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When the National Education Goals Panel sur-

veyed American parents and asked how often they

helped their children with homework, 64 percent of

elementary school parents reported “very often.”

Middle school parents? 14 percent.

Parent involvement expert Anne Henderson

(who works often in the Louisville schools) tells of 

a group of weary middle grades teachers in Los

Angeles who “exploded with anger” when a consultant

suggested they could improve student achievement by

having some meaningful contact with every family.

“What are you talking about?” they demanded. “How

could we possibly have time to talk to their families?

The school gives us no support for that.”

At a meeting in Louisville last spring, a frustrated

middle school parent literally threw up her hands

when she said, “There’s no trust. So many parents

are intimidated by teachers. And so many teachers

are intimidated by parents. So we stand off at a dis-

tance and blame each other for the failure of kids

we’re all responsible for.”

Does parent involvement really matter in middle

school? Absolutely, says Henderson. “The decline in

parent involvement as their children enter adoles-

cence could not occur at a worse time, since it is just

at this point that other forces in youngsters’ lives

are beginning to compete with school for their time

and energy.”

Continuity between home and school is key, says

Joyce Epstein, director of the Center on School,

Family and Community Partnerships at Johns

Hopkins University. The more students are supported

by a network of adults who are committed to their

success, the more likely they are to feel comfortable

and valued and to be engaged with their school work.

These researchers can point to reams of evidence

that meaningful middle school parent and community

involvement improves discipline, boosts student

achievement, and increases students’ chances of

success in high school and beyond. But it’s clear

from interviews and school visits that many JCPS

middle schools have not made the kind of powerful

connection with parents that can produce these

results. Why?

Fear, and a lack of faith in the process, seem to

be the most likely explanations. Many principals and

teachers complain that parents don’t want to get

involved. “If they don’t care, we’ll just have to do the

best we can without them, in the six hours we have

their children each day.” When parents do show up

at school, some educators say, more often than not

they are there to criticize or demand special treat-

ment for their child.

Turn to the other side and you hear from parents

that schools talk about family involvement, but they

want tight control over the process. While many

schools welcome parent volunteers who will help raise

money, go on field trips, or run the copy machine for

teachers, they are much less willing to involve parents

in conversations about the school’s effectiveness.

In the Jefferson County Public Schools, district

leaders have taken the public position that parent

involvement is important. As the stories on page 3

and 11 indicate, JCPS now sponsors many programs

and activities aimed at middle grades parents.

Parent activists in the Louisville community, who

have long complained that the district was not

deeply committed to meaningful parent involve-

ment, are encouraged by these developments and

hope they signal a “thawing out” process that will

one day end the often-chilly relationship between

assertive parents and cautious educators. 

In the end, though, the campaign to make parents

and community members equal partners in school

reform will be waged school by school. “Sometimes 

I think that the opinions of the people at the top do

not really have much of an impact on the way rela-

tionships develop at the school level,” says UPS

executive Cindy Read, a long-time supporter of

school-parent partnerships. “I’ve seen great team-

work on a micro level where it benefited students,

and I’ve seen every possible sin committed by all

parties to the detriment of student learning. And

parents aren’t blameless either.”

Can JCPS schools and communities “get past 

the blame” — as educators and parents at Conway

Middle School (page 7) are working to do — and

team up to help middle school kids achieve more?

The kids sure hope so.

— JOHN NORTON, EDITOR, FOCUSED REPORTING PROJECT
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ON THE COVER: Conway Middle School principal Steve St. Clair; parent leader and PTSA president Marsha

Kennison (left); parent leader and Conway YSC staffer Jeannie Linker (right). Photo by Jonathan Roberts.
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Go find a thoughtful teacher in any Jefferson

County middle school and talk about parent and

community involvement for awhile. Sooner or

later, you’ll probably hear them say something

very much like what veteran JCPS middle grades

teacher Barbara Staples says: 

“I think that we have been as intimidated by

our parents as they have been by us. We felt a lit-

tle threatened. I don’t think we’ve reached out in

the past and said to them: ‘We need you here.’ I

think we were rather arrogant and exclusive.

Maybe not on purpose, but I think we’ve projected

that message.”

