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Abstract
This paper proposes an action science approach for reshaping the relationship between teachers and parents of “at risk” or “excluded’ students.  The relationship between teachers and parents is considered to be one of the most important and challenging factors for the success of children, especially those at risk or socially excluded.  The paper is based on action research conducted in a workshop on inclusive practice with teachers in a graduate program in inclusive education in Israel. It analyzes conversations through which teachers and parents mutually construct their relationship in order to identify what makes these interactions.  Reflection on these conversations revealed a framing, that we call “mobilizing parents,” that helps explain how teacher-parent interaction go wrong despite good intentions.  The paper presents this framing, the actions it generates, and the implications of these actions.  It then suggest an alternative framing, “attaining parental authorization,” intended to create relationships between teachers and parents that provide a healthy, stable foundation for work with the child.
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The relationship between teachers and parents is considered to be one of the most important factors for the success of children in school, but it is also one of the challenging issues facing educational systems worldwide (Epstein, 2009, McKenna & Millen, 2013).  The issue it is even more problematic when dealing with at risk/excluded children (Jasis, 2013; Rapp & Duncan, 2012).  This paper analyzes the specific interactions through which teachers and parents mutually construct their relationship.   The analysis will help clarify how teachers frame these interactions, how they put this framing into practice, implications of these actions, and ways in which both the framing and the action can be changed in order to create more constructive relationships.  
The paper is based on action research conducted with teachers in a graduate program in inclusive education in Israel. The goal of the workshop was to help teachers improve their practice, so it is based almost entirely on the perspective of teachers.   As part of the workshop teachers were asked to write and analyze case studies, from their personal experience, illustrating interactions with parents.  One of these teachers, Naomi (a pseudonym), described her experience working with Ari (a pseudonym) and his parents:
Ari is a student in the tenth grade with very poor achievement.  He frequently disrupts the class, speaks rudely to teachers, and acts violently with other students in class.  As opposed to last year (when he was making good progress), he seems to have lost all will to succeed.  In every discussion members of school faculty he lashes out angrily….Ari’s parents are very angry at the school.  They claim that the teachers are making it difficult for him and that we’ve singled him out as a problematic kid…I invited his parents to a meeting in order to listen to them, to try to calm down their anger…The discussion with them was very difficult…Ari’s parents – and even Ari himself – cause me feelings of deep aversion, a lack of empathy, aggressiveness, superiority, shame, and pity.  It’s pretty frightening to feel that way and I need to check why they raise such feelings in me…In my discussion with them…I was occupied all of the time with just trying to survive the discussion …Another thing that I realized after the discussion was how much I was caught up with my need to protect myself, not to get angry, not to show feelings, not to lash out, to look professional.  With all that, I was much less able to really listen to and hear the parents…Afterwards, I understood how much my feelings and inability to contain the family constitutes a main barrier to my work and the other faculty’s work with Ari.
This teacher's experience is far from unique or extreme.  To the contrary, it expresses to what many, if not most, teachers feel in their complex and very sensitive relationships with their students’ parents.   What makes it somewhat special, however, is the unusually high degree of reflectiveness frankness, and self-criticism exhibited by Naomi in describing her interaction with Ari’s parents.  She wanted to create a close, empathic relationship with the parents as a basis for constructive work aimed at helping Ari.  Instead, she found herself in a struggle for survival that kept her focused on protecting herself and generated powerful negative feelings towards the family and the child.
This gap between what Naomi intended and what she actually produced in action is the central puzzle to be addressed in this paper.  What prevents an extremely competent, experienced, sensitive, and reflective teacher like Naomi from building a healthy constructive relationship with parents?  What leads her into a negative dynamic with parents despite her best intentions?  What can Naomi, and other teachers, do to reshape this dynamic so as to produce empathic, constructive relationships that can benefit parents, children, and teachers alike?  
The paper begins with a brief review of the literature on teacher-parent relationships, especially with parents of at risk/excluded children.  It then describes the action research method used in developing the ideas presented in this paper.  Next it analyzes Naomi’s case in depth using the concept of “theories of action” as an analytical tool.  On the basis of this analysis, the paper proposes an alternative theory of action aimed at building better relationships between teachers and parents and discusses initial attempts to put the new theory into practice. Finally, in the discussion, the paper looks at the need to address two issues - professionalism and emotion – in helping teachers create more constructive, mutual relations with parents.  

The Teacher-Parent Relationship
 The relationship between teachers, or schools, and parents first emerged as a major issue of study at in the last decade of the 20th century.  Bronfenbrenner's (1996) ecological model provided the theoretical inspiration for seeing home and school as part of larger integrated whole whose functioning has an important effect on children's learning.  Broad scholarly consensus, based on a robust body of research, has linked positive student development, learning, and achievement with the quality of the relationship between teachers and parents (Abrams and Gibbs, 2002;  Billman, Geddes & Hedges, 2005;  Epstein, 2009; Jasis, 2013;  McKenna & Millen, 2013, McNamara, Hustler, Stronach, Rodrigo, Beresford & Botcherby,2000;  Rapp & Duncan, 2012).  
Most scholarly work of this relationship has focused on the role of parents, which tends to be framed as either “involvement” or “partnership” (Sheridan, Kim, Coutts, Sjuts, Holmes, Ransom & Garbacz, 2012).  Parent involvement is generally defined as the “participation of significant caregivers (including parents, grandparents, stepparents, foster parents, etc.) in activities promoting the educational process of their children in order to promote their academic and social well-being “(Sheridan et al, p.3).   Partnership is defined as a child-focused approach wherein families and professionals cooperate, coordinate, and collaborate to enhance opportunities and success for children and adolescents across social, emotional, behavioral, and academic domains (Sheriden et al, p. 3).   Involvement puts the emphasis on what parents do to support their child in school, where as partnership emphasizes the relationship between families and schools.  Jasis (2013) adds to this typology the idea of parent “activism,” defined “as the efforts of caregivers to promote, advocate, mobilize, or direct social, political, environmental, or institutional change (p. 114).”
Along with consensus about the importance of relationships between teachers and parents, there is also widespread agreement that these relationships are extremely complex and/or problematic (Billman et al, 2005; Omer, 2002).  A cross-national study of teacher-parent relationships in Australia, Chile, the Czech Republic, Portugal and Spain was that parents and found that teachers were consistently reluctant to develop partnerships or collaborative relations (Davies & Johnson, 1996).   Attempts to increase parent involvement or partnership generate tensions over power, resources, and cultural disparities which often overshadow the goal of enhancing student teaching (Thompson, 1996). 
Difficulties encountered in teacher-parent relationships become even more complex and problematic when teachers and schools work with children from families experiencing social exclusion due to poverty, race, minority status, cultural diversity or other factors.  Numerous studies show that parents from these families participate less frequently and are more alienated from schools than families form the mainstream dues to exhaustion, despair, shame, and anger  that often characterize their life experiences (Abrams & Gibb, 2002;  Krumer-Nevo, 2003;  Jasis, 2013;  McKenna & Millen, 2013; Rapp & Duncan, 2012).  The problem is especially acute because excluded children typically experienced greater academic difficult, if not chronic failure, and behavioral problems, which make any interaction with teachers and schools intensely emotionally laden (Laluvein, 2010).
Numerous theoretical treatments and case studies of actual interventions, and especially action research, point the way to the development of constructive teacher-parent relations (Jasis, 2013; Billman et al, 2005; Davies & Johnson, 1996; Laluvein, 2010; Rapp & Duncan, 2012; Symeou, Roussounidou & Michaelides, 2012; Thompson, 1996).   These studies almost unanimously call for the development of mutual respect, better communication, dialogue, and openness to learning on the part of teachers especially. However, most of these studies are written at a level of generality that makes it difficult to understand exactly what enabled particular parents, teachers, and/or administrators actually did in order the very formidable obstacles to building constructive relationships.  As Naomi's case illustrates, good intentions and communication skills are not enough.  In order to fill this gap, this paper will analyze these interactions from the perspective of teachers at the very micro-level.  Based on the Naomi's case, it will look at the thinking, feeling, and action that shape these relationships and then suggest an actionable alternative.

