
TIPS FOR TEACHERS 

ON COMMUNICATING WITH PARENTS OF HANDICAPPED STUDENTS , 

I n  j u s t  a few yea r s '  t ime,  Minnesota has  made tremendous s t r i d e s  i n  providing 

an appropr i a t e  educat ion f o r  a l l  i t s  handicapped ch i ld ren .  Today's s t a t e  and 

f e d e r a l  laws r e q u i r e  not  only t h a t  a l l  handicapped s tuden t s  be served by t h e  pub l i c  

schools ,  bu t  a l s o  t h a t  every c h i l d  r e c e i v e  t h e  form of educat ional  programs and 

s e r v i c e s  t h a t  meets h i s  o r  her  i n d i v i d u a l  needs. The laws a r e  far-reaching and 

a r e  making many changes f o r  schools ,  t eache r s ,  pa ren t s ,  and chi ldren .  

Today's laws recognize what educators  and pa ren t s  long have known: t h a t  

handicapped ch i ld ren  a r e  f i r s t  ch i ld ren ,  w i th  ind iv idua l  a b i l i t i e s  and needs, and 

t h a t  they can make r e a l  progress  wi th  well-planned programs. 

Parents  of handicapped c h i l d r e n  now a r e  more f u l l y  involved i n  planning and 

reviewing t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  school programs than ever  before.  They now have t h e  

r i g h t  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  many dec i s ions  t h a t  once were made by school systems alone.  

They now a r e  considered an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  of t h e  planning team wi th  a s p e c i f i c  

a rea  of e x p e r t i s e ,  equal  i n  importance t o  t h a t  of t eache r ,  o t h e r  s p e c i a l i s t ,  o r  

admin i s t r a to r .  

Parents  have known t h e  c h i l d  throughout h i s  o r  h e r  l i f e .  They s e e  progress ,  

o r  l ack  of progress ,  i n  a wider v a r i e t y  OF a r e a s  than a r e  apparent  i n  t h e  school 

s e t t i n g .  They can s e e  t h e  e f f e c t  of c u r r e n t  school programs, a s  we l l  a s  pas t  

programs. 

PAREET-SCHOOL COM,IUNICATIONS 

Parents  and schools  communicate i n  a v a r i e t y  of ways, formally and iriformally. 

The new s p e c i a l  educat ion laws provide f o r  a somewhat more formalized s e r i e s  of 

program planning conferences,  wi th  p a r e n t a l  involvement, a s  wel l  a s  c o n c i l i a t i o n  

conferences o r  due process hearings when t h e r e  a r e  a r e a s  of disagreement. 

But t h e  l e s s  formal kinds of communications between pa ren t s  and school  



personnel -- telephone calls, notes, visits to the classroom, conferences -- are 
still essential to a mutual understanding of what is happening to the child in and 

out of the classroom. 

The feelings that both parents and teachers have toward a handicapped child 

can stand in the way of effective communication about the child's progress in school. 

More importantly, such feelings can prevent either a parent or a teacher from 

evaluating the child objectively and finding the best ways to help him or her. Thus 

it is essential for both parents and teachers to be sensitive to emotional reactions 

and to deal with them directly. 

PARENTS' FEELINGS TOWARI) THE CHILD 

Most parents have high hopes for their children. Whether expecting a baby or 

watching a child grow up, they make plans for the child and imagine what his or her 

future will be. 

As a parent begins to deal with the limitations brought about by the child's 

handicap, the dreams may be drastically readjusted. The parents may feel the impact 

of the handicap in a wide variety of ways, depending on the nature and severity of 

the handicap, their own emotional stability, attitudes of other family members and 

friends toward the child, and many other factors. 

Most parents go through a pattern of adjustment to their child's handicap. 

If the child's difficulties have recently been diagnosed, or if the parent has 

not been able to deal with his or her own feelings, the parent may. . . 
(1) Be consumed in his or her own feelings about the handicap. 

As time goes on, and parents begin to understand the nature of the child's 

handicap and the child's need for specialized help, they are likely to move 

to the point where they can 

(2) Evaluate the child objectively and seek help.. 

Later parents may be able to 



(3) Accept and va lue  t h e i r  c h i l d  a s  a  unique human being wi th  a b i l i t i e s  a s  

we l l  a s  d i s a b i l i t i e s .  

