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A parent was once heard to lament that, "Whenever I go to 
parent/teacher conferences, the teacher and I usually just com
pare notes on how difficult Sally is, and we both end up feeling 
hopeless." And another: "Last year, the teacher talked to me as 
if I didn't know anything about education, and he really didn't 
want to hear my observations of Jenny at all." Or how about the 
unhappy teacher who's greeted by this at the beginning of a con·
ference: "I noticed you marked two words wrong that were right 
on Marie's last spelling test." Or, "I understand from other 
parents I've talked to that you have discipline problems in your 
classroom." 
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The parent/teacher conference is the most direct means of 
communication between the home and the school. Handled 
skillfully, and conducted by both parties involved in the right 
spirit, these conferences can be profitable both to teacher and 
parent alike. Not always however do they come off right. 
Teachers who've had unhappy experiences in them may learn 
actually to dread conference nights. And, vice versa, parents who 
feel put down by the teacher or frustrated in their appeal for help 
may consider parent/teacher conferences to be at best a waste of 
time. 

That's too bad. Communication, after all, is the key to good 
home-school relations. And good home-school relations can pay 
huge dividends in the classroom, Parents, in fact, can be the 
teacher's greatest allies. Likewise, teachers who see and work 
with the child in a setting quite different from that of the home 
can provide information useful to parents in their rearing of that 
child. 

While parents have much to contribute to a good conference, 
it's probably true to say that" the burden for its success falls 
primarily on the teacher. It was with that in mind that the 
Federation of Protestant Reformed School Societies decided to 
sponsor yet another activity this past year: a summer mini
course on "Interacting With Parents." (The emphasis here 
should be on "mini, " since the "course" lasted for just an after
noon in August. But it was, for all that, a very worthwhile 
activity. And it was well attended by teachers not only from our 
four schools in the Grand Rapids area, but from South Holland, 
Illinois, and Doon, Iowa.) Since the topic concerned a function 
involving both teachers and parents, the Federation (through the 
Teacher Educational Development Committee) made provision 
both for teacher and parent involvement in the running of the 
course. Presentations were made by Messrs. Jim Decker and Eric 
Dphoff, both parents of children at Adams, and by Mr. Cal 
Kalsbeek and Miss Agatha Lubbers, instructors at Covenant. 
Jim Decker laid the groundwork by speaking about the skill of 
communication (in which, incidentally, he has by training and 
experience no little expertise). Eric Ophoff and Agatha Lubbers 
spoke to the "how" of conducting parent/teacher conferences; 
and, finally, Cal Kalsbeek enbouraged the teachers and principals 
to avail themselves of a variety of means to maintain good com
munication between home and school. 

Now, what does all this have to do with "Parents' Corner"? 
· We have an article here by one of the participants of that mini

course, Mr. Eric Ophoff agreed to pen a few of his thoughts on 
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Parent-Teacher" Conferences 

what parents hope to learn from parent/teacher conferences. 
As something of an after-thought, we decided to throw in an 

article by a teacher too. I happened to think of an article written 
by Fred Hanko, ten years ago, on the back of one of Hope 
School's weekly notes to the parents. In it he wrote about con
ferences, and, interestingly, his remarks suggest that the teachers 
want much the same thing out of a conference as do, according 
to Eric Ophoff, the parents. So, parents, the teachers are going 
to borrow a little of your "corner" in this issue of Perspectives. 

Parent-Teacher 
Conferences 

What's in it for Parents? 

The purpose of parent-teacher 
conferences has to be to allow for 
communication between parents 
and teachers. Both parents are 
vitally interested in the well-being 
and performance of children in 
the classroom. Parents often 
come away from conferences with 
teachers with a renewed sense that 
teachers are concerned about the 
children. I've been to many con
ferences, and if there's one thing 
that never fails to impress me it's 
the fact that teachers care. 

Without conferences, the only 
gauge that a parent has to measure 
the success of the student is the 
occasional report card. While 
that is certainly something of a 
measurement of academic 
progress, Christian parents are also 
concerned with a number of other 
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Eric Ophoff 

aspects of a child's development. 
Parent-teacher conferences pro

vide the parent with a good 
opportunity to inquire about 
areas such as the spirituality and 
the social development of a child. 
Parents can and should use the 
opportunity of conferences to in
quire of the teacher regarding the 
child's attitude towards others, 
school in general, and his recep
tivity to the religious and spiritual 
slant given to the material pre
sented. 

