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education, it would be all right, but he didn't want Mario put somewhere where he
wouldn't learn as much as other kids.

Within two weeks, Hector called again because Mario was suspended. We
had another parent-teacher meeting that day, so we could not join him at the
school as he requested. We saw Mario at the LACC and asked what had hap-
pened at school. He said that a kid was picking on one of his friends, and he
stepped in. The teacher only saw him doing anything wrong, and he was the one
who got in trouble. He said that he thought he had done the right thing by trying
to stop someonc from bullying his friend, and he did not think it was right that
he was the one in trouble. Mario secemed, each succeeding time we saw him, to be
less and less interactive. We saw them once more at the LACC, and Hector was
not hopeful about how things were going.

However, Mario began doing better at school and extremely well at the
LACC. We ran into Mario several times in February and March of the following
year, and Mario told us that he liked the school and liked not being suspended
this year. Mario’s father also told us that Mario was doing much better in school.
Scott, the computer coordinator at the LACC, told us that Mario got much more
relaxed at the LACC and was extremely cooperative and helpful.

At the same time, Ameclia, Marios mother, credited a new teacher for the

change:

T wanted to tell you about Mario. The most important thing for my husband and for
me is that Mario now is happy, and he is doing very, very well at school and at the
LACC. At the school, he is passing all the exams and subject[s}, since he has a new
teacher. He is right now in sixth grade, and he is very happy talking only when he has
problems to understand the teacher and not talking all the time as he use(d] to do
before. And Mr. Scott, at the LACC, often gives him he responsibility to be the only
one who is taking care of the group in the computer room, and Mario feels great with
that, because Mr. Scott believes in him, as you, Ciis, and Eugene, Sra. Maria. My hus-
band and me are feeling and noticing month after month how much Mario is learning
and how much he likes to go at the school and the LACC.

However, the apparent victory for Mario’s education had taken its toll on the
family. Because the parents had to go to school, their employment as well as the
family’s financial well-being suffered. As Amelia described,

The reason why we started to have so many problems with our jobs was because every
time that we use[d] to go to the school because our Mario was excluded or suspended
from the school, we had to ask for a permission to leave the job and talk with his
teachers. Unfortunately, and Cris knows a lot about that, we had a time in which our
Mario used to be suspended nearly once or twice a week and for terribly simple rea-
sons like to forget a pencil onc day or to misunderstand a schedule one afternoon.
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Amelia's analysis of the situation points to the importance of schools
understanding that their strength comes from the strong involvement of their
communities:

Mario is doing very, very well, and my husband and 1 are not feeling lonely, becausc
we can feel how the people at the LACC and also you, Cris, and Eugene are always
there for our son and for us. T'he problem is that, in this country, the schools did not
understand how important the Latinos and the Latinas are, and it is unthinkable to
me and to my husband not to have help from the school in terms of [a] translator.
For example, at Mario’s school, the science teacher, who is Latina, from timnc to time,
helps me at the meetings, but it very often happens that, when T am having the meet-
ing with the teachers, she is teaching. Well, the good news is that there are people like
you, Cris, and Eugene who are taking seriously the voices, the work, and the needs of
us Latinos, and 1 am very sure that very soon this country will realize that, without
Latinos and other cultures who are living here, this country is nothing.

She also explained that

... itis very important to be in contact with other families. Time to time, Sr. Nicholson
holds [FAST] meetings. Normally, my husband and T always attend, because it is very
important for us to be together with other Latino families and to listen to problems
others have with other schools. ... It was very important to us, and we believe that
it is very important to make the school understand that Latinos and Latinas are not
alone, and it is casier, at least T understand it is, to make my voice visible when we
have support. My dream is that teachers will understand our cultures and at least, if
not all of them, at least some of them will also speak our language. ... Because I still
cannot understand how it is possible to suspend a kid because he forgot a pencil. ...
But now it is not like that, now Mario is happy, and he is doing very, very well at the
school and at the LACC. We ncced [people] to make our voices more visible and to
make pressure to the schools to let them understand that our kids are as important as
the kids from other cultures, like American.