They may a l s o  move beyond t h e i r  concern f o r  t h e i r  own c h i l d  t o  

(4) Seek t o  he lp  o t h e r  pa ren t s  of handicapped c h i l d r e n  and t o  encourage 

b e t t e r  programs f o r  a l l  c h i l d r e n  w i t h  handicaps. 

Teachers and o t h e r  school  personnel  may encounter pa ren t s  a t  any s t a g e  i n  t h i s  

process.  Communication is most e f f e c t i v e  when school  personnel  make t h e  e f f o r t  t o  

l e a r n  what t h e  pa ren t s '  f e e l i n g s  a r e .  

Following a r e  some of t h e  ways t h a t  a  p a r e n t ' s  f e e l i n g s  toward t h e  ch i ld  and 

h i s  o r  h e r  handicaps may a f f e c t  t h e  p a r e n t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  c h i l d  and t h e  

school.  

(1) Refusal  t o  accept  information about t h e  handicap. The school may be 

11 breaking t h e  news" t o  a  pa ren t .  Even i f  he o r  she  has  suspected a  handicap, 

hearing t h e  susp ic ion  confirmed may be  too  much t o  bear .  This  may cause t h e  parent  

t o  defend t h e  c h i l d ,  accuse t h e  teacher  of "having i t  in"  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ,  o r  being 

angry a t  t h e  e n t i r e  school  s t a f f .  

(2) -. The parent  who dreamed of h i s  c h i l d  a s  a  major league p i t c h e r  ma; 

j u s t  be beginning t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  c h i l d  can never p lay  ca tch .  . . o r  l e a r n  t o  

read.  Such a  parent  may r e s e n t  "providence", t h e  schools ,  t h e  o t h e r  parent ,  the  

c h i l d  h imsel f ,  o r  any o the r  t a r g e t .  The parent  may envy o t h e r  pa ren t s  who appear 

t o  have no problems. 

(3) Rel ie f .  School personnel  may be  su rp r i sed  t o  f i n d  t h a t  a  parent  is 

a 

r e l i eved  when they te l l  him o r  h e r  of a  handicap. The pa ren t  may have long suspected 

t h a t  something was wrong and f e e l  reassured  when a  " labe l"  i s  assigned t o  i t ,  s o  

t h a t  t h e  c h i l d  a t  l a s t  can ge t  he lp .  A parent  may have f e l t  t h a t  he o r  she  w a s  

respons ib le  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  l a c k  of progress  i n  school .  

(4) w. It is not  uncommon f o r  a  parent  t o  f e e l  t h a t  he o r  she  has con- 



t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  handicap, e i t h e r  by something chat  occurred before  b i r t h  

o r  by something t h a t  happened e a r l y  i n  childhood. Soroe pa ren t s  look on t h e  handicap 

as a r e t r i b u t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  own p a s t  s i n s .  

(5) Overprotect iveness.  A pa ren t  may t r y  t o  sh te ld  t h e  c h i l d  from hur t  by 

t t  protec t ing"  him from t h e  r i s k s  and c r u e l t i e s  of e v e m a y  l i v i n g .  O r ,  t h e  parent  

may do too much f o r  t h e  c h i l d ,  t r y i n g  t o  compensate f o r  t h e  g u i l t  t h e  parent  f e e l s  

about  t h e  handicap. I n  e i t h e r  case ,  t h e  r e s u l t  might he t h a t  t h e  ch i ld  does not 

have t h e  oppor tuni ty  t o  develop h i s  s k i l l s  o r  l e a r n  t o  ge t  along wi th  o the r s .  Over- 

p ro tec t iveness  of t h e  handicapped c h i l d  may a l s o  h u r t  ocher members of t h e  family. 

(6) Inadequacy. The parent  may be  overwhelmed by t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of r a i s i n g  

a  c h i l d  who i s  handicapped. The parent  may not  know oither f a m i l i e s  wi th  handicapped 

ch i ld ren  and may not  have had access  t o  information tha t  could be he lp fu l .  He o r  

she  f e e l s  a lone .  A parent  who l o s e s  pa t i ence  wi th  a  handicapped c h i l d  may f e e l  

more g u i l t y  than  a  "r.orma1" c h i l d ' s  pa ren t  would. 