Middle schools across America have a long

history of minimal contact with parents. And the

same is true in Jefferson County. While most

schools have active PTAs, a handful of parent 

volunteers MAY do most of the work. And that

work is frequently limited to traditional activities

like fund raising, helping in the office, chaperon-

ing field trips, and organizing parent nights and

teacher-parent conferences. 

Even the most ardent advocates of greater

parent involvement admit that this kind of help is

important to schools. But they argue that schools

leave too much of the responsibility for parent

participation to PTAs, and most fail to engage 

parents in the school’s most important mission:

student academic success. 

Why? Susan Weston, director of the Kentucky

Association of School Councils, travels the state

teaching parents how to use achievement data to

measure whether schools are serving all their 

students well. At a middle school parent training

session in Louisville, Weston told participants they

have a right to ask about student performance,

but she warned that many schools will resist such

questions. “When you ask ‘What is the curriculum,’

that’s where you begin making some schools ner-

vous if they haven’t been working on curricular

and teaching issues in a serious way.”

A few JCPS middle schools are encouraging 

a deeper level of parent involvement. Conway

Middle School (see page 7) is the district’s parent-

participation trendsetter, but other schools are

also reaching out, asking parents to join with

teachers to examine student work or analyze

school performance data. Noe Middle School

recently sponsored a “transition night” for new

6th graders and their parents — an effort orga-

nized by a team of volunteers and led by a gradu-

ate of the Commonwealth Institute for Parent

Leadership (page 5). Parents not only learned

about safety issues and volunteering, the discussed

the district’s academic standards in some depth.

The Noe discussion was led by the “Clark Fellows,”

a team of JCPS educators who work to improve

teaching in the district’s 25 middle schools.

JCPS’s Parent Involvement Efforts
Sandy Ledford, assistant superintendent for

districtwide instructional services, says the dis-

trict has made great strides in reaching out to

middle grades parents in recent years. 

As Kentucky school watchers know, KERA

requires schools to include at least two parents on

their site-based decisionmaking councils. But

observers say that, for the most part, the JCPS

middle school councils have not been active and

effective agents for school improvement. Since

she assumed responsibility for SBDMs last year,

Ledford has campaigned to increase their focus

on student achievement and says councils will

receive professional development to push that

agenda forward.

Parent involvement is important, Ledford

believes, although she cautions that the lack of

parent involvement in a school should not be used

as an excuse by educators for a failure to raise

student performance. Ledford points to Conway

Middle School’s success with parents (which she

ascribes to principal leadership) as the result of

“the fact that parents are in the school more often

and are dialoging with faculty and administration.

The mystery is taken out of the relationship. The

parents are sending the message to the faculty

that parents really do care and they will be

involved as much as possible.”

“We do have schools, of course, that are not to

the point that Conway is of getting parents in and

focusing on instruction,” she says. “Across our

district, K-12, there are schools where there are

some faculties still making excuses.”

The district’s myriad efforts to reach out and

involve parents, Ledford says, are becoming

sharply focused on a single agenda: “We have to

make parents understand that the reason we have

schools is student achievement. That’s the bottom

line.” Some district initiatives include:

• A twice-yearly “Parent University” for 

middle school families, held in the evening, with

sessions on topics like improving reading and

writing skills at home; communicating with

teenagers; helping kids get organized; and

improving math, science and social studies skills.

About 600 parents attended last spring’s program.

• “Make the Connection,” a program that

brings business and community representatives

together with middle grades students to talk

about careers and the importance of school work.

• N.I.C.E. (Neighborly Inviting Centers of

Education), a program that sets standards for 

community-friendly schools and certifies schools

that pass an assessment “test,” which includes

anonymous calls by a review team.

•A variety of efforts, including handouts,

brochures, and descriptions in student agenda

planners, aimed at explaining the JCPS academic

standards and expectations.

DEEPENING PARENT INVOLVEMENT

School Reform’s Little Secret:
“Educators Can’t Do It Alone”
Some middle grades educators and parents are joining forces 

to help kids achieve more. But old fears die hard.