Method
This paper is based on action research carried out with teachers studying in a Masters of Education Program in Inclusive Education at the Oranim Academic College of Education in Israel.   The research took place within the context of workshops on the professional identity of teachers working with these populations.  The participants in workshops were all experienced teachers, who were each asked to write a case, based on personal experience, describing an interaction with parents.   The cases included a brief description of the context, the situation, and a reconstruction of an actual conversation using a “two-column” format in which the right-hand column contains what was said and the left-hand column contains the case writer’s thoughts and feelings during the interaction (Argyris, Putnam & Smith, 1985; Rudolph, Foldy & Taylor, 2001).  Cases were collected from 96 different teachers from 2010 through 2013.  The teachers represented a fairly comprehensive, though in no way representative, sample of the diversity of Israeli society (Jewish, Arab, secular, orthodox, ultra-orthodox) as well as different educational levels (pre-school, elementary, and secondary).  
The case writing and analysis were guided by concepts from “action science” - an action research method based on the idea that human behavior is guided by tacit mental “theories of action” that guide behavior and enable people to make sense of the behavior of others (Argyris, Putnam & Smith, 1985; Argyris & Schon, 1974; 1978, 1996; Friedman, 2001; Friedman, Razer & Sykes, 2004)... Theories of action are like mental programs that enable people to manage overwhelming amounts of information, interpret their environment, and respond almost automatically to most situations.  When people enact their implicit theories through interaction with others, they jointly construct behavioral worlds that then shape the way people in those systems perceive reality and act to achieve their goals.   
Action science engages people in systematic inquiry and critical reflection into their reasoning and action so that they can become aware of the implicit theories that drive their behavior and the consequences of these theories.  This process of critical reflection expands the range of choices people can make about their behavior, the relationships they form, and the behavioral world they create. At the organizational level it enables people to identify the shared cognitive “frames” they used to make sense of their situation (Argyris et al., 1985; Schon, 1983; Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1976).  Frames name the problem at hand, determine what solutions make sense, and shape the actions to be taken. The action science method provides tools for individually and collectively “reframing” in ways that suggest alternative ways of thinking and guide the invention and implementation of new action strategies for putting that thinking into practice
The inquiry process generally followed two iterations of the action research cycle:  action, evaluation, discovery, and designing new action (Argyris et al, 1985). The first iteration was an initial analysis of the cases was carried together with the teachers in the workshops.  The second iteration was an in-depth secondary analysis carried out on a sub-sample of the cases by the authors of this paper. The goal of this secondary analysis was to delve more deeply into the kind of puzzle exemplified by Naomi’s case so as to (1) identify the common theory or action that made these interactions so difficult and (2) design an alternative theory of action that could generate better relations between teachers and parents. In order to move from the discovery and invention phase to action, a workshop was held a group of 15 teachers drawn from the original 96.   In this workshop, the analysis of the theory of action was presented and its validity tested out with the teachers.  The alternative theory-in-use was then presented and also tested for validity.  The teachers were the given opportunities to test out the new theory of action in role plays based on hypothetical situations involving teacher-parent interactions.  The data collected from this follow-up workshop was then analyzed an incorporated into the findings presented here.
In presenting our findings, we focus mainly one case (Naomi's), which is analyzed in-depth in order to illustrate patterns that were observed in the cases in general.  We chose Naomi’s case because it represents an exemplar of teachers’ theory of action in this kind of situation.   Her case contains most of the central themes that we discovered in analyzing all of the cases, though we will supplement it with references to other cases where necessary.  Our claim is that this analysis can help teachers identify what goes wrong in their interactions with parents and provide them with a basis for changing their theories of action so as to create better, more productive relationships.

Naomi’s Case
In this section we present the full (though slightly edited) discussion between teachers and Ari’s parents as recorded by Naomi in her personal case.
	Thoughts and Feelings
	The Actual Conversation

	I’m trying to read the mothers face.  Her look really scares me.  I don’t have the energy for confrontations now.  I really want to mobilize them to our side.  Ari is a sourpuss like his mother; she doesn't look very nice - just like him.   She claims to be a therapist.  She doesn’t look that way.  The father looks nice.  Maybe it will be possible to talk with him.   I don’t have the energy for her nonsense now.  

Here we go again with the guilt feelings.  She can’t deal with her son at home and blames us.  She needs my help. I can help her.  She doesn’t know how to ask for help – only by blaming – out of shame.
OK, take a deep breath and try to listen and calm down from the insult.  Trying to put aside my desire to save face.  I’m a professional.  I will try to work with them. I can do it
	Ari’s parents come into my room.  The father is smiling but the mother has a frozen expression and is whispering to the father about their attempt to hide from Ari. 

Teacher (T):  Hi!  How are you?  Is everything OK?

Mother (M):  I don’t want Ari to see us.  These meetings put him under a lot of pressure.

T:  Are you under pressure about this meeting with me?

M:  We’re not under pressure!  But it’s very hard for us to see Ari suffer here.



	Trying to not to be suspicious, but I also feel attacked, blamed and quite hurt.


I’m beginning to listen less judgmentally.  I want to learn about the family, the relationships, and their feelings about the school and the faculty.



There is a real cost to his teacher’s maternity leave. A child like Ari feels lost and threatened when a trusted teacher leaves in the middle of the year.  She’s right.  We really didn’t address his need.  They understand that we’re not just blaming him, but they’re desperate and don’t know how to help him.  I feel a bit ashamed.  The school is supposed to provide stability - certainly in his special program – and it’s not happening this year. I can totally identify with the mother!  What is lacking is an empathic approach towards him. 
	T:  Tell me why Ari suffers in school?

M: Ari is a very bright child, but very sensitive – the most sensitive of his siblings.  Last year was very difficult for him, especially after the beginning of the year, mostly because of the incident when he stabbed another student with a pencil.  That was a real crisis for Ari, but afterwards he really connected with his homeroom teacher and he succeeded in improving both his studies and his behavior.  This year he feels that all of the teachers are against him, blaming him for anything that happens in class.   It’s true that he is involved in some way, but they don’t understand him and don’t leave him alone.  You think that we don’t back up the school, but that’s not true!  It’s just that he is right!


	
I continue the discussion confident in what I am doing, looking to learn about Ari at home with his family.  I’m fighting off feelings of shame…



From the parents’ story, it seems to me that Ari feels inferior compared to his siblings.  The parents don’t really know how to deal with a child with difficulties.  I feel pity for them.  The mother suddenly seems so help and confused.

What happened in the fifth grade that changed everything?  They’re not telling me all the details.  I feel confused and shaken.  How to go on from here.  

Turn to the father.  What does he have to say?  His avoidance reminds me of Ari and his avoidance from learning, sharing, and talking.  
	T:  Tell me more about Ari.  How many siblings does he have?  How was as a student in the past?  What do you experience with him at home?

M:  Ari is our youngest child. He has an older brother and sister who both finished school.  They were good students with no problems.   Ari started well in elementary school – he was a good student.  He’s bright and he is quick to pick things up.  In fifth grade the problems started.  He began to become disruptive, walking in and out of class, getting involved in all kinds of nonsense – you know – arguments, fights.  We took him for therapy and he was diagnosed with all kinds of difficulties.  You’ve seen the diagnosis.  Here, in 7th and 8th grade he didn’t get along and spent a lot of time outside of class.  We hoped that the special program (for high potential underachievers) would save him, but even that didn’t really help.

	




They're scared to death of Ari.  They’re incapable of standing up to him.

Why are they asking about the parties now?  What does he want from me?  He surprised me and I’m beginning to lose patience. What a jerk!  Too bad I turned to him…What does he expect – that I will raise his child?  They simply aren’t able to raise him and that’s where all the criticism comes from.  They need our help no less than Ari.

