, as well as why and how 
they were doing it.

Parents wanted their children to 
receive a quality education. Although 
"quality" has different meanings for 
each parent, most of those inter 
viewed wanted their children to be 
happy in a school with competent 
teachers who would provide their 
children with an education that 
would enable them to do better, to 
get "further ahead" than they had.

The parents were somewhat un 
certain as to their qualifications to 
voice opinions about school pro 

grams and unsure of new curriculum 
innovations. Their observations led 
them to "common sense" conclusions 
that a "lack of discipline" in the 
school, the absence of a school li 
brary, a leaky roof, or poor building 
maintenance by custodians were bad 
for their children.
Theme 3: They Are a Totally Dij- 
jerent Breed. Middle-class .teachers 
and professors had little appreciation 
or understanding of the political, 
social, and economic pressures of the 
daily life of welfare families who 
lived in public housing projects sur 
rounding the school. In this particu 
lar setting, more than 50 percent of 
the pupils lived in subsidized housing 
and close to 40 percent came from 
single-parent families.*

Some teachers indicated that par 
ents with little formal education 
placed little value on education for 
their children. They believed that 
parents did not know the proper way 
to conduct themselves in a school 
environment. Parents appeared to 
have little confidence in themselves; 
they expressed themselves in unre 
fined ways and dressed inappropri 
ately. They believed that parents 
might eliminate procedural steps in 
the usual decision-making process or 
would not respect the sanctity of 
what was overheard in the teachers' 
room by gossiping in school neigh 
borhoods.

Parents tended to feel inferior to 
teachers whom they placed "on a 
pedestal," and expressed uneasiness 
during the superficial encounters they 
had with teachers. A mother de 
scribed how she perceived teachers 
before she became actively involved 
with the collaborative:

They feel they are better, more educated 
than the parent who walks through the

Teachers, professors, and parents 
mistrust one another at first, but can learn 
to work together.
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door. A lot of teachers come across this 
way. They think they are higher. I was 
intimidated by this. Maybe it's me because 
of my own perception of myself.

Parents viewed teachers in much 
the same way that teachers perceived 
professors. A teacher shared her 
perceptions:

College professors have a very strong 
patronizing attitude. There is an air about 
them. They have a stake in academia. Deep 
down inside, they are regular people, but 
there is a mystique about them that they 
have to perpetuate.

Teachers noted that professors 
often talked about esoteric research 
studies. They used jargon the way 
lawyers and doctors do so that no one 
could understand them. Some teach 
ers viewed professors as theorists. 
They were perceived to be intelligent 
and highly philosophical, but not 
"street smart" enough to deal with 
the challenges of everyday teaching. 
They appeared to be closed, unyield 
ing, and elitist; unwilling to recognize 
the expertise of other groups or the 
possible value of the contributions 
that other group members could make 
to the aims of education.

College people appeared to behave 
differently socially as well. One 
teacher suggested that professors had 
a strong need to have a deep human 
encounter every time they met some 
one. Much time was spent introduc 
ing one another, meeting in "pro 
cess" groups where members were 
always seated in a circle so they 
could be "face to face," creating an 
atmosphere of intimacy that some 
teachers found threatening.

Professors claimed that teachers 
were rigid and unwilling to compro 
mise. They wondered if teachers 
possessed a different cognitive style 
that fostered quick action and reac 
tion to a problem, prohibiting them 
from slowly thinking through an 
issue. Teachers appeared to lack real 
intellectual curiosity; a commitment 
to lifelong learning. Professors attrib 
uted the narrowness of teachers to 
their parochial backgrounds which

I typically included a traditional public 
or private school education and a 
college experience at the local state 
institution, followed by teaching in 
the neighborhood they grew up in.
Theme 4: It's Always Been Done 
This Way. Membership in the com 
plex, interdependent organization of 
the collaborative required changes in 
the individuals and organizations 
participating and this often met with 
resistance. Representatives of each 
group had their own ideas as to how 
certain tasks should be accomplished. 
The interplay of ideas among mem 
bers sometimes resulted in a format 
that was new to one or all members.

For example, the method of hir 
ing employees of the collaborative 
varied from the usual. The lengthy 
screening and interviewing process 
of candidates by all representatives 
of the collaborative was perceived to 
be cumbersome and inefficient by 
those in the school system who were 
comfortable using existing "patron 
age" channels.

Teachers, who did not have much 
experience in systematically analyz 
ing schoolwide problems with their 
colleagues, discovered that such an 
approach required more of their free 
periods and afterschool time. A 
teacher described a behavioral ex 
pectation that had become a norm 
in her school system:

Well, for one thing, the teachers here 
are not accustomed to having to work be 
yond the school day, as opposed to teachers 
in other school systems. You know, for 
example, that if you are going to teach 
in Town X, your school day is going to be 
a long day. You're going to be there. You 
have a lot of preparation and team work 
and all that stuff. Here, that has not been 
the case. I mean, everybody leaves and 
that's the customary way to do things. . . .