Continued on page 4

Thomas Jefferson MS parent Marrell Russell learns to

analyze school data at the Commonwealth Institute

for Parent Leadership. 
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“School Can’t Do It Alone”
Continued from page 3

Making Community
Accountability a Priority

Many of the JCPS middle grades outreach

programs are supported by the district’s Middle

School Coalition, whose membership includes

school, district, and community leaders. The

Coalition is responsible for “disseminating infor-

mation regarding middle school issues to the

greater community” and “bringing a business/

community/agency perspective to issues sur-

rounding middle school concerns.”

Begun in the early 1990s, early participants in

the Coalition complained that it lacked clout and

was used primarily as an instrument to raise match-

ing funds for the district’s middle grades improve-

ment grants. In recent years, the Coalition’s role

and influence has expanded somewhat, thanks in

part to the persistence of community members.

But some observers continue to complain that the

district has given only limited support to the

group’s core mission of explaining and promoting

standards-based education in the community.

Perhaps as an outgrowth of this criticism, the

Edna McConnell Clark Foundation agreed last

year to fund the development of a Community

Accountability Team, staffed by long-time com-

munity activist Lynn Rippy, who has also served

as chairperson of the Middle School Coalition. The

Accountability Team’s 40 members include a mix

of parents, community and agency representa-

tives, and JCPS employees. 

Rippy says the Team’s sole purpose is to accel-

erate student achievement in the middle grades,

using five “key questions” to direct its work. “Our

goals are in concert with the district’s goals,” Rippy

adds. “We expect that every middle school will

strive to be academically excellent, developmen-

tally responsive, and socially equitable.” CAT 

subcommittees focus on parent and community

involvement, gaps in achievement among differ-

ent groups of students, and effective teaching

strategies.

The Team’s current activities include a study

of middle school student life and an exhaustive

review of middle school performance data. CAT

plans to release a school accountability report in

November, with the help of a national education

communications consultant. Although the Team

includes district representatives, its assertive

approach to middle grades improvement has made

some JCPS leaders wary. In the first months of its

work, relations with the district were decidedly

cool, although Rippy and others say the relation-

ship has improved — and cite the support of Sandy

Ledford and middle grades reform coordinator

Sherry DeMarsh as positives. 

Just about everyone seems to agree that

“trust issues” have to be worked through before

the district will accept the Accountability Team 

as a legitimate voice on the subject of middle

grades reform. Ledford says it’s important to

have “organized structures” like the Community

Accountability Team, the Middle School Coalition,

the PTA, and the Commonwealth Institute for

Parent Leadership (page 5) “that keep giving the

message to parents that student achievement is

why we are here.” Although the PTA has tradition-

ally been the district’s primary communication

vehicle to parents, Ledford adds, “we share infor-

mation about standards and achievement data

with other groups like the Community

Accountability Team. We’re very open about that.”

Marty Bell, superintendent Steve Daeschner’s

deputy for community development and govern-

ment relations, has major responsibility for parent

involvement efforts. Bell oversees the district’s

parent coordinator, its PTA relationship, and the

community schools program — and participates

in SBDM training. Although Bell’s involvement

with the Accountability Team has been minimal, he

says, he is aware of the feeling of distrust toward

the Team in some district quarters. 

“The anger and distrust centers around, as I

understand it, (a small minority of) members,” he

said in an interview last May. “When you see the

group has 25 or 30 people, and you see that 15 or

20 of them are people you have worked with who

you know always look for positive ways to make

change, and then you see four or five or six or ten

that have had problems in the schools they are in,

and they’re the ones that always show up, you’ve

got to wonder who’s running the agenda. Is it the

silent majority that doesn’t come to the meeting, or

is it a few people that for whatever reason have been

disgruntled and have an agenda they want to run.”

For the most part, Bell believes, parents are

satisfied with Louisville’s public schools. JCPS

checks the temperature of parents regularly

through a districtwide survey that asks questions

about school climate, the quality of education, 

and other issues. In the 1998-99 study, parents

indicated a fairly high level of satisfaction in most

areas surveyed. But parents gave some of their

lowest scores to questions that bear on parent-

school relations.

“One of the lower scores that tweaked my

interest was that parents would like to be more

involved in decisionmaking,” Bell says. “So it’s an

issue we’ve got to address.”

