Planning for Successful Parent Conferences
Planning ahead for parent conferences can help you avoid tense moments and pre-conference jitters. Try these teacher-tested tips to establish a positive atmosphere. 

· Prepare student responses to one or more questions: How do you feel about school? What do you like best? What do you like least? What do you need help in? Share these with parents. 

· Invite both parents. Be sure to find out about your student’s living arrangement – two parents, single parent, guardian, foster care, etc.

· Be aware of parents’ schedules when planning conferences. Send home a survey asking parent which times would be best.

· Avoid extra trips for parents. Plan consecutive conferences for parents who have two or more children in the same school.

· Remember to determine if a parent needs an interpreter and make the appropriate arrangements. 

· Prepare for conferences by role playing different situations with a colleague. (Late parent, angry parent, parent who gets off the topic, etc.)

· Prior to the conference, send home a short survey of a few questions to each parent to complete and return at the conference. Possible questions to include: 
· What do you feel are your child’s strengths? 
· What do you feel are your child’s areas of need? 
· How does your child feel about school? 
· Has your child expressed a concern over any specific subject?

· Are there any particular academic, social, or emotional goals you would like your child to meet this year?

· In what ways can I better help you and your child?

· What questions would you like me to answer at our conference?

· Before the conference, have your students make their own report cards indicating the areas they are doing well in and those in which they are having difficulty. Share these cards with the parent. Compare the child’s view of him/herself with the parents’ and teacher’s perceptions. 

· Show a student-made slide show in the hallway for waiting parents.

· Have students make books ready for parents to enjoy while waiting for their conference. Have students work in groups to create one page describing academic activities, class rules, assemblies, special programs, etc. 

· Put a sign on your door: Conference in session. Please have a seat and enjoy ____ (whatever you put out for the parents to look at – slide show, sample text books or leveled readers, students’ class description, …) Post a list of parents and conference times. 

· Get organized before the conference. Assemble your grade book, student work samples, and attendance records.

· Display photographs of your students during daily instruction and events. 

· To relieve students’ anxiety about conference time, discuss the purposes of the conference with them. Students may want to be included. Have students provide items they would like you to share with their parents. 
· Create a warm, inviting environment – play soothing music in the background, put out fresh flowers, position adult chairs for a comfortable setting. Avoid physical barriers. Arrange the conference seating so everyone is treated equally.

· Have your students make name tags for the parents. Tape the name tags to the class door. 

· Greet parents at the door by name. 

· Use positive body language. Cues like your smile, a nod, eye contact, and posture let parents know you are interested. 

· Avoid educational jargon when speaking with parents. Listen to what they have to say rather than doing all the talking. 
· Focus on the student’s strengths.

· Be specific! Prepare for the conference by providing a folder of each child’s work which has been selected specifically to support comments you plan to make. For example: Bill is having difficulty in adding two-digit numbers with regrouping, as you can see. Include good examples too. 

· Conferences should not be dominated by the teacher. There should be give and take. Encourage parents to talk freely by asking them questions. 
· Make sure you have a notepad and sharpened pencils on the conference table.

· Have a small clock on your conference table clearly visible to you and the parent. Approximately one or two minutes before the scheduled time is up, stand as you continue to talk. This is a subtle signal that it is time to conclude. 

· Express your need to conclude the meeting with one of these parting signals: I’m glad we’ve had this chance to talk… We’ve shared many things this last 20 minutes… Oh, I see time is up already… I’ve so enjoyed meeting you… Thank you for taking this time to meet… I can’t believe the 20 minutes have passed so quickly… 

· Try to end each conference on an optimistic note. Parents should leave with a hopeful feeling.

· Some parents may find the information you give them hard to swallow. Always end any conference with a positive message. Affirm your respect for the parent’s point of view: Thank you for sharing your points with me. We both can work toward our mutual goal – the best education for ____.

· Summarize the discussion. Suggest specific things parents can do at home to help and actions you will take at school. 

· Complete a post-conference form or record: Who attended, topics discussed, comments made, actions agreed upon. 