Relax and take a deep breath!  Unpleasant surprises.  I feel threatened and that I’m losing control.  Trying not to blow up and tell him exactly what I think of him as a parent.  I wish they would just leave.  It’s so hard for me to be accepting of them.  I’m afraid I’m going to get aggressive. 
	T: (Turning to the father).  What happens with Ari at home?  
F:  Ari is a very sensitive child, temperamental.  When he gets angry, you can’t get near him.  We try to calm him down and not to quarrel with him.  But he’ll get over it.  He’s a teenager.  I wanted to ask you what you’re doing about the weekend parties.

T:  What would you like us to do about the parties?  

F:  Set a limit to the hours, ban drinking, and deal with what’s happening there – you’re responsible for it.



	No, I won’t directly respond to his question.  I don’t want get into an unnecessary argument with him.  I’ll keep the discussion directed on Ari and his family.  

I feel tense, but slowly relax when I see that the father doesn’t insist and responds to my questions.

I’m really exhausted by my tension and all this going around in circles.  I’m going to tell them straight what I think Ari needs.  Whatever happens, happens.  There is a major problem of parental authority.  Ari completely lacks boundaries.  No wonder he’s calling out through extreme and dangerous behavior.

	T:  What happens to Ari at these parties?

F:  Like everyone – he gets drunk, acts wild, comes home late, doesn’t listen to us, and doesn’t tell us much either.

T:  I understand that it’s not easy for you with him.  Maybe we can help, but it’s not for sure.

F:  There’s nothing we can do.  Ari doesn’t cooperate with us. I can’t force him!

T:  The whole teaching staff agrees that Ari is a bright young man with high potential.  He’s a social and sensitive boy.  His presence in class makes a difference too many of the students.  Along with that, the school staff experiences him as very frustrated, disgruntled, aggressive, confused, and disappointed – and these feelings prevent him from functioning as we would expect form a child his age. Ari’s drunkenness at parties, the fact that he doesn’t accept authority, and his academic performance are all very worrisome.   They all point to Ari’s need for emotional support and professional care.  Has he received therapy in the past?  You talk about having difficulties with Ari.  Perhaps you could parent training?

	I’m overcome with pity for Ari and his parents.  They’re “at war” and their criticism comes out of real distress and an inability to deal with children.  I’m concerned about Ari and realize that his situation is much worse than I had thought.  I feel strongly that I wan to convince him to agree to therapy.










Relief – and happiness that the discussion is over and proud that I succeeded, mainly, in controlling myself and not letting out my hard feelings..., making a little progress in the connection between the school and the parents, and gathering some more information about Ari and his parents.  I need to update the other faculty and check into Ari’s program again and the expectations from him.   Professional help could be good…but it’s not everything. We have to continue to monitor Ari and slowly work with him, according to his abilities.  I need to talk with Ari today.
	M:  In elementary school, Ari received therapy from a psychologist for two years.  Last year he met the psychologist a bit, but no meaningful connection came out of it and he refused to go.   This year he doesn’t want it. 

T:  Are you worried?

M:  Very much.  I realize that it’s a sign of confusion and despair.

T:  Would you be willing to let me to with him about therapy?  Maybe I won’t succeed.  

M:  Of course.  We’d be happy if he agreed.
T:  I will speak with him and then update you.  Thanks for the interesting conversation.  It was important for me to hear you.

M & F:  Thank you.





Case Analysis
In the introduction we framed the task of the paper as understanding what led this teacher to act in in ways that were significantly different from what Naomi intended, despite her own self-awareness and desire to really listen to the parents.  In order to achieve this goal, we now analyze her case so as to identify her underlying “theory-in-use” - that is, the implicit theory of action that guided her behavior (See Figure 1).   Naomi's theory-in-use, which can only be inferred from the thoughts, feelings, and actions she recorded includes   (1) how she perceived the situation in terms of both relatively objective initial conditions and her subjective “framing”, (2) the implicit goals that can be inferred from her thoughts, feelings, and actions, (3) the action strategies she employed to achieve these goal, and (4) the outcomes of these strategies.  

Figure 1:  Teachers’ Theory of Action with Parents of Excluded/At Risk Children
Initial Conditions
1. Children with a history of failure and behavioral problems
2. Inadequate teacher knowledge and skill for treating student problems.
3. Teacher experience emotional difficulty bearing their students’ on-going failure.
4. Parents of these children are dealing with difficult problems.

Action Strategy (“mobilizing” parents):

1. Discussion focuses on the home and on parent failures/weaknesses/errors.
2. Failures/weaknesses/errors of the school are not part of the discussion with parents.
3.  Teachers direct parents to act in certain ways even when they do not have a real solution for complex problems.
Framing:  “We need to ‘mobilize’ the parents.”
1. The parents need to change.
2. Teachers’ success with the child depends on the functioning of the parent.
3. Teachers know what is good for the child and what parents need to do.
4. [bookmark: _GoBack]If the parents do not “collaborate”, (i.e. do what teacher advice) then the on-going failure with the child is not the teachers’ fault.


 Outcomes: 
1. Parent-teachers interaction becomes a power struggle.
2. Teachers experience an emotional pendulum: swinging back and forth between anger and pity towards parents.
3. Parents experience humiliation and alienation.

 
Little mutual learning about how to meet the emotional, social, and cognitive needs of the child.




Initial Conditions
This component of the theory of action refers to relatively objective “facts” of the situation in which teachers, like Naomi, find themselves when interacting with parents of excluded/at risk children.  
Children with a history of failure and behavioral problems.  Naomi perceived Ari as belonging to a particular group of students, often characterized as “at risk,” who have history of failure and behavioral problems in school. In Israel these children tend to come from families that experience social exclusion due to poverty or discrimination of some kind.  These problems are often exacerbated by a “cycle of exclusion” in which teachers and students become increasingly distant and alienated from each other (Razer & Friedman, 2012).  In Ari’s case, this cycle escalated until one of his teachers took a deep personal interest in him.  When that teacher left, Ari felt abandoned and became even more disruptive than before (Razer & Friedman, 2013).  Teachers like Naomi encounter increasing numbers of children who feel abandoned and excluded.  While these teachers may not be responsible for the exclusion, any action they take may reinforce the cycle of exclusion or reverse the cycle and foster inclusion.
Inadequate teacher knowledge and skill for treating student problems.    Teachers, at least in the Israeli context, are largely unequipped with the knowledge and skills for work with excluded/at risk populations that exhibit extreme emotional distress and disruptive behavior.  Teaching training focuses mainly on the development of cognitive skills and classroom management, leaving teachers simply unprepared to deal effectively with the very complex problems that at risk/excluded students bring with them to school.
Teachers experience emotional difficulty bearing their students’ on-going failure.  Teachers of at risk/excluded students face not only very difficult pedagogical and behavioral challenges, but they also encounter powerful negative emotions such as distress, pain, anger, and alienation.  Most teachers do not know how to deal with these emotions, which stimulate with them equally strong reactions that threaten to overwhelm them.  This situation is intensified in the interaction with parents.  Naomi, for example expressed feelings such as fear, blame, guilt, shame, hurt, aggressiveness, and exhaustion.  Indeed, at the very beginning she summed her feelings as “I don’t have the energy for confrontations.”   She felt emotional distress at having to interact with the parents while at the same time feeling that she felt responsibility and a desire to help the child and his parents.  
Parents dealing with difficult problems. Teachers are aware of the often overwhelming difficulties that parents are having their children as well as their emotional distress.  They are also aware of the need parents feel to defend their children from punishment and other negative things that happen at school.