(7)  .Worry about t h e  f u t u r e .  A t eache r  has t h e  &i ld  f o r  a  school  yea r ,  and 

t h e  school i s  re spons ib le  f o r  t h e  c h i l d  f o r  only a  f e w y c a r s .  The pa ren t ,  however, 

must look t o  t h e  fu tu re .  The parent  may worry about tI12 c h i l d ' s  s o c i a l  adjustment 

once he leaves  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  p r o t e c t i v e  environment of school.  The parent  a l s o  

may be concerned over t h e  c h i l d ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  support h i z se l f  once he i s  out  of 

school ,  o r  when t h e  p a r e n t s  a r e  gone. 

Any o r  a l l  of t hese  emotions lcay be  f e l t  by t h e  payent a s  he  o r  she  t a l k s  

wi th  teachers  o r  o t h e r  school  personnel .  D i f f e r e n t  p e ~ l e  handle t h e i r  emotions 

i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways. Some t r y  t o  h ide  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  (by holding back t e a r s  o r  

simply not  t a l k i n g ) ,  expending s o  much e f f o r t  t o  conceal emotion t h a t  they do not 

f u l l y  concent ra te  on t h e  s u b j e c t  of d iscuss ion .  A t  t h e  o t h e r  extreme; a  parent  may 

respond s o  emotional ly t o  any d i scuss ion  of t h e  c h i l d ' s  handicap t h a t  t h e  d iscuss ion  



never quite gets to the point, 

If these emotions.can be recognized and dealt with, rather than ignored, 

parents and teachers work more effectively to help the handicapped child. 

FRUSTRATIONS THE PARENT MAY BE EXPERIENCING 

In addition to the parent's own feelings, he or she may be affected by other 

frustrations, intensifying the difficulties of communicating with the school system. 

By the time the child is in school, the parents may have learned that society's 

attitudes are not always helpful. 

The child's grandparents, other relatives, neighbors, or playmates may have 

been critical or cruel, perhaps unintentionally. 

Physicians, counselors, or school professionals may have avoided "breaking the 

news" of the child's handicap to the parents or may have misjudged the nature or 

severity of the handicap. The parents may have been referred to a program or service 

that was not appropriate to the child's real needs. Or the child may not have 

received help early enough. 

Other teachers in the past may have been ignorant about the handicap or the 

best way of helping the child. 

The parent may feel frustrated with changes in professional opinion -- whether 

the child should be in a special or "mainstream" progra-i!, exactly what the handicap 

is, what kinds of tests should be given, etc. 

The parent may simply be "burned out" after a long series of meetings and 

conferences about the child; in many cases, the parent ieels he has had to "educate 

the professionals". . . but that the professionals' decisions seldom take parental 
input into consideration. 

Finally, many parents have been forced to "fight for their child" to get an 

adequate diagnosis and appropriate services. They may have peen told that "no 



11 such program is avai lable".  . . t h e r e  i s n ' t  enough money". . ."we don' t  have the  

I ,  r i g h t  kind of personnel". . . maybe i n  a few years ."  A t  t h e  same time, they see  

t h e  school  providing expensive programs t h a t  they cons ider  t o  be  l e s s  e s s e n t i a l .  

Pa ren t s  of o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  may be e s p e c i a l l y  f r u s t r a t e d  a s  they s e e  time go by 

without  adequate he lp  f o r  t h e i r  ch i ld ren .  When t h e  s e r v i c e s  f i n a l l y  become a v a i l a b l e  

t h e  parent  may f e e l  t h a t  i t ' s  too  l a t e  t o  he lp  t h e i r  c h i l d .  

Parents  who have had such exper iences  may have negat ive  f e e l i n g s  toward the  

school ,  and schools  i n  genera l .  Many pa ren t s  of handicapped ch i ld ren  regard schools  

personnel a s  cold and unconcerned, and a s  looking f o r  ways they can avoid providing 

se rv ices .  .Even though t h e  school  personnel  who a r e  c u r r e n t l y  working with t h e  c h i l d  

may be dedicated and accept ing ,  they may become t h e  t a r g e t  of t h e  p a r e n t ' s  bui l t -up 

impatience, skept ic i sm,  and even h o s t i l i t y ,  

THE TEACHER'S FEELINGS AND FRUSTWTIONS 

Teachers, l i k e  p a r e n t s ,  have f e e l i n g s  toward ch i ld ren  wi th  handicaps. Even 

though they may not  have t h e  same emotional involvement wi th  t h e  c h i l d ,  they 

cannot be t o t a l l y  ob jec t ive .  