Dialogue with colleagues and 
parents over important issues often

led to associations with others out 
side of school. It also led to ques 
tioning authorities more openly and 
relating to colleagues (special educa 
tion teachers) who were considered 
off limits. These are examples of in 
stitutional codes of behavior that 
were violated.

The college was asked to redefine 
work-load formulas to enable faculty 
members to work on site. Course 
formats and existing structures for 
awarding credit were challenged. The 
roles and responsibilities of profes 
sors working in the collaborative 
were subject to sharp redefinition 
and routine methods of operating 
constantly came under challenge.

Collaboration also required that 
parents and other community mem 
bers alter their perceptions of them 
selves and their roles and relation 
ships with the schools. Learning to 
use political power effectively, re 
lating to teachers and professors in 
new situations, taking courses in 
parent education or curriculum for 
the first time, and arranging their 
family responsibilities so they could 
participate in collaborative activities 
were some of the demands and chal 
lenges on parents that required varia 
tions from usual behaviors and rou 
tines.

In each case, the forces for change 
met with opposition as individuals
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and institutions preferred to cling to 
the comfort and security that come 
with habitual ways of operating.

These four themes illustrate the 
stereotypical perceptions that parents, 
professors, and school teachers had 
of each other. As members of these 
groups interacted in various ways 
over time within a collaborative 
framework to solve problems of 
mutual interest, these stereotypes be 
gan to slowly break down. Attitudes 
and opinions of others were reas 
sessed and reshaped, fostering a real 
partnership.

Building Bridges: 
Dismantling Stereotypes
There are a number of factors that 
support and enhance collaboration 
and nurture an environment that pro 
motes greater understanding among 
group members. These factors in 
clude: communication, leadership, 
mutual trust and respect, reciprocity, 
rewards and incentives, influence and

responsibility, and ongoing evalua 
tion. 3 Through the activities that 
group members design to achieve 
their common goals, which embrace 
the above factors, collaborators begin 
to understand each other's point of 
view.

One such activity in this project 
was the transformation of an unused 
classroom into a school library. 
Parent volunteers participated in a 
library science module taught by the 
college librarian to learn how to 
catalog and process books. They 
constructed shelves, made furniture, 
and painted the room with the sup 
port of learning environment special 
ists. The school principal and teach 
ers assisted in these tasks as well. 
Through a joint planning committee, 
a policy for the library's operation 
was established. All three of the 
major groups—parents, teachers, and 
professors—contributed to its suc 
cess.

The development of a corps of 
parent classroom aides is another 
illustration of this successful partner 
ship. Teachers presented ideas as to 
how parent tutors might be used in 
classrooms and showed their con 
cerns as to the competencies and 
qualities that the parents should pos 

sess. As a result, parents enrolled in 
a training program provided by col 
lege personnel to familiarize them 
with new curriculum, methods anc 
materials and to prepare them to 
work with children. Sixty parent: 
now serve as volunteer tutors in a 
program which teachers believe i: 
indispensable.

A third example of collaboration 
at work was the design of a field- 
based master's degree program of 
fered by the college. School admin 
istrators and teacher representatives 
assisted in developing a new gradu 
ate program to enable educators to 
earn an advanced degree in the con 
text of their school community. Theii 
input was invaluable in the formula 
tion of a strategy for teachers to inte 
grate the development of new skill 
and interests with their daily respon 
sibilities as practitioners.

In each of these instances, mem 
bers of the collaborative used thei 
differences, providing a rich array o 
resources toward accomplishing thei 
mutual goals.

Avenues Toward Cooperation
During the final year of the Project 
I noted considerable changes 
group members' perceptions of eacl 
other and the degree of confidenc 
they had in themselves. Through these 
changes, we now have four positiv 
themes that represent resolution o 
the initial themes.
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Theme 1: We Can Solve Our Prob 
lems Together. The Collaborative 
provided a forum through which its 
members could vent their frustrations, 
air their disagreements, and express 
their hopes. Complaints, unrealistic 
expectations, and dependence on 
omnipotent consultants faded as 
members began to realize their po 
tential strengths. They took owner 
ship, accepting responsibility for the 
direction of their own program. They 
developed increasing trust and respect 
for each other.

Teachers recognized that there was 
a place for professors of education in 
their school. Professors helped to 
stimulate growth and renewal in 
teachers by working directly in class 
rooms. They offered workshops and 
courses on-site, assisting in school 
problem solving. Professors worked 
with parents and shared the college's 
resources, providing a network for 
the exchange of human and material 
resources among the school and col 
lege and other school systems.