Framing:  “We have to mobilize the parents.”
According to our analysis, Naomi’s framing was reflected in the thought, which appeared at the very outset of the meeting that “I have to mobilize the parents to our side.”   First of all, this framing reflects the assumption that there are two sides, presumably the school and the child, and that the parents are not yet doing what they need to do from the perspective of the school.  This framing appeared in the thinking of teachers, in one form or another, in almost every case we analyzed.  On the basis of this analysis, we found that the framing “mobilizing parents” carries with it the following meanings:
The parents need to change.  A central component of this framing that it will not be possible to help the child unless some kind of change occurs on the side of the parents. Teachers rarely say this explicitly, but their thinking and action reflect the belief that, if the parents do not change, the child will not change.  In Naomi’s case, this part of the framing was clearly evident when she thought: 
I’m going to tell them straight what I think Ari needs… There is a major problem of parental authority.  Ari completely lacks boundaries.  No wonder he’s calling out through extreme and dangerous behavior. There is a major problem of parental authority.  Ari completely lacks boundaries.  No wonder he’s calling out through extreme and dangerous behavior.
Teachers expect parents to change in many different ways, such as “setting limits,”  “relating to the child more empathically,” or “making sure they do their homework.”  The underlying assumption, however, is that the teacher’s job in this interaction is to focus attention on the parents shortcomings.
Teachers’ success with the child depends on the functioning of the parent.  The implicit reasoning in the mobilization framing is that teachers cannot succeed in their mission unless this change occurs.  This reasoning reflects teachers’ feelings of helplessness in dealing with their students’ very complex problems.  When teachers experience themselves as unable to help the children with long histories of failure and behavioral problems, they implicitly point the finger at parents.   In these interactions teachers rarely attribute the inability to cope with the child to their own inabilities, but rather project the difficulty onto the parents’ failings. Thus, according to this reasoning, only a change in the parents can change their child’s situation. 
In looking at the cases of all the teachers, the issue of dependence upon the parents received expression in two ways.  Sometimes teachers felt superior to the parents.  This stance was clearly reflected in Naomi’s thoughts quoted above.  It is often reflected in seeing the parents as weak, unaware of what is really going on with their children, or simply apathetic.  In these situations, teachers feel they have to educate the parents or convince the parents that the school is right in whatever it is doing.    At other times, teachers perceive parents as much more powerful than themselves.  As a result, they feel weak and extremely vulnerable. These feelings were also apparent in Naomi’s thoughts, especially toward the mother, whom she found very threatening.  Feelings of powerlessness relative to parents often lead teachers to attribute to parents a lack of respect towards them as professionals.  When the mother said that it is hard for them to see their son suffering in school, Naomi felt “attacked, blamed, and quite hurt” although her statement did not have to be interpreted as an attack.   The feeling of “suspicion” towards the parents, which she tried to repress, indicates that she attributed to them an intention to harm her.  
As indicated by the analysis of Naomi’s case, feelings of superiority and weakness, though seemingly opposite, may be experience by the same teacher at different points in a single interaction with parents.  Whether they feel superior to or weaker than the parents, teachers expect that parents will change and act differently so that the school can succeed with the child.  The implication is that teachers are unable to help the child change until this happens.
Teachers know what is good for the child and what parents need to do.  Even though teachers feel dependent upon the parents, they assume that they know better than the parent what is good for the child and what needs to be done.  In most cases of chronic failure and/or behavior problems, teaches believe they have an explanation that usually implicates the parents.  
If the parents do not “collaborate”, then the on-going failure with the child is not the teachers’ fault.  Here the logic of the framing reaches its culmination.  If teachers feel that they cannot do anything unless the parents change and the parents do not do what they say, then teachers do not bear responsibility for on-going failure.   Rather than look at what they might do differently, teachers take a judgmental stance towards parents and their parenting. 

Action strategies
The action strategies teachers use in dealing with parents flow directly from the framing described above.  On the basis of our analysis, we identified three strategies through which teachers attempt to “mobilize” parents:  (1) focusing discussion on problems at home and the failings/faults of parents, (2) keeping faults of the school or the faculty’s lack of knowledge covered up and out of the discussion, (3) and telling parents what they need to do – even when teachers themselves have no real solution for a complex problem.
Focusing discussion on the home and the failings/faults of the parents.  In Naomi’s case, the parents said that Ari suffers in school.  Naomi asked why he suffers and they attributed it to a series of events and action patterns on the part of the school.  In response Naomi shifted the focus back to the home (“Tell me more about Ari.  How many siblings does he have?  How was as a student in the past?  What do you experience with him at home?”).   On the one hand, these kinds of questions appear to reflect a way of deepening the inquiry and expressing concern about the child.  On the other hand, Naomi did not actually respond directly to what the parents said about their son’s suffering in school.  Furthermore, this shift appeared to be almost automatic.  Naomi never asked herself why she suddenly changed direction.  In fact, she did not even seem to be aware of it.  It just seemed like the natural thing to do.  
At the very moment the mother was describing Ari’s difficulties in school, the teacher was already preparing to make this shift, as reflected in her thoughts (“I want to learn about the family, the relationships, and their feelings about the school and the faculty”).  And, when she asked the question, their feelings about the school and the faculty were not part of it.  After she succeeded in shifting the direction of the conversation, she thought “I continue the discussion confident in what I am doing, looking to learn about Ari at home with his family.”
This pattern repeated itself again and again through the entire interaction.   After a few statements about the family and the past, the mother returned and put the focus on school and the “here and now” saying that:
…in 7th and 8th grade he didn’t get along and spent a lot of time outside of class.  We hoped that the special program (for high potential underachievers) would save hi, but even that didn’t really help.
The immediate response of the teacher was to put the focus back onto the home (“What happens with Ari at home?”).  When the father put the spotlight back onto the school by asking what it planned to do about the parties, Naomi’s internal reaction was very critical: 
Why are they asking about the parties now?  What does he want from me?  He surprised me and I’m beginning to lose patience. What a jerk!  Too bad I turned to him…What does he expect – that I will raise his child?  .  
This reaction implies that the teacher related to the father’s question as totally illegitimate, but, in fact, there may very well be a legitimate role for the school in dealing with the issue of parties.
Keeping faults of the school or the faculty’s lack of knowledge out of the discussion.  When Ari’s parents said that “this year he feels that all of the teachers are against him, blaming him for anything that happens in class,” Naomi thought:
 There is a real cost to his teacher’s maternity leave. A child like Ari feels lost and threatened when a trusted teacher leaves in the middle of the year.  She’s right.  We really didn’t address his need… The school is supposed to provide stability - certainly in his special program – and it’s not happening this year. I can totally identify with the mother!  What is lacking is an empathic approach towards him.
In other words, Naomi acknowledged to herself that the school played a significant role in the deterioration of Ari’s situation.  She even justified what the mother was saying.  However, she never revealed her thinking to the parents, but kept the discussion focused on Ari and on the home.  
The need to defend the school and cover up its short-comings was a recurrent pattern throughout all of the cases and constitutes one of the main stumbling blocks in the teacher-parent relationship.  In the cases we analyzed, we did not find a single case in which the school shared their own professional difficulties, shortcomings, or mistakes.   The need for teachers to maintain a strong, confident front reveals just how unbearable it is for them to be honest about their own uncertainty and short-comings when talking with parents.  For example, when Ari’s father suggested things the school might do to deal with parties, Naomi thought:
I feel threatened and that I’m losing control.  Trying not to blow up and tell him exactly what I think of him as a parent.  I wish they would just leave.  It’s so hard for me to be accepting of them.  I’m afraid I’m going to get aggressive.
Rather than seriously considering what they school might do she returned the focus to the parents and said to them:
“I understand that it’s not easy for you with him.  Maybe we can help, but it’s not for sure.”
While thinking to herself:
There is a major problem of parental authority.  Ari completely lacks boundaries.  No wonder he’s calling out through extreme and dangerous behavior.
In Naomi’s case, her recognition of culpability for the problem elicited feelings of blame, shame, and even fear.  In order to avoid these feelings, she needed to cover up.  The more teachers cover up, the less confident they actually feel, compensating in ways which make them act aggressively towards parents.  This pattern prevents truly open discussion with the parents about what is going wrong with their child and what might be done to help.
Telling parents what they need to do – even when teachers themselves have no real solution for a complex problem.  Teachers feel the need to direct the parents into doing something concrete even when a problem seems very complex and the solution they suggest is inappropriate.  As pointed out above, one of the features of the “mobilization” framing is the assumption that teachers know what is good for the child and what the parents ought to do.  For example, as the extreme difficulty of the situation became clear, Naomi began to feel exhausted by the discussion which she described to herself as “going around in circles”.  Her response was to present a kind of diagnosis to the parents, ending with a very clear and decisive recommendation “for emotional support and professional care” and “parent training.”  It also appears, from what Naomi said about her case retrospectively, that she had come to this solution even before the meeting. Certainly therapy might help, but Naomi’s recommendation circumvented a discussion the problems themselves, ignored what might actually be done by the school to help Ari, and placed the responsibility for change onto the parents.   She also ignored that fact that Ari had already been in therapy and rejected it.  Naomi did think to herself that professional help is not everything and that the school needed to monitor Ari and “work slowly with him”, but she never revealed this to the parents.  
Naomi did not pursue her suggestion of parent training and she did volunteer to speak with Ari about therapy.  In many cases, however, teachers act as if they know what needs to be done and the parents are expected to carry out their instructions.  Frequently they give parents tasks which they believe will turn them into better, more committed parents and, thus, will enable the child to succeed.  In the following example, taken from a different case, the teacher reported to the parent about an incident of violence involving her daughter that took place in the previous lesson:
Teacher:  You understand that this kind of thing cannot happen again.  
Mother:  Yes, I understand.
Teacher: If so, then I want to agree that you will talk with your daughter and explain to her again the school rules.  And every time there is a problem like this, we will call and report to you about it. 
This case reflects a general pattern in which the teachers feel as if they need to educate parents and do so by imposing upon them particular tasks.  However, the utility of this task is highly questionable.  What was the teacher actually trying to accomplish by requesting that the mother talk with her daughter about violence and in reporting each incident of her violent behavior?  The teacher was acting as if she believed that it would change the woman’s parenting behavior.  The teacher herself acted as if there was nothing she could do to generate change without the mother carrying out her instructions.  The teacher’s inability to work effectively with the child was immediately transferred to the mother as tacit criticism of her performance.   The teacher appeared quite satisfied with the agreement and interpreted the mother’s acquiescence as an example of “cooperation”.  The tasks the teacher assigned, however, were not related to the actual life experience and problems of the mother. Nor did they take into account what was going on with her and her feelings.  Obviously not all parents acquiesce to teachers’ instructions, but either way, the failure of children to change are easily attributed to the parents’ failure. 