The teacher  may even have t h e  same s o r t s  of f e e l i n g s  t h a t  t h e  pa ren t s  do, and 

I ,  may see themselves" i n  some of t h e  pa ren t s '  comments about t h e  ch i ld .  Following 

a r e  some f e e l i n g s  t eache r s  may experience:  

(1) A teacher  may l i k e  one c h i l d  l e s s  than  t h e  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  c l a s s ,  because 

of t h e  c h i l d ' s  appearance, behavior ,  o r  t h e  t e a c h e r ' s  f e e l i n g s  about t h e  handicap 

i t s e l f .  The teacher  may not  want t o  admit t hese  f e e l i n g s  t o  t h e  pa ren t s  o r  even t o  

himself .  . . y e t  they  need t o  be recognized before  they can be overcome. 

(2) The teacher  may f e e l  t h a t  t h e  parent  is u n f a i r l y  cha l lenging  t h e  t eache r ' s  

competence, simply because t h e  t eache r  does not  have a l l  t h e  answers. 

(3)  He o r  she  may f e e l  t h a t  p a r e n t s  and o t h e r  school pgrsonnel do not  apprec ia t e  

t h e  t e a c h e r ' s  e f f o r t s .  

(4) The teacher  may f e e l  inadequate,  i n  terms of t r a i n i n g  and experience, t o  



d e a l  wi th  a  c h i l d  wi th  a  p a r t i c u l a r  handicap. He o r  she  may f e e l  t h e  school  

has  not  done i t s  p a r t  i n  providing support  s e r v i c e s ,  p repa ra t ion  time, o r  i n s e r v i c e  

t r a i n i n g .  

( 5 )  The teacher  may gee1 t h a t  h i s  o r  her  c l a s s  is impossibly l a r g e ,  o r  t h a t  

too many ch i ld ren  wi th  handicaps a r e  placed i n  i t ,  o r  t h a t  "normal" ch i ld ren  a r e  

s u f f e r i n g  because of t h e  amount of time t h e  teacher  must devote t o  handicapped 

chi ldren .  

(6) The teacher  may f e e l  t h a t  laws r e q u i r i n g  p a r e n t a l  involvement simply 

make t h e  t e a c h e r ' s  job more complicated. 

As t eache r s  and pa ren t s  beg i r  t o  recognize and become s e n s i t i v e  t o  each o t h e r ' s  

f e e l i n g s  and a r e a s  of e x p e r t i s e ,  they can  work toge the r  t o  he lp  t h e  c h i l d .  Here a r e  

some ways t o  reach t h i s  goal :  

(1) Consider pa ren t s  your p a r t n e r s  i n  an honest team approach t o  helping the  

ch i ld .  Avoid d i v i s i o n s  i n t o  "we" and "they". 

(2) Keep i n  touch. . . a s  f r e q u e n t l y  and informal ly  a s  poss ib l e ,  through no tes ,  

phone c a l l s ,  v i s i t s .  Try t o  provide as much p o s i t i v e  information a s  poss ib l e  about 

t h e  ch i ld  and h i s  o r  h e r  progress .  This  s e t s  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  a  more re laxed ,  t r u s t i n g  

atmosphere when i t ' s  time f o r  a  more formal  meeting. 

(3 )  Don't s t o p  communicating because t h e  parent  does not  respond t o  your e f f o r t s .  

He o r  she  may simply be d i s i l l u s i o n e d  because of p a s t  exper iences  wi th  p ro fes s iona l s .  

Keep showing t h a t  you care!  

( 4 )  Lis t en  t o  parents .  Remember t h a t  they have va luab le  i n s i g h t s  and in fo r -  

mation about t h e  c h i l d .  They know what " turns  him on" t o  l ea rn ing  and what " turns  

him o f f "  and causes d i f f i c u l t y  t h a t  could be avoided. They may be ab le  t o  t e l l  

when the  c h i l d  i s  responding w e l l ,  o r  n o t  s o  we l l ,  t o  t h e  school  program. Encourage 



them t o  te l l  you anything t h a t  might h e l p  you he lp  t h e  c h i l d .  

