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One would expect that parents and teach-
ers would be friends. After all, they are both
vitally concerned with the socialization and
education of their children. But social scien-
tists and our own experience recognize parents
and teachers as natural enemies—a relationship
that emerges out of their roles as they are
defined by the social structure of society, not
necessarily the dynamics of individual mter-
actions. This essay will explore the authority
relacion between parents and teachers, their
respective spheres of influence, the quality of
their relationships, and the potential for build-
ing constructive alliances between them.?

1In this paper most of the discussion will focus on
parents and teachers of elementary school children. Al-
though many of the interactional dimensions between
families and schools remain constant across grade levels.
different issues emerge as children grow older, become
more independent of their families, more identified with
the values and perspectives of their peers, and feel less
need for parental protection, guidance, and support.

In her very fine book, Small Town
Teacher, Gertrude McPherson contrasts the
primary relationship of parents and children
against the secondary relationship of teachers
and children. Parents have particularistic ex-
pectations for their children while teachers
have universalistic expectations (1973, p. 121).
In other words, when parents ask the teacher
to “be fair” with their child or to give him/
her “a chance,” they are usually asking that
the teacher give special attention (i.e., con-
sider the individual qualities, the developmen-
tal and motivational characteristics) to their
child. When teachers talk about being “fair”
to everyone they mean giving equal amounts
of attention, judging everyone by the same
objective standards, using explicit and public
criteria for making judgments. With fairness
comes rationality, order, and detachment. So
Susie gets admonished, “Put away your candy.
[ won’t let you bring 1t to school unless there
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1s enough to share with everyone in the class.”

Even those teachers who believe in the
individualistic approach to teaching and en-
deavor to diagnose the special cognitive and
social needs of their children, seem to have
universalistic standards and generalized goals
that they are conscious of working towards.
A teacher who believes in responding to the
developmental stage of each child might pro-
claim publicly to her charges, “I am letting
Richard have a special treat because he secems
to have had a difficult morning trying to
find a friend to work with.” The candy be-
comes the replacement for the social affection
of his classmates from which he has been
painfully excluded. It is a public recognition
of his temporarily unique position, but not an
excuse for a general and stationary behavior
pattern on Richard’s part. As a marter of
fact, the teacher’s goal is to get Richard to
the stage where he can move easily and com-
fortably into the various social groupings and
act as mature and self-sufficient as his class-
mates.

In his article “The School Class as a So-
cial System,” Parsons rejects the differentia-
tion made between those “progressive” teach-
ers who stress independence, individuality,
child-directed and exploratory learning and
“traditional” teachers who are said to em-
phasize the authoritarian role of the teacher,
competition among children, and pre-deter-
mined ways of approaching a curriculum.
Parsons claims that even the progressive
philosophy does not constitute a separate pat-
tern but a variation on a basic theme.

A progressive teacher, like any other,
forms opinions about the different merits
of her pupils relative to the wvalues and
goals of the class and will communicate
these evaluations to them, informally, if
not formally. (Parsons, 1959, p, 297)

Clearly, the universalistic relationship en-
couraged by teachers 1s supportive of a more
rational, predictable, and stable social system

with visible and explicit criteria for achieve-
ment and failure. It doesn’t suffer the chaotic
fluctuation of emotions, indulgence, and im-
pulsivity that are found in the intimate asso-
ciation of parents and children. The general-
ized relationship between teachers and chil-
dren becomes a protective kind of interac-
tion that makes it possible for teachers and
children to decathect each other at the end of
the year. Even those teachers who speak of
“loving” their children don’t really mean the
boundless, all-encompassing love of mothers
and fathers, but a very measured and time-
limited love that allows for withdrawal.

In On What Is Learned in School, Robert
Dreeben is primarily concerned with those
aspects of the children’s experience shaped by
the structural properties of schools and fami-
liecs. He also describes differences in the in-
teractional and emotional dimensions defined

-by parents and teachers with children. He

echoes McPherson’s distinction between uni-
versalistic and particularistic expectations by
describing the origins of the social norms of
sanctioning in schools and families. The exer-
cise of familial authority is based on a sus-
tained relationship of warmth, nurturance, ac-
ceptance, and withdrawal of affection.

