BRUCE C. DAvIs

A Successful Parent
Involvement Program

The staff at Emerson School in Rosemead,
California, go the extra mile to communicate with
their students’ parents, but the results are so
rewarding, they wouldn't have it any other way.

ime crunches, gridlocks, Call

I Waiting, fax avalanches, - and
power lunches are taking their

toll. At a time when parents have less
time to be involved in their children’s
schooling, thousands of principals
have new marching orders to increase
parent involvement in the schools.
The California State Board of Educa-
tion, for example, has adopted a policy

designed to ensure collaborative part- e TeRE et
4 ‘ . Enardimm
nerships between family and school, oML AN ke ars
and other states are expected to follow tlaatindaiganasz
Mibornidreamury 5,
suit b b

Cottage industries have sprung up L ERTTRFOIe N S
like a crabgrass blitzkrieg to meet the
needs of harried parents. You can hire
a firm to deliver the hot dog buns you
said you'd deliver 1o your daughter's
scout camp cookout, write your Christ-
mas cards, pick up your cleaning, and
even schedule play periods for your
children. The good old days of expect-
ing parents to be involved because it's
right and the “American Way” won't
last much longer. New approaches are
needed.

The Keys to Parent
Involvement

At Ralph Waldo Emerson Elementary
School in Rosemead, California, we
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We

send thank-you
notes and letters of
praise to parents
and students
constantly—but
only when they

are deserved.

believe the keys to parent involvement
are appropriate recognition and con-
stant communication. We strengthen
home-school relationships and ex-
pand parent involvement in a number
of ways. For example, every week each
teacher picks two students from his or
her classroom to honor as “Student of
the Week" (winner of a blue ribbon)
and "“Super Reader of the Week"” (win-

ner of a red ribbon). The ribbons,
donated by the PTA, are presented
every Friday at morning assemblies
Forty-two ribbons a week, 1470 rib-
bons a year. After nine years, that's a
grand total of 13,230 students we've
honored

When selecting a recipient for an
award, each teacher flls out a “reason
slip” detailing why the student was
chosen. Then, at night and on week-
| ends, we call the parents in their na-
tive languages (our students represent
19 different languages or dialects) and
tell them why their child received the
award. During the conversations, we
tell them how proud we are of their
child and also how proud the teacher
is of their child's effort. We chat about
school matters and remind them to
tell their child why we called. 1 do calls
in English, my wife does some of the
Spanish calls, and two home-school
coordinators handle Vietnamese, Chi-
nese, and the other Spanish calls
Other community members help us
with other languages

Those 13,230 calls make a telling
difference. If your child has anended
Emerson School for 7 vyears, the

—_—

|
chances are you have received at least
7 to 14 positive calls during that pe-
rind. It's hard 1o resist a plea for
involvement when the school has ac-
knowledged vour child After all, if
your child is doing so many things
right, and the school can see it, then
yvour parental skills have been vali-
dated. Isn't it true that we like to help
people who recognize us?

We send letters to
parents in four
languages and
conduct our
meetings in six
languages,
simultaneously.
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No Detail Too Small

Another way we strengthen home-
school relationships is by sending
thank-you notes and letters of praise to
parents and students constantly—but
only when they are deserved. We imail
thank-vou notes to students because
we remember, as former kids, how
neat it was to receive mail. Parents
receive letters praising them for their
participation or support. We send let-
ters to parents in four languages and
conduct our meetings in six lan-
guages, simultaneously. We ask them
what they think about our service 1o
them, encouraging them to write back
in their native languages. It's routine
for 61 to 67 percent of the parenus to
respond to our letters. We translate
their responses and report back 1o
them, in their language, what we plan
to do about their suggestions. Parents
tell us we keep them well informed
and that they feel no detail is too small
10 warrant our attention. We try

Parents tell us we
keep them well
informed and that
they feel no detail
is too small to
warrant our
attention.

We also discover what our parents
are good at and find a way for them to
do thart for the school. And when they
contribute, we let the rest of the com-
munity know. If Mrs. Rios plants flow-
ers in front of the school, we send a
letter home with all of the students
telling parents about Mrs. Rios' gener-
Osity

Of our 650 students, 44 percent are
limited-English-speaking; and 38 per-
cent of our families are on welfare.
Despite the odds, we have received
the State Distinguished School award,
and we think that’s because the school
and the community pull together.
We're pant of a cyclical process that
feeds on and begets positive behavior.

So rather than just begging people
1o do for us, we build self-esteem and
provide opportunities for people to
have self-actualizing experiences. Will
it always work? 1 hope so, but if the
demand for parent involvement con-
tinues to grow, and parents are simply
beside themselves with how to do it,
I'll retire to start a parent involvement
business. I'd be glad to stand in for you
at school. 1 charge $100 an hour.(d

Bruce C. Davis is Principal, Ralph Waldo
Emerson School, Garvey School District,
7544 E Emerson Pl, Rosemead, CA 91770
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NOW MORE IMPORTANT THAN EVER - For years, I have offered consulting services to school
systems across the country. Always, I have subscribed to the premise that the purpose of the school is to
assure that all children can learn. In recent years the growing acceptance of this philosophy has been
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