By working directly with teachers 
on their problems, professors gained 
new insights into the teaching role 
and brought this understanding to 
students in training at the college 
along with successful methods and 
approaches to teaching and learning 
that they themselves had tested in the 
field.

Professors and teachers recognized 
the meaningful roles that parents 
could play in the school as well. 
Parents served as teacher's aides, 
worked as tutors and library assis 
tants, served on committees, and 
sponsored and organized ancillary 
programs. Teachers and professors 
learned from parents. One parent 
commented:

They have a respect for parents in a 
different way. If you are more aware of 
the daily problems, things that happen, 
how parents feel, you can relate to them 
better and actually relate to kids better. . . .

Parents have used their political 
power in cooperation with teachers 
and other community representatives 
to get things done. Just recently, 
almost one year after the termination 
of this project, the school committee 
in the community voted to reduce 
their teaching force at the school, 
which was the focal point of the col 
laborative. Teachers, fearing repris 
als, were reluctant to take action. 
Parents volontarily made a presenta 

tion before the school committee, 
organized a demonstration, and dis 
seminated information to the media. 
As a result of their efforts, the deci 
sion was overturned.

Theme 2: Our Goals Are Similar. 
Those seemingly wide philosophical 
gaps dividing representatives of com 
munity, college, and school system 
narrowed.

A parent described what she hopes 
the school system will offer her child: 
"I want my child to receive a good 
quality education. I hope that he will 
gain a confidence in himself and his 
ability to do the work. I also want 
him to relate to teachers as human 
beings." Which teachers and profes 
sors can quarrel with those goals?

Although parents, professors, and 
teachers continue to hold strong 
opinions as to what is best for chil 
dren, they have gained greater appre 
ciation, tolerance, and understanding 
of each other's views. They see the 
value in what each has to offer: they 
are more flexible and willing to listen 
to and test out each other's ideas.

A teacher suggested that although 
there are differences of opinion as to 
how philosophies should be imple 
mented, there really are great simi 
larities in teachers' and professors' 
points of view. "Maybe we don't use 
the same vocabulary, but we mean 
the same; that children are unique 
individuals and should be treated as 
such."

During the last year, teachers, 
parents, and professors have made 
joint presentations to educational col- 
laboratives, associations of teacher 
educators, and to teacher associations 
throughout New England. Those 
presentations, which exuded an ob 
vious spirit of cooperation, indicate 
that members of these three groups 
have agreed upon some common 
goals.

Theme 3: They Are Just Regular 
People. The process of collaboration 
provides opportunities for individuals 
to informally socialize with each 
other at dinners and weekend re 
treats, confront and negotiate with 
each other at board meetings, and 
share group successes at conferences. 
Members of the project began to 
recognize each other as individuals, 
seeing through roles, titles, and posi 
tions. A parent commented:

In our generation, we were always

taught that teachers were superior. . . . 
Now I can see teachers as human beings. 
I can relate to their side and my own. . . . 

You see another side of teachers. You 
don't feel that they are in a different group. 
They are some of the same type of people 
that I am. You see the social side of 
teachers. It helps to come into school and 
call a teacher by her first name. It helps 
the child too. My kids love to see me in 
school. Being here shows interest in what 
they are doing. They want to achieve more.

A teacher described the changes in 
her perceptions of professors:

I saw college people as closed. They 
let you know that they felt superior. They 
seemed inappreciative of what other people 
had to offer. . . . Now, I don't see them 
in one lump. I got to know some who were 
different, who listened and offered sugges 
tions and who didn't talk down to people. 
It's more of a partnership.

Theme 4: Change Can Be Valuable. 
Although members resisted change, 
for change creates pain and discom 
fort, they eventually recognized that 
change is positive and growth-pro 
ducing. The continuation of activi 
ties such as a child-study group for 
exploring options for dealing with 
hard to manage children, the parents 
as tutors program, the parent opera 
tion of the school library, and a 
teachers' advisor- committee which 
initiates steps toward solving school- 
wide problems are all examples of 
changes that were adopted because 
they were seen as valuable and essen 
tial elements to the school's func 
tioning.

Parents who were perceived to be 
inarticulate and who had low images 
of themselves now serve as guest 
speakers and consultants on school- 
community relations to other projects. 
They are models as to how collabora 
tion can bring about changes in indi 
viduals, fostering personal growth 
and development. Finally, the reali 
zation that the other is not unintelli 
gent, indifferent, selfish, or hungry 
for power, but really cares about 
children and their education is an 
other benefit of cooperation in educa 
tional decision making. •
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