Outcomes of the “mobilizing parents” action strategies
The central question here is not whether parents agree or disagree, but the implication of these strategies for the relationship between parents and teachers.  The analysis of the cases revealed a number of outcomes that typically resulted from the “mobilizing parents” framing and action strategies: (1) parent-teacher interactions turn into power struggles, (2) teachers swing on an emotional pendulum between anger and pity towards the parents, (3) teachers feel alienated from the parents and increasingly helpless in dealing with the difficulties and needs of the child, and (4)  there is little learning about how to meet the emotional and cognitive needs of the child.  Although we do specify impacts on parents as well as teachers, these findings must be qualified since our findings are based entirely on cases written by and discussions with teachers. 
 Parent-teacher interactions turn into power struggles.  On the surface parents meet with teachers in order to talk about their children and how to help them perform better in school.  However, in almost every case, there is an implicit power struggle over who bears responsibility for the problem (Who is to blame?) and for the solution (Who has to change?).   As can be seen from Naomi’s case, this power struggle received expression in a continual back and forth with Naomi trying to keep the focus on the home and the parents continually pushing the focus back onto the school.
Teachers swing on an emotional pendulum between anger and pity.  One of the most striking features in Naomi’s case is the way she swung back and forth between emotions of anger towards the parents and feelings of deep pity towards them.  At the very beginning her thoughts and feelings expressed a lack of patience, even contempt:
I’m trying to read the mothers face.  Her look really scares me.  I don’t have the energy for confrontations now.  I really want to enlist them on our side.  Ari is a sourpuss like his mother; she looks not very nice - just like him.   She claims to be a therapist.  She doesn’t look that way.  The father looks nice.  Maybe it will be possible to talk with him.   I don’t have the energy for her nonsense now.  
However, as the mother told about their problems with Ari, Naomi experienced pity towards them:
The parents don’t really know how to deal with a child with difficulties.  I feel pity for them.  The mother suddenly seems so help and confused.
The sharp swing between anger and pity repeated itself even more sharply when the father raised the issue of the parties:
Why are they asking about the parties now?  What does he want from me?  He surprised me and I’m beginning to lose patience. What a jerk!  Too bad I turned to him…What does he expect – that I will raise his child?  They simply aren’t able to raise him and that’s where all the criticism comes from.  They need our help no less than Ari.
The experience of both of these feelings – anger and pity – acts as a kind of boomerang that comes back to the teacher as feelings of remorse.  In the following example, taken from another case, the teacher also began with feelings of anger, if not contempt, towards the mother.  However, as the discussion progressed, she not only began to feel pity but experience some very difficult feelings about herself:

	Thoughts and Feelings
	The Actual Conversation

	I feel rage towards this mother. 




She’s denying the problem.  It’s going to be hard to make any progress with her.  I don’t buy the doctor’s notes.  It’s only a matter of a few more sentences and she will understand that there is a real problem here. 



The mother is attacking me in order say that I am to blame as well – and not just she.  She’s trying to defend herself.  I understand her, but feel anger and pity at the same time.
I have an answer for every single one of her claims.  I’m already experienced at this.  We’ve heard these excuses before and I’ll hear them again.  She should just admit that the problem is with her.


I’m stunned by her openness.  I feel pity towards her.  Why was I so angry at her?  Why did I attack her?   I could have spoken differently toward her – with more empathy. 
	Teacher:  Your son has many unexcused absences and, when he does show up, he is late almost every morning.

Mother:  He only has a few absences and I have notes from the doctor on each one of them.

T:  I have seen any notes.  Also, it’s almost impossible to reach you by telephone.  Your son can’t possibly succeed in this way.

M:  The child is having a terrible time in school.  He has no friends and you demand too much of him academically.  In his previous school it was much better and nobody had any complaints.

T: The child has no friends because he hardly spends any time in school.  He studies according to an individual plan, which is fit to his needs.  He curses a lot and hardly functions in class despite hi s potential. 

The mother begins to cry and tells that, since being involved in a car accident, the boy is violent towards and has many other problems at home. 