“Sitting here doing what I do every day of the

week,” he adds, “(the parent response) tells me a

mixed message. It tells me on the one hand that

they want to participate in the decisionmaking,

but when I go out and I look at the schools — and 

I don’t want to say it’s universal, but these are the

complaints you hear — when the school runs an

election to elect two people to a school council,

and only two people run, that doesn’t suggest too

much interest in participation.”

On the other hand, Bell adds, “the message

could be that parents try to get involved in the

process and they get frustrated — either the

meeting times aren’t right or they’re so over-

whelmed by the educationese that they can’t get

involved and so forth. There are all these issues

that we need to find out more about and get more

involved with.”

To learn more about what folks are thinking,

Bell says JCPS is planning to hold public forums

in every school this year. “We hope to have the

PTA support us and invite all the PTA people, and

the principal can invite the whole school commu-

nity, and then we will do a facilitation to gather

community feedback school by school.”

The information gathering, Bell says, “ is less

important than the possibility of creating new

energy around the school by getting parents

involved. One thing we will do is give data back to

the school-based councils, because there will sure-

ly be information that’s useful to them. And if we

find districtwide patterns — say, you heard people

complaining that they couldn’t get into schools or

on committees — then that’s something we’ll need

to address at the district level.”

Community 
Accountability Team

Action Agenda
The Community Accountabi l i ty Team car ries  out 
action research on behalf of middle grades reform in
Jefferson County. The 40-member Accountability Team
includes a broad cross-section of community and school
leaders. CAT’s work is focused on five key questions:

✓ What should middle school students be learning?
✓ How well are they learning?
✓ What credible evidence is there that they are learning?
✓ What will happen if they are not learning what they

should be learning?
✓ What changes will be made to make sure they do learn?

To find out more about the Community Action Team’s
progress, contact CAT facilitator Lynn Rippy (895-9024).

Community 
Accountability Team

Action Agenda
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Involved middle school parents deepen their knowledge of school assessment and effective teaching during a

CIPL leadership seminar at the University of Louisville.

T H E N E W V O L U N T E E R I S M

The Parents Are Coming!
The Parents Are Coming!

With support from the Commonwealth Institute for 

Parent Leadership, a growing circle of well-trained parents 

are bringing a new brand of parent volunteerism to 

Jefferson County’s middle schools.

Continued on page 6

BY JOHN NORTON

Every session of the Commonwealth Institute

for Parent Leadership begins with a reminder

about “The Law of Two Feet.” 

“Do whatever you need to do to take care of

yourself,” CIPL Louisville coordinator Carolyn

Edelen told about 20 Institute “fellows” who gath-

ered at the UL-Shelbyville campus early last May.

“Get up, move around, help yourself to whatever

you need.”

Despite the group’s serious purpose, the

atmosphere is casual and collaborative. The par-

ents, mostly women, are comfortably dressed in

everything from t-shirts to stylish pantsuits. They

range from young moms to grandmoms, black and

white, sophisticated and plain-spoken. Snacks,

coffee, and soft drinks are in good supply. In front

of each participant is a jumbo-sized three-ring

binder, stuffed to overflowing with the CIPL 

curriculum, handouts, and assorted sticky notes.

A big sheet of poster paper, headed “The Rest

Stop,” is taped to the back wall of the conference

room. It’s a place where participants can list 

specific questions or issues that are off-topic 

but can be processed at the end of each session.

Edelen points to the poster as she offers her 

next reminder, which might be described as the

Institute’s “prime directive” — Respect the

Agenda. “Remember,” she says, “we’re not here 

to solve problems; we’re here to learn skills so

you can solve problems.”

“Gripe sessions” are inevitable speed bumps

on the road to organizing parents. In fact, some

parents who have joined the Institute in the hope

that they will find specific solutions to contentious

issues within their schools complain privately that

the Institute is overly directive.

“They want to talk about what they want to

talk about,” says one parent. “I don’t feel like

they’re really taking the parents’ side.” Another

parent says the Institute’s program “is too idealis-

tic — they don’t want to face up to the fact that

most schools don’t want parents involved and

treat us like second-class citizens.”

The Institute’s organizers say they are sensi-

tive to the parents’ concerns. “We recognize that

parent frustrations with schools are a fact of life,”

says Edelen. “But often times that frustration

grows out of the disadvantage that parents have

when they’re dealing with education profession-

als. We want to remove as much of that disadvan-

tage as possible. That’s what our curriculum is

designed to do.”