The problem of confronting elementary
school teachers, then, resembles that of
parents with young children; to treat
them so that they regard certain symbolic
and physical expressions as rewards and
punishments. As a prerequisite, the par-
ents’ initial job is to develop a relationship
of love and nurturance with their chil-
dren; analogously, the elementary school
teacher’s first job is to create among pu-
pils a diffuse and positive attachment both
to herself and to the school. (Drecben,
1968, p. 35)

Issues oF TERRITORIALITY aND CONTROL

Since parents and teachers share many of
the same responsibilities for socialization of
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children, much of the difficulty between them
comes from the fact that their spheres of n-
fluence are not clearly delineated. Parents al-
ways seem to be fighting for special, indi-
vidualized attention for their children while
teachers struggle to establish an environment
of equalized and generalized attention for all
children. Parents want the child’s education
to reaffirm the cultural and social experience
of their community while teachers often urge
children to transcend the boundaries of their
traditions and history and initiate the styles
of mainstream America. Parents see them-
selves as primary teachers of children while
teachers often judge parents to be education-
ally unsophisticated and mindless.
There is a sphere of ambivalence that sur-
rounds the child’s life in school and teachers
and parents argue (silently and resentfully)
about who should be in control within it. For
instance, there are ambiguous areas of control
around the child’s attendance in school (e.g.,
Do parents have the right to keep children
out of school for reasons other than illness?);
after school hours (e.g., Do teachers have the
right to demand that children stay after school
for detention or extra work?). Although par-
ents and teachers often seem to disagree about
who has the right to govern a certain area
of the child’s life, usually teachers are forced
to accept the parent’s definition. The only
sphere of influence in which the teacher feels
that her authority is ultimate and uncompro-
mising seems to be with what happens inside
the classroom. Parents are often not welcome
behind the classroom door and, if their pres-
ence 18 permitted, they are asked to observe
rather than participate.

In a study done by Lightfoot and Watts
(1974), teachers were given in-depth inter-
views which included questions about how
they perceived the legitimate role of parents
in and around the school setting. The children

were ages three through six years and one
might have anticipated more collaboration and

interaction between teachers and parents n
these early stages of development than in the
later elementary school years. The teachers
were unusually reflective, thoughtful, and con-
scious of their evolving relationships with
children and parents. The school encouraged,
in fact depended on, parental participation in
fund-raising, class trips, and other extra-class-
room affairs.
The teachers’ responses to the potential
involvement of parents within the classroom
environment, however, showed that they were
not merely concerned about territoriality and
spheres of control. Their primary reasons for
parental exclusion were embedded in their
ideas about establishing an enduring and nur-
turant relationship with the children that
would not be modified or entangled with the
burdens and problems of home life. In some
sense, they saw themselves as child advocates.
protectors of the child’s new domain, and they
stressed the developmental and emotional need
for a clear and early separation berween
familial patterns and the demands made upon
children in school.

Whatever the origins of ambivalence be-
tween teachers and parents, whatever the ra-
tionale voiced by educators, about who should
assume control of the child’s life after he/she
has entered school, it is clear that, for the
most part, the relationship of parents ans
teachers is constantly uneasy and distrust
The distrust is further complicated by the
fact that it is rarely articulated, but remais
as a pervasive thread of resentment betwes

them.

TracaER PERCEPTIONS OF ParenT GROUPS

Despite the negative quality of the res
tionship, parents and teachers are forced
have some minimal level of interaction ca
cerning their children. Maost schools orga
Parent-1eacher Associations and invite p
ents to highly contrived and public Ops
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House meetings. These are usually vacuous,
ritualistic practices which protect everyone
from meaningful interactions and confronta-
tions, but symbolically reaffirm the idealized
parent-school relationship (Warren, 1973, p.
288).