FACING OBSTACLES WITH OTHERS

While not all of our experiences with schools were immediately successful, there
were some positive results. First, and most importantly, parents realized that they
had significant and powerful issues to raise with schools. That the schools did
not always respond with respect, and their contacts were typically “crisis-driven”
(Epstein, 1986), in the end, made the parents more aware of the importance of
their critique. All of the parents with whom we went to schools felt that having
someonc clsc go with them and witness their struggles was useful. It gave them
confidence to realize that their experiences of racism, which appcared less overt,
were still very bad. Rather than making direct racist statements, tcachers and
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adininistrators appeared to care deeply and sincerely about the kids’ trivial infrac-
tions. Furthermore, they “cared” so much that they were willing to damage the
kids” educational experiences in order to express that “care” (Rolon-Dow, 2002).
The teachers’ care was lmaginary care for imaginary children, while real children
got hurt. After leaving a school, we most often shook our heads in disbelief and
anger (but we would also remark, “Everyone was so nice”).

We suspect that some teachers may sometimes use rigid school policies to get
rid of, even temporarily, children with whom they cannot work. We wonder if it is
time for educators to reconsider the idca that cvery teacher must be able to work
with every child in the classroom and acknowledge that not every teacher can work
effectively with every child, and, as a result, schools must develop appropriate poli-
cies and possibilities for legitimate teacher-child divorce (e.g., by transferring the
child to another classroom or school without stigma attached either to the child
or to the teacher). We found that divorcing from schools or teachers was the main
factor of educational success for the children with whom we worked for the year.

While institutionalizing teacher-student divorce can be helpful in many cases, it
does not help to improve the situation for all children and families. Another lesson
we have learned from our work with parents, children, and schools is that, for the sake
of children’s educational success and general well-being, teachers and parents have to
listen to the children. They have to attend to and authentically care about children’s
voices, concerns, interests, and needs (cf. Rolon-Dow, 2002). Genuine teaching and
parenting occur not when children have to listen to the teachers and parents but
when everyone listens to everyonc and when there is a dialogue (Robinson & Fine,
1994). If parents choosc to please the school and become school conduits pushing
their children to achicve unrealistic and harmful school demands, the parents may
push the children toward self-destructive behavior and may lose their children.

Parents found that they wanted to share their experiences at school with oth-
ers and preferably have other people go to school with them. In part, this enabled
parents to hear about other situations and to understand that their experiences
were not isolated. Sharing with others also enabled parents to usc the skills they
had developed to help other parents with similar issues. All of the parents, cspe-
clally Cindy, seemed interested in attending parental mectings and using their
experience to empower other parents to also make demands of schools.

Just as the kids who went to the LACC did better at interacting with others and
learning with others when they were at the community center, the parents also recog-
nized the social importance of their interactions with schools. 'T'he issues they faced
were not simply the result of isolated kids having individualized problems—though
certainly all kids need to be treated as the distinct individuals they are—but were also
problems facing Latino/a familics as a community. Thus, the parents understood
themselves to be part of a community interacting with schools in the name of that
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community. They pointed out that they were not isolated, both because advocates
went with them and because they were, in fact, representatives of other Latino/a
families who also struggled with the local schools. Furthermore, the LACC gave the
parents a chance to see their children’s strengths by watching them in the computer
room, the homework room, the art room, and the other activity areas. The LACC
also gave the kids a context in which they received positive feedback from adults. So,
when things started going wrong with schools, it was casier for all involved to sce
where the problem was: Largely, the schools were making the problem.

Finally, we want to reflect on our participation. We have been faced with several
dilemmas. First, the project took a big toll on our time. Between the end of May
2002 and March 2003 (excluding the summer of 2002), we had 12 meetings with
parents, 8 mectings with schools, more than 30 phone conversations with parents
(and children), and a dozen phone calls to schools and other child-related agen-
cies (including the court). Clearly, we became another social agency subsidized by
the university and our own commitment (by donation of our personal time and
energy). This cannot continue for long. We see solutions for this in (a) the LACC
getting funds for this type of work, a very unlikely possibility in the budgetary defi-
cit atmosphere and current political meanness in the country, and (b) developing
informal parent networks at the LACC where parents help each other. The latter
sounds more realistic, although many LACC parents do not have time resources
for helping cach other (e.g., going to schools with each other during the day).