“Beyond the Bake Sale”

The Commonwealth Institute — established in

1997 by the Prichard Committee — offers six days

of training, spread over three two-day sessions.

When professional curriculum writers said it might

take as long as two years to write a comprehensive

training program for parents, Bev Raimondo, the

Committee’s director of community support, was

drafted to do the work. A former adult education

specialist for IBM, Raimondo drew on the

Committee’s considerable experience working

with Kentucky parents. She also involved experts

like Anne Henderson, a national parent involve-

ment researcher and author of several books,

including Beyond the Bake Sale and The Family

Is Critical to Student Achievement.

“Our focus has always been on school-parent

partnerships that move ‘beyond the bake sale’ to

supporting the implementation of reform,” says

Raimondo. The impetus for the Institute grew out

of the Prichard Committee’s realization that

before parents could become full partners on the

site-based decisionmaking (SBDM) councils

established under KERA, “they had to have more

knowledge and more understanding about the

inner workings of schools.”

The Committee’s decision to train already-

active parents who were ready “to take the next

step” in parent involvement attracted funding from

10 national foundations and dozens of Kentucky

corporations and non-profits. The Edna McConnell

Clark Foundation, which has invested millions in

JCPS middle grades reform over the last decade,

offered to support institutes in Louisville

designed specifically for middle school parents.

Recruiting participants for the middle grades

institutes has been a challenge. Across the United

States, parent involvement typically falls off after

elementary school. Experts cite several reasons

for the decline. Teachers at the secondary level

often have less training in working with parents,

and adolescents are less likely to encourage their

parents to come to school. “We’ve had to be very

persistent about getting the word out,” Edelen says.

In the beginning, JCPS officials were cautious

about openly supporting the Institute (whose motto

is “Where Parents Are Powerful”). But visits to

Institute sessions raised the comfort level of

school system leaders and led to direct participa-

tion in the training by members of the district’s
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middle-grades reform team. In a recent report to

the Clark Foundation, the district acknowledged

that “without a doubt, the experiences provided

through the CIPL training are some of the best

available for a deep and meaningful understand-

ing of standards-based reform.”

To further strengthen the relationship, Edelen

met with JCPS middle grades principals over the

summer to clarify the Institute’s purpose and

encourage them to help recruit Parent Fellows for

the 1999-2000 training. A few — most notably the

principals at Conway, Noe and Carruthers — have

been proactive in getting their parents involved.

Raimondo points to Conway principal Steve

St. Clair as an example of an administrator who

understands how the Institute can be a benefit to

schools. “He’s been overt in getting his parents

involved, and he’s the first principal anywhere in

the state to actually attend an Institute session

himself,” she says.

“It’s great training and it doesn’t cost us a

thing,” St. Clair says. “Parents come away with a

much better ability to talk to educators at the

level that educators are talking. They leave with 

a better understanding of the issues we face, and

how the different work that’s going on in schools

fits together.” 

Raising Standards for Parents

It’s an iron rule of parent organizing that you

never do for people what they can do for them-

selves. This philosophy of parent self-reliance

permeates the CIPL program. When Raimondo

proposed that Institute participants be given

homework assignments, some of the Prichard

staff “thought this would be really scary for some

parents, because a lot of them come in without a

good relationship with the school or the district.”

But Raimondo and others insisted. “We’re raising

the standards for teachers; we’re raising the stan-

dards for kids — we have got to be raising the

standards for parents in terms of their involve-

ment and their level of knowledge and under-

standing,” she says.

The “homework” includes data-gathering and

interviews with school and district administrators.

“It’s been a very positive experience,” Raimondo

says. “Part of what we wanted was for them

establish a relationship with educators. To have a

conversation with educators they’d probably

never had before. To learn something more about

their district, and not just have knowledge about

their school. And all of those things have happened.”

At their May meeting, the Louisville parents

reported on a homework assignment that required

them to help other parents learn to ask “the right

questions” in their schools. Questions like: “How

do we motivate kids to make responsible deci-

sions?” “How to we get more parents involved?”

“How do we train staff to use the best teaching

practices?”