I think it's good that con
ferences are held in the classroom 
where the student spends his 
school day. It gives the parent an 
opportunity physically to see and 
appreciate the world of a school
age child. I'm always impressed 
that the classroom is so small and 
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closed. For a child it's a big world 
in a' big classroom at· a big school. 
To a ·parent, it's a small room with 
a teacher and some little desk~. 
Often times in the hustle of the 
work-a-day world it's easy to for
get about the kids in school. 
For a parent to go physically to 
the classroom serves to remind 
him that his children are yet 
children being taught much the 
same as the parent was - but the 
parent doesn't think about it. 
The world of parents is a long way 
from the world of school children. 

I've come to appreciate the 
teacher who is prepared for con
ferences. My goal in a conference 
with a teacher is to determine if 
my child is working at his capac
ity and if he is living a s·anctified 

life among his peer group. 
usually find out the answers to 
these questions and there of ten 
is a· sense of relief on my part to 
know that things are handled on 
the school front much the same 
way as on the home front. 

Through parent-teacher con
ferences, I have developed a 
respect for the abilities of our 
Christian school teachers. I have 
a respect for their concern and 
dedication to the calling of in
structing our covenant children. 
I believe our teachers have a sense 
of responsibility to that calling 
that exceeds the academic. 
Teachers care. One way to ob
serve that is to go to parent
teacher conferences. 

lilO.l!il 

Conference Time Again 

... The lack of a close rela
tionship between parents and 
teachers can. have several unhappy 
results. Both parents and teachers 
are more hesitant to discuss 
problems with the other when 
they arise. The lack of knowledge 
and understanding of eac!'i other 
leads to doubts about what the 
other is trying to do. Paren~s 
begin to talk to each other about 
"the · teachers,"· and teachers 
grumble about "the parents" and 
the result is a poorer relationship 

Fred Hanko 

and no progress in our mutual 
interest, the welfare of the chil
dren. If we knew each other 
better and could talk things over 
more frequently, I'm sure that 
many of our problems would 
disappear. 

That's what conferences are all 
about. It's true, they're very 
limited in time and are often very 
formal ·and structured, but they 
are the best that we have now, 
and they do offer an excellent 
opportunity to help the children 
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through shared experiences and 
knowledge and to help each other 
by discussing the problems that 
we have. 

I have been asking myself the 
question,. what do I really want 
from these conferences? I think 
the first thing I want to know is 
whether or not your child is 
learning as well as we can reason: 
ably expect him to learn. I have 
an opinion, of course, formed 
from the results of tests he has 
taken, my observation of his work 
habits, and my experience with 
him. in class, but. you can help 
me make a'better judgment. 

·1f the answer is no, he is not 
doing as well as he could, then 
the next question is what can be 
done to get him to work as well 
as he is able? On this you can tell 
n:ie a great deal because you can 
tell rrie what kind of person he is 
and what experience you have 
had in ~11 t~e years you have 
known him. You. can give me all 
sorts of valuable information 
about his special interests, about 
things that bother him, about 
things that help him. 

Then I asked the question, 
what can I give to you parents at 
these conferences? I think, for 
one thing, you also want to know 

Conference Time Again 

whether your child is doing the 
best he can. I can give you my 
opm10n. If he is not doing as 
well as he should, I cap tell you 
what .the problems are as I see . 
the~. Perhaps I can suggest some 
ways that he can try to overcome 
the problem. I can tell you some
thing about his behavior in the 
group of children at school, I 

can tell you something about his 
behavior in the classroom and 
about the attitudes he shows 
there. 

Looking at the things I want to 
know from you and the things I 

want to tell you, several things 
are clear: We are both interested 
in t~e same things. We can 
accomplish a great deal_ by sharing 
our information and our 
problems. The conferences help 
us both. . By getting to know each 
other we can accomplish great 
things. 

Your child may not always 
think so, but we teachers like 
your child. We want your child to 
grow in knowledge and under
standing that a covenant child 
needs to live a life of service to 
God. You want the same thing. 
The conferences can help us work 
toward that goal. 
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