(5) Present  your. information and i d e a s  a s  c l e a r l y  a s  poss ib le .  Allow time 

f o r  explanat ion  and ques t ions .  Have m a t e r i a l  a v a i l a b l e  i n  wr i t i ng ,  so t h e  parent  

can sha re  i t  wi th  o t h e r s  a t  home. 

(6) Avoid p ro fes s iona l  jargon.  It may be  easy,  among o t h e r  p ro fes s iona l s ,  

t o  use " s h o r t c u t " w o r d s o r i n i t i a l s  t o  d e s c r i b e  concepts you a l l  understand. But 

i f  t h e  parent  does not  understand your t e m i n o l o g y ,  he o r  she  may we l l  f e e l  you 

a r e  t r y i n g  t o  appear s u p e r i o r  o r  t o  i n t i m i d a t e .  

(7) Communicate wi th  o t h e r  school  personnel  who a r e  working with t h e  c h i l d .  

Find out  what 's  happening i n  phys ica l  educat ion o r  s p e c i a l  t u t o r i n g ,  f o r  example. 

When a  program planning conference involves  o t h e r  p ro fes s iona l s  a s  wel l  a s  t h e  

pa ren t ,  p lan  toge the r  t h e  ways you might put  t h e  parent  st ease .  You might begin 

by asking  t h e  parent  about h i s  o r  her  own concerns. Be s u r e  t o  make i t  c l e a r  what 

each s t a f f  person does and t h e  progress  each has been a b l e  t o  observe. I f  t h e r e  

a r e  d i f f e r e n c e s  of opinion,  exp la in  and i n t e r p r e t  them c l e a r l y .  Most pa ren t s  w i l l  

r e spec t  t hese  d i f f e rences  and be glad t h a t  they a r e  brought o u t ,  r a t h e r  than hidden. 

(8) I f  t h e  parent  i s  emotional o r  h o s t i l e ,  l e t  him "get i t  out  of h i s  system", 

s o  you can g e t  on t o  a  d i scuss ion  of t h e  c h i l d ' s  program needs. 

( 9 )  Be honest  about t h e  reasons  f o r  any changes i n  t h e  c h i l d ' s  program, even 

i f  t h e  reason i s  admin i s t r a t ive  e f f i c i e n c y  ( e .g . ,  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of a  p a r t i c u l a r  s t a f f  

person) r a t h e r  than being d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  l ea rn ing  needs. 

(10) Put t h e  parent  i n  touch wi th  advocacy groups r ep resen t ing  handicapped 

persons (such a s  Asssc ia t ions  f o r  Retarded C i t i z e n s ,  Associa t ions  - for  Children with 

Learning D i s a b i l i t i e s ,  and t h e  many o t h e r  groups t h a t  may be  organized i n  your com- 

munity). Such groups can he lp  t h e  p a r e n t s  with t h e i r  own ques t ions  or. d i f f i c u l t i e s  

i n  r a i s i n g  t h e  c h i l d .  They can he lp  t h e  p a r e n t s  f i n d  s e r v i c e s  they w i l l  need i n  t h e  



future. The advocacy groups may also be able to help your school by seeking public 

support for better services. You can also help parents by encouraging your school 

district to develop parent education programs for all parents of handicapped children. 

(11) Feel free to admit to parents your own doubts, lack of knowledge, or 

inabilities. This will strike a responsive chord among parents who have had the 

same doubts about themselves. No one really expects you to have all the answers. . . 
but you should know where to go for assistance! 

(12) If you are giving the parent major mew information about the handicap, 

particularly if it is negative, do so gently, in lay language, and with strong 

assurance that help is available. Point out thechild's strengths as well as 

weaknesses. 

(13) Reassure the parent that he or she is doing a good job with the child. 

Avoid assuming that parents are responsible for a child's previous failures. This 

will free the parent to be honest about reporting problems at home. 

(14) Empathize with parents. Recognize that they are dealing with a difficult 

situation. Be willing to cope with their emotion and let them express it openly. . . 
so you can get on to effective communication. Let them know you are both on the 

' 

same side. . . the child's! 
Throughout the process of informal and formal communication, remember that 

sharing information and ideas helps you and the parents "recharge your batteries". 

Communication helps e?eryone concerned find renewed energy to help the child. . . and' 
that's what it's all about! 
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