Our second dilemima is about our position regarding the parents’ double bind
of mixing advocacy for their children with a willingness to be a school conduit for
the school’s unrealistic, unreasonable, unsupportive, and unprofessional demands.
So far, it is clear to us that we should elevate and amplify the voices of the chil-
dren, who do not have much power in the adult world. But what about parents
when they are in the role of school conduit? Should we keep silent about our
discomfort? Should we support the parents no matter what? Should we provide
alternative points of views? Should we take the children’s side? Should we criti- -
cize the parents? The issue is complicated by the fact that we are not the parents’
friends, equal to them, but representatives of a powerful institution (i.e., the uni-
versity has a power of knowledge that is recognized by society). Although our
loyalty seems to gravitate to the children, we are uneasy to criticize the parents in
a role of school conduit, because we also know what they are going through.

We teel also a bit irresponsible in that we have not investigated situations in
the schools our LACC children attend nor have we specifically looked into the
labor and practice conditions of the children’s teachers. For instance, Rolon-Dow
(2002) found that a “lack of a culture of institutional caring limited the effects
of individual [teachers'| acts of caring on students’ engagement in school” and
“trickled down to affect classrooms and individual students” (p. 187). This lack
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of a caring culture limits teachers’, parents’, and students’ interactions with one
another, focusing interactions toward purcly technical concerns and away from the
genuine engagement and concern with personal lives that are crucial to students
being understood by the tcacher in a way that allows engagement in school to be
meaningful to the children. Rolon-Dow points out that a “critical care” perspec-
tive, an institutional (on the part of the school) and personal (on the part of the
teacher) commitment to creating the conditions that allow teachers to under-
stand students and their families’ unique needs and perspectives, is crucial to allow
teachers to see how families and the children themselves already do care about
education and learning (and what they care about).

Our parent-teacher-child-university conferences focusing on elevating chil-
dren’s strengths, voices, interests, and needs were unsuccessful. Our failure sup-
ports the findings of others that changes in school conferencing involves a long
and guided process for teachers to learn any new type of teachcr-parent-child
relations (Minke & Anderson, 2003 in press). It is too easy to blame teach-
ers that they arc not caring. It is more challenging to examine and reveal what
institutional practices and conditions make uncaring the norm, and, while genu-
ine caring seems near impossible in the schools that many of LACC children
attend, how can such practices can be disrupted and what can be an alternative
(Hargreaves, 1989, 1994).

Finally, we did not achieve one of our goals of addressing parentism in our
prescrvice teachers. We should probably work further on organizing regular par-
ent meetings at the LACC that involve our students. We hope, however, that this
chapter will help us dissolve the myth of so-called uninvolved, low-income par-
ents that we see in our work with preservice and in-service teachers.

NOTES

1. All names in this chapter, except ours, are pseudonyms.

2. lIn Spanish, the word los huevos (eggs) has a double meaning, like the Lnglish word da/ls, which
also means festicles. It is doubtful that the teacher meant this double meaning, but it has strong
a connotation in Spanish, and it transforms the sentence into “Balls arc dangerous” for the
Spanish car.
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Most teacher educators began their careers as elementary or secondary school
teachers. I'or expericenced teachers entering doctoral programs, the transition from
the world of kindergarten through 12thgrade (K~12) education to university- based
teacher education can be surprisingly abrupt and disorienting (Labarce, 2003).
Teachers move from being professionals in charge of their classrooms (with all of
the pleasurcs and challenges that implics) into the relatively more passive role of
the university student who receives knowledge and needs to prove mastery of it.
Although there has been valuable discussion recently about the transition teach-
crs make when their careers shift from tcaching to educational rescarch (Pallas,
2001), comparatively little attention has been devoted to how beginning tcacher
educators negotiate this transition (Russell & Korthagen, 1995; Zeichner, 1995).
We would like to suggest that, although not exactly part of a hidden cur-
riculum, the expericnces of new doctoral students in the culture of the university
outside of their formal course work rarely receive much concerted attention. Yet
even as we advance this suggestion, it is important to note that the culture of the