Individual interactions between parents
and teachers are rare and specially requested—
usually arising out of dissatisfaction, frustra-
tion, or anger on the part of parents and/or
teachers:

When we call parents during the year, it’s
generally to say that your child is being
disruptive or your child scems sad. Is
there something the matter at home? Your
child has been talking about some prob-
lem. Is that really true? (Lightfoot &
Watts, 1974)

Teachers rarely call in praise of a child. Usual-
ly when parents are summoned to the school,
the teacher is reporting on some trouble their
child is having adjusting to the social milieu
and/or learning the appropriate cognitive
skills. Most often, the criticism of teachers
brings defensiveness on the part of parents
who blame the problems on inadequate teach-
ing. Parents, on the other hand, rarely call
a teacher to praise her. They ask for a parent
conference when they sense that their child
is unhappy with the school environment or
the child isn’t learning to read. The teacher
often interprets the parents’ concern as an
attack on her skills as a teacher and she be-
comes defensive. Contacts, therefore, are
rarely productive. Whether the contact 18
initiated by teachers or parents, it becomes a
highly-charged defensive interaction.
Although the negativisms between teach-
ers and parents are part of a universal phe-
nomenon across all lines of class, race, and
ethnicity, the teacher’s perceptions of parents
and the quality of the relationship varies
enormously among different parent groups.
In Swmall Town Teacher, McPherson reports
that teachers identified with the average peo-

ple in town, felt vulnerable and powerless
in relation to the upper middle class, and con-
sidered only the lower class as really in-
ferior to themselves. Sometimes teachers tried
to form temporary alliances with identifiable
sub-groups of parents who were perceived as
being cooperative. Poor parents were some-
times taken into the teacher’s confidence when
they adopted an obsequious and humble man-
ner. The teachers were viewed as the gate-
keepers for their children’s social mobility
and teachers appreciated the parents non-
threatening appreciation. Middle-class parents
often become potential allies for teachers be-
cause of their shared convictions about the
value of achievement and hard work (Mec-
Pherson, 1972, pp. 139-140). But, for the most
part, teachers felt they could not trust nor
depend upon coalitions with parents and they
feared that real collaboration might lead to
an awlkward confusion of roles.

In this writer’s interviews with black teach-
ers (Lightfoot, 1972) m a public ghetto
school, T found varying perceptions of the
abilities and strengths of poor black parents—
ranging from the stereotypic image of parents
as shiftless, lazy, uncaring, and lacking ambi-
tions for their children to understanding and
empathetic views of parents as committed and
caring but unable to negotiate the complexities
and hostilities of the school system. The latter
group of teachers viewed poor black parents
as potential collaborators in an educational,
cultural, and social enterprise. The teacher’s
perceptions of parents seemed to be related to
her own view of parents as victizs of an unjust
and racist society (rather than responsible
creators of their own helpless condition) and
the teacher’s identification of her own place
on the social ladder—her own sense of power
and influence in the occupational and social
world.

[ lived in a real big ghetto, in a housing
project. I was not really hungry or any-
thing, but I know what it is to be a wel-
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fare recipient . . . and see my mother
sneak out to work . I think I can
identify quite casily with people who are
lower class. People who are really trying.
My family is the working class (emphasis
the writer’s).

This teacher was expressing both an 1deo-
logical and political vision of the world and
a personal need to identify with her own
roots and culture. Part of her identification
with the lives of the working class was re-
flected in her attitude towards parent involve-
ment and participation in the educational pro-
cess of their children. Teaching was not con-
sidered to be solely within the lofry province
of the professional, learning was not reserved
for inside classrooms; but the concept of teach-
ing was far-reaching and inclusive and in-
volved the active and critical participation
of parents.

No matter what you do as teachers, or
what is done as a community, or what
is done as a school system, the parent is
the first teacher [emphasis the writer’s] .
Unless black parents come together,
there’s not going to be much hope for
our children, they’'ve got to be con-
cerned.

Another distinction made between parent
groups by teachers in a progressive, indepen-
dent school (Lightfoot & Watts, 1974) seemed
to combine elements of social class, life style.
and atritudes towards child rearing. Upwardly
striving middle-class parents (both black and
white) were seen as aggressive, overly-de-
manding of their children, and obsessed with
the child’s achievement. Teachers often felt
they had to protect the child and themselves
from the unrealistic ambitions of the parents
and establish classroom relationships which
were consonant with the child’s developmental
stage.