This case not only reflects extremely well the emotional pendulum between anger and pity/compassion, but also the barren nature of the power struggles.   In rebuffing the mother’s accusations towards the school and placing the blame on her, the teacher appeared to have “won.”  Instead of attacking back, the mother broke down and began to tell the teacher about her problems, as if she implicitly accepted the blame.  However, the teacher’s victory was empty and left her feeling very badly about her own behavior and lack of empathy.
Parents feel alienated and humiliated.  Because the cases do not provide the actual thoughts and feelings of parents, it is only possible to infer what parents experience as a result of teachers’ attempts to mobilize them.  The implicit message is that they are to blame for their children’s failure.  This message also casts doubt on their parenting ability and even their willingness to act in their children’s best interest.  Teachers who participated in the workshop quoted numerous parents who have expressed their feelings as a result of such interactions:  
One mother told me, after a meeting with another teacher, that “I only felt like what kind of bad mother I am – I don’t do what needs to be done, I ignore, and only make things worse with my daughter.”
A mother attended the regular parent-teacher meeting only after receiving a special request from her child’s teacher.  The mother, who was surprised to hear only good things about her child, said “I though you would be angry with me and tell me that don’t set enough limits for my child.  That’s what they always tell me.  That’s why I never come to these meetings.  I’m really surprised that you see good things in my child.  I was sure that were going to tell me that he doesn’t know how to behave and that you want to kick him out of class.”
A principal told of a mother who “never comes to parent-teacher meetings because they always criticize her and she is ashamed.  Even when we call home to invite her specially to come, she always finds an excuse not to show up.” 
These quotations lend support to the finding of the case analyses that parent-teacher interactions lead parents to feel humiliated and angry toward teachers - and sometimes even towards their children.  
The dynamic between parents and teachers that was observed in Naomi’s case repeated itself in one way or another in every case where the same initial conditions prevailed.  The key finding was that in each case the teacher’s actions were based on something like the “mobilizing parents” framing.  The specific behaviors in which this framing was enacted differed from teacher to teacher, but all these behaviors included some, if not all, of the underlying action strategies described above.  Sometimes parents accepted the teachers’ position – at least superficially – and even took onto themselves the tasks teachers assigned to them.  In other cases the interaction ended with each side blaming the other.  
The underlying logic of this framing helps explain why Naomi was unsuccessful in doing with the parents what she intended to do.  On one level, she had genuinely good intentions and a desire to really listen to the parents and connect with them.  On another level, her thinking and action were guided by an implicit theory of action – mobilizing the parents – that functioned almost automatically and made it very difficult for her to realize her good intentions.  The teachers who participated in the workshops were totally unaware of their theory of action – and the “mobilizing parents” framing - until being exposed to the analysis.  However, once it came into their awareness and making some changes, they unanimously confirmed its validity as reflecting what was actually in their minds.  From their perspective, the action strategies appeared to flow logically from a framing that was accepted unquestioningly as “reality”.   In retrospect, they could see that they framing and action strategies were actually ways of defending themselves against deep feelings of helplessness, guilt, and anxiety aroused in teachers in their interactions with parents.  As illustrated in Naomi’s case, the most interesting and important finding is that this defensive stance prevented teachers from generating relationships characterized by empathy and mutuality with parents.  Instead the found themselves caught up in power struggles full of anger and suspicion as well explicit and implicit criticism.  Even when teachers “won” these power struggles, they were left with the same feelings of tension, suspicion, and frustration regarding the parent-teacher relationship.

Invention:  Building a Different Relationship
The goal of this section is to suggest an alternative theory of action that can replace the almost automatic “mobilize the parents” framing and lead to a “different relationship” with parents (see Figure 2) and.  The new theory of action is based on “reframing” of the situation which teachers can adopt when dealing with the same issues under the same initial conditions.  The new framing offers teachers a different way of perceiving the problem, the parents and themselves.  Furthermore, it points to different goals for the meeting as well as the action strategies aimed at meeting them.  
The theory of action being developed here is based on a body of actionable knowledge about inclusive education that has been developed through on-going action research over the past fifteen years (Friedman et al, 2004, Razer & Friedman, 2013; Razer et al, 2012; Razer, Friedman & Veronese, 2009).  At the heart of this emerging theory of inclusive practice is the important of forming a ‘different’ relationship” with young people who experience powerful feelings of alienation towards adults in general and the established educational system in particular.  Social exclusion is essentially relationships and the processes through which these relationships take shape (Hills, Le Grand & Piachaud, 2002; Rosenfeld & Tardieu, 2000).  
In the theory of inclusive practice we have been developing, one of the teacher's explicit tasks is to form a relationship, or connection, that may be fundamentally different, and more inclusive, than anything the pupil has previously experienced.  These relationships are built through listening with an expression of genuine interest and willingness to learn, encouragement, relating to pupils in a holistic way and not just to the problematic parts of their personalities and behavior, and creating an on-going dialogue that is not reactive to pupils' behavioral problems.  In inclusive relationships, teachers refrain from blaming or preaching.  These relationships eventually lead pupils to see their teachers as figures who can help them and with whom they can share their feelings of distress, anxieties, traumas, secrets, and hopes.  In inventing a new strategy for working with parents, we propose that the central challenge is forming a different relationship with them as well, though not identical to the one they create with students.


Figure 2: A Theory of Action for Creating a Different Relationship 
With Parents of At Risk/Excluded Children 


Initial Conditions
1. Children with a history of failure and behavioral problems
2. Inadequate teacher knowledge and skill for treating student problems.
3. Teacher experience emotional difficulty bearing their students’ on-going failure.
4. Parents of these children are dealing with difficult problems.










Action Strategies
1. Inquiry aimed at a deep and honest interest in the world of the parent.
2. Expressing recognition of the parents for their way of dealing with very difficult circumstances.
3. Refraining from judging parents.
4. Being open and transparent with parents about the professional limits and short-comings.
5. Building a connection bounded on mutual learning.
Reframing: “Receiving professional authorization from parents”
1. Teachers have the ability to make a change in the children’s experience of school regardless of the parents’ abilities
2. The needs of at risk/excluded students are complex and sometimes chronic.  No one has a quick and unequivocal solution.
3. Teachers are action from a position of power greater than that of excluded parents.
4. Parents are doing the best they can under difficult circumstances.
5. Teachers can help parents feel more confident in dealing with their children. 
















Outcomes:  Trust

1. Parents see teachers as professionals who are doing good work with their children.
2. Parents feel less criticized and more understood by teachers.
3. Teachers feel that they have more authority in working with the children.
4. Teachers feel that they are less dependent upon parental behavior in order to carry out their task.
5. Teachers feel more competent in working with parents
6. Less mutual blaming and more mutual learning.
7. Parents and teacher feel freer to build an open, honest relationships.



The child/student feels more whole and secure. 






Reframing:  “Parental authorization” instead of “mobilization”
The new theory of action begins by reframing – that is a new way of perceiving the situation and the task of the teacher that would lead to the development of a different relationship.  The framing that we propose is “attaining parental authorization” instead of “mobilizing the parents”.   This reframing is based on the assumption that parent-teacher relationship is highly emotionally charged.  When parents send their children to school they are entrusting what is dearest to them into the hands of the teachers.  During the time that a child is in school, parents forfeit direct control and protection of their children.  Parents usually have very little choice regarding the teachers into whose hands they entrust their children and very little choice over that happens to their children when in school.  Naturally this situation creates considerable anxiety among parents, though these feelings are usually kept hidden and out of open discussion.  Our main claim is that, under these conditions, a central task for the teachers is to consciously and actively pursue a kind of “psychological authorization” from the parent.  In other words, teachers must work to attain the parents’ agreement to act on their behalf so that parents feel that they have a reasonable amount of choice and control.  At the same time this psychological authorization enables teachers to do their professional work with the students.  
Psychological authorization is first and foremost a strong expression of trust in teachers on the part of parents.  In order to win the parents’ trust, teachers act from a more complex perception of reality.   This framing, which is intended to help teachers bring themselves to a different starting point in dialogue, contains the following elements:
Teachers, as professionals, have the ability to make a change in the children’s experience of school regardless of the parents’ abilities.   This assumption is fundamental to the work of teachers with at risk/excluded children.  Of course, there are many situations where teachers’ knowledge, skills, and abilities are not sufficient, but, as a starting point, teachers must believe in themselves.  They must believe that they, together with the school faculty, have the ability to provide these children with an appropriate educational experience that will enable them to development in a meaningful way on cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and social dimensions.  
The needs of at risk/excluded students are complex and sometimes chronic.  No one has a quick and unequivocal solution.  The other side of the coin is that belief in their professional ability as teachers does not means that there are clear and easy solutions to every problematic situation.  Nor does it mean that they must know what to do in every situation in order generate change.   In the majority of the cases we analyzed, teachers acted as if they knew what to do and the major challenge was perceived getting parents to cooperate in order to generate change.   Frequently this stance actually covered up shortcomings and feelings of helplessness in dealing with difficult students. 
According to the reframing, teachers are cognizant of the fact that change almost always takes place as the result of a long process that includes building a relationship with children, understanding their unique and complex needs,  finding ways of meeting these needs through trial and error, and on-going learning from these experiments.  Accepting the complexity and uncertainty inherent in the situation, allows teachers to admit that they have things to learn from parents and that there are things the school can do to change rather than simply put the ball back into the parents’ court.
Teachers are acting from a position of power greater than that of excluded parents.  The theory of action being developed here focuses on parents of children with histories of failure in the educational system.  The majority of these parents live in very difficult life circumstances that include social exclusion and extreme distress from an economic, social, and/or personal perspective.  In their eyes, schools represent the establishment perspective and the “strong” social mainstream.  Paradoxically, teachers often are not cognizant of their position of power implicit in their roles.  To the contrary, they experience themselves as weak, vulnerable, and helpless relative to the parents.  As we saw in many of the cases, feelings of weakness on the part of teachers, leads them to defend themselves against parents in ways that reinforce mutual suspicion, anger, and alienation.
Parents are doing the best they can under difficult circumstances. This feature of the framing also represents a fundamental assumption for building trust between teachers/the school and parents of at risk/excluded children.  Building trust and generating a different relationship with parents requires genuine empathy – that is, an attempt to really understand the parents form their perspective.  Empathy does not mean that teachers must agree with every thing that parents say or do, but rather to acknowledge and appreciate their attempt to deal with perplexing problems under difficult circumstances.  The teacher’s role is to provide their students with a meaningful education experience, but not to educate, judge, or try to change parents.
Teachers can help parents feel more confident in dealing with their children.  As pointed out above, the parent-teacher relationship is deeply infused with anxiety and other strong emotions.  From this perspective the emotional connection between parents and teachers is extremely important.  The teacher’s role is to contain these feelings and to let the parents know that they have someone to depend on.  Rather than perpetuating a situation in which parents feel attacked by the school because of their dysfunctional behavior, teachers can help parents to minimize anxiety and to feel more secure in dealing with their children.

Desired outcomes 
Within the “attaining psychological authorization” framing there are a number of implicit goals – or desired outcomes from parent-teacher interactions.  Clearly the most important desired outcome is to generate a relationship that provides a foundation for productive work with the child.  As we see it, the current situation is one in which children feel caught up in the painful split between parents and teachers that only adds to the experience of chaos, confusion, and insecurity that weighs heavily on their life experience.  Therefore, in proposing a different relationship, we envision a relationship which enables the child/student to feel whole and secure in the space between their parents/home and their teachers/school.
In order for this to happen, teachers and parents must develop a relationship of trust. A relationship of trust would mean that parent recognize teachers as professionals who are doing good work with their children.  They would feel less criticized and more understood by teachers. Teachers, on their part, would feel that they have more authority in working with the children, are less dependent upon parental behavior in order to carry out their task, and more able to speak openly and honestly with parents.   Both parents and teachers would engage in less mutual blaming and more mutual learning. Both would feel freer to build an open, honest relationship.

Action strategies
The new framing – “attaining psychological authorization” – implies a set of action strategies which ought to lead to the outcomes described above:
Inquiry aimed at a deep and honest interest in the world of the parent.  As Naomi’s case indicted, teachers tend to place the focus on the home, rather than the school, by asking questions about what is going on there.  In the process, they gather information, but it is questionable what purpose this information actually serves.  Inquiry, on other hand, is not aimed at gathering information, bur rather genuinely trying to understand and empathize with parents.  Such an understanding is important in building trust and a relationship that enables teachers to act on behalf of the parents and to strengthen the home-school continuum.
Expressing recognition of the parents for their way of dealing with very difficult circumstances.  At the very fundamental level, attaining psychological authorization involves identifying and emphasizing the positive aspects of what parents to deal with their children and with the school.   Rather than focusing on what they do not do, or do not do properly, it is important to focus on the “half-full glass” - acknowledging and reinforcing that are doing.  The intention here is not to ignore problems and the negative aspects.  However, when parents are dealing with very difficult situations with their children, as was with most of the cases we analyzed, there is little to be gained by reminding them how unsuccessful they are.  It is more produce to help parents identify those parts of their parenting that are working.
Refraining from judging parents.  In most of the cases we analyzed, teachers took a very judgmental stance towards parents – either openly or covertly.  Sometimes being judgmental was a way for teachers to psychologically defend themselves against responsibility for failure.  It is not possible, nor even desirable to try to neutralize critical thinking, so teachers need to be aware of the judgments they are making so as not to act from them.  The role of the teacher is to work with the child, not to try to change the parent.
Being open and transparent with parents about the professional limits and short-comings.  Parents can only bestow psychological authorization upon teachers and schools they trust and which take their complaints and requests seriously.  When parents raise questions or problems relating to the way a school is handling their child, teachers need to display openness and a willingness to thoroughly  investigate the issue from both the parents’ and the school’s standpoint.  When teachers discovered that the school has not been functioning properly, as was the situation in Naomi’s case, they should acknowledge the fact and explain what they school is doing to correct or change the situation.  Furthermore, teachers need to display frankness in discussing the limits of what schools can do in a given situation.
Building a connection bounded on mutual learning.  A connection based mutual learning means that each side contributes his part to whatever way is decided to help the student.  It also means that the two (or more) sides share control over the relationship.  When meeting with parents, it is important to encourage them to put their agenda on the table and to come to agree on what the discussion will focus on.    The more teachers are open to learning from parents, to reflect critically on themselves and to discover things that could be done differently, the greater the chance that parents will see the relationship as a learning opportunity.  The more parents feel they have control over the relationship, their self-confidence will rise along with their trust in the teachers and the school.

Long-term consequences
According the logic of the new theory in use, if teachers are able to put these strategies into practice, it should lead to far-reaching changes. The student will feel more whole and sure of himself.  When the school and the home are in tension with each other, it generates a frustrating relationship because the child is caught between them.  The more parents are able to invest teachers with psychological authorization to act on their behalf, the more teachers will feel free and capable to use their authority and the child will be more whole and relaxed.  Open and frank communication increases the amount and the validity of the information that is used to meet the child’s needs. Valid information and processes of mutual inquiry, in which each side contributes from its standpoint in order to reach a deeper understanding of the situation, increase the ability of teachers and parents to deal with difficult, complex problems together.  
Attaining/bestowing psychological authorization is an act of relationship building a new and healthier relationship among teachers and parents.  When this kind of relationship exists, the two sides experience feelings of competence and security.  Parents will know that they always have someone they can talk with.  Teachers will feel that they are able to act more freely and to speak more openly and frankly with parents.  This situation does imply an equal partnership because the teachers at the professionals.  The must try to generate a connection like this with parents, but parents are not obliged to give teachers psychological authorization.