Another group of non-collaborators were
a group of parents who were labeled laissez-
faire and were seen as possessing a sloppy,

overly-permissive approach to child rearing.
Teachers accused these parents of responding
to their children with their heads (i.e., look-
ing for the origins and motivations for poor
behavior) rather than the heart (i.e., respond-
ing spontaneously to children without the
benefit of a psychological orientation).

In some sense, lower-class parents who de-
manded order and respect, who didn’t over-
intellectualize their responses to children were
seen by these teachers as potential collabora-
tors. Teachers appreciated their realistic and
objective appraisal of their child’s abilities and
development, and the parents seemed to permit
the teacher a large measure of autonomy and
had genuine respect for the difficulties and
complexities of her role as teacher. The mu-
tual admiration seemed to be a circular and
sustaining relationship that was rarely arti-
culated, bur deeply enjoyed.

These teachers’ voices reflect a wide range
of work experiences, personalities, skills, and
ideological views. McPherson’s teachers work-
ed in a relatively heterogencous and stable
community in a small town which exaggerated
the distinetions of a hierarchical social order.
This writer’s research (1972) was done in
a poor black ghetto school that was sur-
rounded by the decay and the false promise
of urban renewal. The most recent research
of Lightfoot and Watts (1974) took place in
a relatively progressive, independent school.
In these three divergent settings, teachers gave
different reasons for trusting some sub-group
of compatable parents but they saw the parent-
mass as a threatening force. They formed
strong bonds among themselves in fear (and

disdam) of parents and looked for institutional
support to protect their interests.

In the small town school that McPherson
describes, the teacher felt particularly anxious
and threatened by the upper—middle class and
upper classes because she experienced no insti-
tutional buffers between her and the parents.
The principal owed his job and his allegiance
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to those high in the community POWer struc-
ture and he worked hard to respond to their
demands even if that meant being irresponsible
and demeaning to his teachers.

In his article “The Teacher and the Au-
thority System of the School,” Howard

Becker (1952) describes a different relation-

ship among teachers, administrators, and the
community. He claims that in the big city
schools of Chicago, teachers and administra-
tors banded together for mutual protection
against parental intrusion. Teachers made an
implicit bargain with their superiors that they
would support the organization as long as the
organization served to protect them from
parents and critics. The mutual protection of
individual teachers and the structure of the
total school insulated both from the forces
of change. In both McPherson’s and Becker’s
analyses, teachers think of building alliances
with other teachers as a move towards
strengthening their position against the crit-
cism of parents.

Fullan and Spady (1971) do not talk di-
rectly about school and community and the
teacher’s relatedness to parents, but they are
concerned with the origins and characteristics
of teacher authority. The authors also give a
great deal of attention to: (1) the lack of
real and meaningful communication among
teachers within schools and (2) the strong
tendency for administrators to Oppose per-
sonal interaction among them. Fullan and
Spady’s observations of power alliances and
authority networks in schools are based on
Max Weber's classic distinction  between
positional authority and personal authority.
Legitimate authority 1s granted to a teacher
through the structure she represents, the so-
cially recognized position she holds (positional
authority) or through the teacher’s individual
qualities of expertise, charisma, and personality
(personal authority).

Fullan and Spady clam that those teachers
who lack expertise, an empathy and caring

for students, a stimulating teaching style, will
look to the school as a protective institution
and to her formal, established role in the insti-
tution as a source of legitimate power. The
less able teachers need more institutional sup-
port and work as system loyalists in support
of the bureaucracy which is their only source
of legitimacy. When administrators, therefore,
encourage system loyalists, they are strongly
opposing institutional innovation and openness.

One can extend Fullan and Spady’s analy-
sis to Incorporate the relationship of teachers
with parents. In other words, one would find
that those administrators who support, en-
courage, and reward personal authority will
probably be, at the same time, encouraging
teachers to engage in relationships with par-
ents that do not depend on the protection of
institutional barriers. The teachers who are
more confident of their skills, expertise, and
abilities to communicate will be less loyal to
the protcction of an insular wall around the
school and more dedicated to the establish-
ment of a good educational relationship with
children, that is, encompassing of parents,
rather than exclusive of them.