Testing the New Theory of Action in Practice
The final stage of the action research was to test the full analysis of the theory of action with teachers who had written and analyzed their cases in an earlier stage of the action research cycle.  In order to do this we held a half-day workshop with eight of the teachers who had written cases and facilitated by the authors of this paper.  The workshop took place in four stages.  
Testing the theory.  The first stage was to present full the theory of action based on the “mobilize the parents” framing (Figure 1).  The teachers were asked whether the theory was an accurate interpretation of the thinking and behavior exhibited in their cases – and in their interactions with parents in general.  After making some changes to different components (which have been incorporated into Figure 1), all of the participants confirmed that the theory was a valid reflection of their thinking and action.   As one of the teachers said, “It was very interesting to see that we all seem to be working out of the same paradigm.”
Presenting the alternative theory of action (Figure 2).  The second stage was systematically presenting the alternative theory of action, asking the teachers to evaluate it and suggest corrections or changes.  
Applying the new theory of action.  The participants were divided into three groups and each group was given one of three scenarios:  (1) a parent complains to the teacher that her son has three exams in one week, (2) a teacher invites a parent to school because her son regularly comes to school without his uniform, and (3) a parent turns to the teacher for help in increasing the number of hours of individual tutoring.  Each group was asked to discuss a situation and prepare a role play between the teacher and the parent in which they try to put the new theory of action into practice.  
The role plays.  Two participants form each group conducted role plays in which one played the role of the parent and the other played the role of the teacher.  The facilitators stopped the role play at certain points into order to examine the following questions:  What was going one with each of the participants?  To what extent was the new theory being implemented?  What was going well?  What was not working?  Where were they stuck?  What could they learn from it?
The role play, as opposed to what usually happens, was different in that the teacher did not immediately respond to the criticism.  Rather she tried to inquire into the problem and to think together with the mother about how to deal with it.
In the role plays, the central concept that arise again and again was the need to, and difficulty, in “building trust,” which is why it is so central to the theory.  The participants liked the alternative theory-in-use that was proposed, but the roles plays illustrated again how difficult it was to put it into practice.  In each of the role plays, the teachers tended to quickly revert back to their original theory of action.   The main difference was that they were now aware that they were doing it and were able to stop themselves. However, they still required a great deal of reflection, experimentation and practice to effectively produce an alternative.  As one participant put it, “we have to do a lot in order to peel off all our agendas…it takes a lot of work to be really be ‘with’ the parent in the time of the meeting.  One of the most interesting insights of the workshop was that tendency of the teachers to invest a lot of energy in preparing themselves for discussions with parents:
We are very accustomed to preparing ourselves for these discussions.  To come with ready answers.  Recently I have begun to understand that I need to prepare less and to come open to listening. I have to learn how to put my ego aside – along with the fear and the pain.  That’s really the hard part.
This teacher’s statement points to an interesting kind of paradox, which might be called “planning to be spontaneous.”  When teachers engage in interactions with parents, they almost automatically employ the “mobilizing parents” frame with all of its negative consequences.  Part of their theory of action involves a kind of mental preparation in which they try to make an air-tight case and have a ready response to every parent reaction.  This preparation, which they described as almost an obsession, makes it difficult for them to actually bring themselves to the interaction, to connect with the parents and to hear what they are saying.  In order to overcome this barrier, they must prepare themselves in another way that holds the initial framing in check and enables them to be present.

Discussion
This paper has set out to understand (1) what led Naomi, a talented and well-meaning teachers, to interact with parents in ways that led, by her own assessment, to an outcome that was far removed from her intention and (2) to suggest a way of thinking and acting that could help her create the kind of relationship with parents that she intends..  Our central claim is that the answer lies her implicit framing of the interaction as an attempt to “mobilize” the parents onto the side of the school.  Perhaps the most striking discovery in this action research was that the “mobilizing parents” framing was identified, in some form, in almost every case we analyzed.  It is important to point out that neither Naomi nor the other teachers that participated in the second workshop were consciously aware of this framing.  However, it was very powerful in shaping the interaction in ways other than what Naomi intended.
The ubiquity of the mobilizing parents framing indicates that it functions as the system level as part of the larger organizational or institutional culture.  Evidence for the systemic nature of this framing can be found in policy paper prepared by an Israeli NGO in which one of the major topics was “Difficulties in Mobilizing Parents for Partnership” (Rabkin, 2003, p.15).   In a sense this framing is also implicit in most of the literature on school-family relations because the very terms “involvement” and “partnership” all relate to a role that the parents have to assume (McNamara et al, 2000).  On the other hand, there is little, if any, discussion of how the role of teachers might have to change in order to make such relationships more productive.  
On the surface, this framing appears to be perfectly sensible and quite positive.  However, it is based on the assumption that parents do not naturally operate in ways that are caring and involved for their children and/or that educators must teach parents how to be involved and help their children (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002; McKenna & Millen, 2013; McNamara et al, 2000).  For parents from excluded populations, this message may not only be offensive but often deeply painful as well.  In addition to the daily struggle for survival, parents are given the message that they are not good enough or doing enough to help their child succeed.  This framing not only tends to denigrate parents, but it also turns the spotlight away from the school and the other institutional factors that need to change in order to help children succeed.  Trapped inside this framing, Naomi produced thoughts, feelings, and actions which made it difficult for really hear the parents and engage in a dialogue of mutual learning.  
The “mobilizing parents” framing also reflects the power dynamics within the teacher-parent relationship.  This framing, which we believe is implicit in most of the parent involvement-partnership discourse, attempts to keep control firmly in the hands of teachers and schools.  They mobilize and “demobilize” to the extent that it meets their needs or needs of the child as they perceive them (McNamara et al, 2000).  Within this framing, schools maintain the authority to set the limits of involvement-partnership according to their needs or their perception of the children's needs.  Jasis' (2013) concept of parent activism steps outside this framing, but even so it is clear that schools, as powerful institutions, wield much more power than families, especially relative to excluded populations.
Ironically, the power position of teachers was rarely reflected in the subjective experience of teachers as illustrated in their cases.  Indeed, we were struck by the intense feelings of powerlessness and vulnerability that teachers experienced in interactions with parents.  Our hypothesis is that these feelings of powerlessness and vulnerability, especially among teachers of at risk/excluded children, stem from two factors:  (1) a weak professional identity and (2) the emotional burden faced by teachers of at risk/excluded children.
Research has shown that the weaker and more low status teachers feel, the more reluctant they are to these kinds of contact and the more involvement and even partnership (Davies & Johnson, 1996).  Teachers working with excluded children tend to feel excluded themselves – at least from a professional standpoint (Razer et al, 2012).  The chronic failure of their students has a negative impact on their own sense of professional efficacy and self-esteem.  These feelings are shaped and reinforced by the larger system that sets unreasonable expectations and holds teachers accountable for them.  Thus, any encounter with parents of at risk/excluded students threatens to expose teachers to feelings of failure, blame, and shame.  The mobilizing parents framing provides a useful mechanism for keeping these failures out of discussion.  It covers up the lack of professionalism they attribute to themselves.
At risk/excluded children often display extremely disruptive behavior that reflects deep emotional distress. Teachers of these students encounter intense feelings of feelings of anger, frustration, pain, and alienation, but receive little, if any, training and support for dealing with these intense emotions.  As a result, teachers themselves become emotionally overwhelmed and experience their feelings of frustration, anger, and alienation towards their students.  In most schools, teachers are left entirely alone to deal with the feelings themselves (Wright, 2009).  As a result, and as Naomi's case illustrates quite clearly, teachers come to these interactions full of negative feelings they feel the must repress.  The “mobilizing parents” framing provides a useful mechanism for projecting these feelings onto parents, whose behavior and/or attitudes must be changed in order to enable the child to succeed.  
Both of these factors, a weak professional identity and repressed emotions, are critical barriers to the goal of building trust with parents.  In order for parents to trust teachers with their children, they must have confidence in the professionalism of the teachers. Furthermore, they must believe that teachers are capable of working with their children and not reacting to very difficult objective difficulties in ways that make the problem worse.  Furthermore, parents are unlikely to develop trust in teachers if they experience them as projecting their own feelings of failure onto them.  They must believe that the advice they receive from teachers comes from a reasoned and objective assessment of the situation rather than as a way of covering up their failures and deeply conflicted feelings. 
The “attaining parental authorization” is based on the hypothesis that building trust needs to be an explicit part of the teacher's role, especially when working with parents of excluded children. Trust-building begins with the understanding that parents have little real choice as to who teaches their children.  Attaining authorization means treating parents as if they had a choice and creating conditions in which parents freely place their trust in the teacher.   It is based on  teachers trust in their own professionalism, the recognition that parents that  have their child's best interests in mind and that they are doing the best they can under difficult circumstances,  and a high degree of transparency on other part of teachers and their willingness to admit error and change.
The approach described here for developing a “different relationship” with parents cannot stand alone.  It is part of a larger framework of what it means to be a professional of inclusive education. (Friedman et al 2004; Razer et al, 2012, Razer & Friedman, 2013).   Furthermore, since the mobilizing parents framing works at the systemic level, change requires systemic support from fellow teachers and especially administrators (Rapp & Duncan, 2012; Thompson, 1996).  Furthermore, the “attaining parental authorization” framing and action strategies represent only a working hypothesis intended to help teachers envision more positive relations with parents and act in ways that bring those relationships into being.  The action research which led to it is only at the beginning.  The ideas presented in this paper are likely to change as teachers test them out in practice, reflect upon them, and design more effective framings and action strategies.   
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