PERSPECTIVES AND VALUES OF PARENTS

Although various social analysts and edu-
cators have talked about the teachers’ rela-
tionship to parents and the surrounding com-
munity, people have not studied or cared to
document the parents’ role from the parents
point of wview. In her book, Swuall Town
Teacher, McPherson continues to remind read-
ers that, although she is writing about parental
concerns, she is always talking about the teach-
ers’ perceptions of their interactions with
parents.

Sociologists have traditionally been con-
cerned with the role of parents in families.
They have studied the family’s structure, mn-
teractional modes, dcvelopmental patterns,
value orientation, and socialization of children.
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The focus of their concern has been with
how the family is created and sustained in-
ternally, the structure and function of the
family as a comprehensive, self-sustaining so-
cial system. Even those sociologists who have
sought to analyze the relationship berween
the family and other social institutions have
seemed concerned with how the different Sys-
tems are organized and constructed and how
they operate, but not with their relatedness
to one another. The literarure presents a pic-
ture of the family and school as social or-
ganisms both engaging in the socialization,
acculturation, and education of children. But
social scientists have not focused on the dy-
namics of the intersection and interaction be-
tween school and family from: the point of
view of the various participants.

Certainly one does not hear the story of
parents who are in the process of trying to
communicate their concerns and cope with the
complexities of the school system.

Parencs . . . remain nameless and power-
Iess—always described from the position
of the middle-class institution, never in
relation to their own cultural stvle or
social idiom. (Valentine, 1968, p- 80)
Without actually knowing them, without
actually hearing their point of view, teachers
and principals have developed strong negative
images of parents which justify their exclu-
sion from the schooling process. For instance,
one of the predominant myths about black
parents and poor parents, who surround in-
ner-city schools, is that they: (1) do not care
about the education of their children, (2)
are passive and unresponsive to attempts by
teachers and administrators to get them in-
volved, (3) are ignorant and naive about the
cognitive and social needs of their children.
Those parents who are active and vocal in
school-parent meetings, are often labeled as
community-organizer types who are not con-
cerned with the children’s well-being, but with
disrupting and radically reforming the school

system. These aggressive types are viewed =
dangerous, non-parents who are using the
school as a political arena.

When the parents of black children, how
ever, are questioned about their attitude
towards schooling and their ambitions for the:
children, education is not only valued, bu
formalized schooling is seen as the panacea.

In his study of black communitics ir
Washington, D. C,, Hylan Lewis, a black
sociologist, points out that “the added valus
placed on education of black children as
means of escaping low and achieving higt
status 15 a myth-like cultural theme” (1967
p. 400). As a matter of fact, he suggests thar
the conflict between the lofty aspiration of
black parents for their children and the lim
ited, realistic social and economic opportuni
ties available to them, is precisely the patte
which nvites deviant behavior in their child
ren.

In an interview this writer had with 2
very sensitive and strong black woman teacher
m an inner-city school, it was clear that she
recognized some of the reasons why black
and poor parents are often unable to initiate
contact with schools on behalf of their chil-
dren. Although she had survived several years
of public school teaching, she strongly identi-
fied with the concerns and struggles of parents.
This teacher felt that if poor black parents
were questioned about their priorities, educa-
tion would be the most important issue in
terms of their children’s lives. For most of
these parents, however, the educational insti-
tuition is a threatening monolith, not only in
the sense that the power of knowledge males
them feel inadequate because they are unedu-
cated, but because every bit of communication
from the school comes as a negative appraisal
of their child, a destructive comment about
their lives.

You can’t always get them to conferences,
but you can understand why. Each time
you call them, it’s because their child is
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l_)ad and who wants to hear that, especially
if she’s got five or six kids. (Lightfoo't.
1973, p. 216)

According to the experience of this teacher,
the insensitive, paternalistic policies of the
school system encouraged parents to develop
an unresponsive, apathetic attitude towards
participating in the educational process.

The antagonistic relationship between poor
families and schools in an industrial society
can be traced to the historical role of schools
as major Institutions for social order and
social control—an institutional strategy de-
signed to insure that deviant and threat-
ening strangers would not challenge the
status quo. In “Unequal Education and
the Social Division of Labor,” Samuel Bowles
(1972) described the transition from a pre-
capitalist society where the basic productive
unit was the family to capitalist production
and the factory system where the authority
structure, prescribed types of behavior, and
response characteristics of the work place be-
came increasingly distinct from the family.
An ideal preparation for factory work was
to be found in the social relations of the
school—discipline, punctuality, and the accept-
ance of authority. So there was an illusion of
a benevolent government offering an oppor-
tunity for all. In actuality, schooling was (and
is) a mechanism of social control and a place
to inculcate workers with the motivational
schemes for factory work.

In a recent observational study done in
middle and lower-class public schools in New
York, Eleanor Burke Leacock (1969) found
the same systematic patterns of differentiation
described by Bowles. The social relations of
the educational process mirrored the social re-
lations of the work roles into which students
were likely to move. There was a clear dif-
ference in rules, expected modes of behavior,
and opportunities for choice. Middle-class stu-
dents were rewarded for individuality, aggres-

siveness, initiative, and lower-class students
were reinforced for passivity, withdrawal, and
obedience. ‘

There is, therefore, the illusion of mobility
and assimilation through schooling which
creates distance and hostility between middle-
class-oriented teachers and lower-class parents
(i.e., the parents expect that schools will
change their child’s orientation towards mid-
dle-class life; mothers are made to feel inade-
quate in preparing children for an uncharted
future; and families relinquish the final rem-
nants of their cultural patterning and familiar
social structures) while in reality, the edu-
cational system serves less to change the re-
sults of primary socialization in the home
than to reinforce them (and denigrate them)
and render them in adult form.

Positive aANp NEGATIVE DISSONANCE

In conclusion, I believe that part of the
distrust between parents and teachers emanates
from the real differences in perspectives that
evolve out of the definitions of their cultural
and social roles. The parent is protective and
highly invested in his/her child, sees the edu-
cational system as competitive and individual-
istic, and seeks to get the teacher to recognize
the child’s unique place and give favorably
to him. These are neither misperceptions of
the nature of the educational system nor anti-
thetical to the role of the nuclear family in a
hierarchical, materialistic society.

This phenomenon of individualistic pro-
tection is intensified when the parents and
family feel vulnerable and powerless n the
wider society. If parents are themselves poor,
uneducated, and defenseless, the school is per-
ceived as the single institution of social and
occupational mobility. Their job as advocate,
protector, and defender of the individual needs
of their child is amplified by their desires for
a bertter life for the next generation. Ironi-
cally, poor parents are often the least prepared
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to negotiate the system and make their de-
mands.

Teachers, on the other hand, view their
cultural role as rational and universalistic. In
their view, a teacher should create and sustain
order in the classroom that might be flexible
and responsive to the special needs of an in-
dividual child, but that is ultimately a system
of equalized attention and favors. This means
the criteria for success within the classroom
must be explicit and visible and that children
be socialized to respond to the symbols of
success and failure in a relatively non-affective
environment.

Those differences in the role behavior and
perspective of parents and teachers in this so-
ciety are real and should not inevitably lead
to distrust and hostlity. (They have to do
with the nature of the social structure of so-
ciety and the economic and social slots that
people hold in the system.) It is not beyond
reason to imagine a healthy educational system
that was both responsive to the particularistic
focus of parents and the universalistic orien-
tation of teachers. It seems to me that the
origin of resentment does not rest entirely
with differences in role-behavior but also with
the lack of communication and the modes of
exclusion that are sustained by the institutional
arrangements of schools. The bureaucratic and
inflexible structure of the school system en-
courages parents and teachers to feel that they
do not have goals and agendas in common.

It is extremely important, however, to
recognize the potential for creativity and
growth in the conflicts and discontinuities
between families and schools. As we have
seen, most often the academic literature char-
acterizes the relationship between parents and
teachers as distant, distrustful, and hostile.
This negative association is viewed with nos-
talgia and sadness when it is contrasted with
the idealized parent—school relationship rooted
in the democratic traditions of American so-
ciety. More importantly, the literature implies

that homogeneity between the values, behav-
iors, and norms in the family and school will
provide a more continuous, productive edu-
cational experience for the child.

Although this writer supports the notion
that hostility and non-communication between
parents and teachers is likely to create bar-
riers for children who are trying to make
the transition from home to school, it is nos
necessarily true that dissonance or difference
between patterns of socialization, expectations
and goals will be detrimental to the child or
dysfunctional to society. In his essay, “Social
Change and the Democratic Society,” Philip
Slater argues that in American society, people
have endured a historical pattern of chronic
change which has created an “experiential
chasm” between parents and children (Ryder.
1965). This generational distance has, to some
extent, invalidated parental authority and wis-
dom because parents have not experienced
what is of central importance to the child,
nor do they possess the knowledge, attitudes.
and skills that are adaptive to the conditions
of contemporary society. This child-adult dis-
continuity is viewed by Slater as a patural
lever for social change in society. Schools
(and any other non-family-based collectivity)
have served the important function of regu-
lating and modifying parent-child relation-
ships.

One segregates children from adult life
because one wishes to do something spe-
cial with them—to effect some kind of
social change or to adapt to one. Such
segregation insulates the child from so-
cial patterns of the present and makes
him more receptive to some envisioned
future. (Slater, 1968, p. 40)

Dissonance between family and school, there-
fore, is not only mevitable in a changing so-
ciety, but also helps to make children more
malleable and responsive to a changing world.
By the same token, one could say that absolute
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homogeneity between family and school would
reflect a static, authoritarian society and dis-
courage creative, adaptive development mn
children.

The distinction between creative conflict
on the one hand, and negative dissonance on
the other, is critically important to educational
practitioners who are daily engaged in trying
to shape and clarify their relationships with
parents and community. Firstly, teachers and
administrators must recognize that differences
and discontinuities between home and school
are not necessarily dysfunctional, but can be
productive for adaptive socialization of child-
ren and for positive social change in society.
As carly as 1932, W illard Waller noted that
the child will experience more freedom of
expression when different demands are being
made by teachers and parents (p. 69). Both
teachers and parents, therefore, should be so-
cialized to anticipate and tolerate a level of
creative tension, differences n perspectives,
and opposing value systems.

Discontinuities between family and school
become dysfunctional when they reflect dif-
ferences in power and status in this society.
When we perceive the origins of conflict as
being rooted in inequality, ethnocentrism, or
racism, then the message being transmitted to
the excluded and pOWerless group (both par-
ents and children) is denigrating and abusive.
When schooling serves to accentuate and re-
inforce the inequalitics in society, then 1t is
not providing a viable and productive alterna-
tive for children.

The message of ethnocentrism is conveyed
to parents and children when socialization, ac-
culturation, and learning within schools are
defined in the narrow, traditional terms of
the dominant culture. The negative and pa-
ternalistic messages are also communicated
when schools begin to take on the total range

of familial functions—not just matters of cog-
nitive and social learning adaptive to a chang-
ing society—but also the dimensions of pri-
mary socialization usually found within the
family domain. Creative conflict can only exist
when there is a balance of power and respon-
sibility between family and school, not when
the family’s role 1s negated or diminished.

In an effort to inivate and sustamn pro-
ductive interactions with parents, educators
must begin by searching for strength (not
pathology) in children and their families.
Teachers need to communicate praise and sup-
port for children so that criticism will not
be viewed as a negative assault and so that
children and parents will not begin to adapt
their behaviors to negative expectations. There
must be a profound recognition that parents
are the first teachers, that education begins
before formal schooling, and is deeply rooted
in the values, traditions, and norms of farmly
and culture.

Positive relationships with parents are not
merely related to a deep appreciation of dif-
ferent cultures, traditions, and histories, but
also interwoven with the teacher’s feelings of
competence and self-esteem. If a person feels
secure in her abilities, skills, and creativity as
a teacher, then parents will not be perceived
as threatening and intrusive. As teachers ex-
press the dimensions of personal authority
rather than the constraints of positional au-
thority, they will feel less need to hide behind
the ritualistic barriers of institutionalism and
professionalism. There is need, therefore, to
clarify and articulate areas of teacher com-
petence, to make more explicit the spheres
over which teachers have ultimate and un-
compromising authority and those areas where
collaboration with parents could be an edu-
cational and creative venture.
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