“It almost got kind of rowdy,” one parent said

of the session at her school. “We had a lot of dif-

ferent opinions. You have to be able to read folks’

personalities and respect where they’re coming

from.” Another parent raised a familiar concern.

“A lot of parents had bad school experiences

themselves, and they’re very reluctant to come

into the school.” When parents do come to a meet-

ing, she said, “It’s hard to stay on the agenda. We

have trouble finding a common purpose.”

CIPL organizers want to help the Louisville

parents do just that. The Institute is asking each

parent or school team to carry out an in-depth

project that requires them to do research, estab-

lish goals, and implement a plan that can produce

tangible improvement in their school. To help

assure the projects are substantive and fact-

based, CIPL provided data profiles of each middle

school represented at the Institute, including

detailed analyses of state testing results.

At the May meeting, Susan Weston, director

of the Kentucky Association of School Councils,

spent nearly four hours teaching the parents how

to analyze the school profile information. “I

believe we have to have parents involved in look-

ing at this data if it is finally going to make a dif-

ference in our schools,” Weston told the group.

“When you look at the details of student perfor-

mance, you can begin to ask the right questions

about problem areas.” 

Weston’s point was hammered home to

Institute participants from Conway Middle

School. “Our reading scores woke us up big time,”

PSTA president Marsha Kennison said after she

and her teammates, including principal Steve St.

Clair, combed through their data profile. “We

can’t make progress in too many other areas until

we address our reading problem.”

As a result of their training, the Louisville

Institute fellows will pursue a wide variety of 

projects this year, including:

• A immigrant mother who will help develop

awareness of multi-cultural groups in her

child’s school;

• A workshop for parents to help them 

understand the education jargon associated

with standards-based education;

• A proposal to train volunteers for a school-

wide reading program; 

• A community activist who is taking what

he’s learned and sharing it with parents in

low-income neighborhood

• PTA-sponsored seminars aimed at raising

the quality of student writing;

• Realigning one school’s curriculum in an

effort to raise scores on the state’s arts,

humanities, and practical living tests

• A “transition night” to help parents of new

6th graders make a smooth journey from

elementary to middle school.

No Is Not an Answer

At the May graduation ceremony for CIPL’s

Louisville middle school fellows, a belly-dancing

class next door occasionally interrupted the

remarks of parent consultant Anne Henderson.

After offering a few gyrations of her own,

Henderson responded to concerns that some 

educators have been slow to welcome parents 

into the school improvement process. 

“Even when they try to deny you your power,

there are no sinister motives,” she said. Determi-

nation, respect, and a willingness to sacrifice 

ego are key. “Principals and teachers want to be

recognized for the effort they are making.

Parents want their children to get a fair shake. 

We can find common ground. There’s nothing 

we can’t accomplish if we don’t worry about who

gets the credit.”

“They work for you,” Henderson reminded

the parents. “You have the power to step forward

and say, ‘I want to know. I want to be involved.

Remember that ‘No’ is not an answer. It’s only a

delaying tactic.”

Parent Jacqueline Paschel was eager to get

started. “I think I’m ready now,” she told her fel-

low graduates. “If I hadn’t had this training, I’d be

a lost duck in the water.”

“An Uncommon Institute for 
Parent Leaders”
Continued from page 5

CIPL’s Class of 2000
The Commonwealth Institute’s Jefferson County Middle
Schools, Class of 2000 Project will enroll 25 JCPS middle
grades parents who want “to improve the schools by
becoming more involved and by understanding more about
student academic achievement.” Two-day sessions will be
held in November, December and January.

If you’re interested, find out if openings are available by
calling Carolyn Edelen at 231-9084.

CIPL’s Class of 2000
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BY JOHN NORTON

Like so many other schools in Jefferson

County, Conway Middle School is housed in an

imposing brick structure. Figuring out how to get

into one of these places can be daunting, as many

lost and wandering visitors will testify.

The folks at Conway make it easy. As you

approach the school from the adjacent parking

lot, it’s hard to miss the bright sign posted over

one of several possible entranceways: “Welcome

Visitors! Please Enter Through This Door!”

It’s a small thing, admittedly. But Conway’s

welcoming sign serves as an unambiguous sym-

bol of its transformation from a place determined

to teach students well in spite of its community to

a school that’s working hand-in-hand with its

community to help kids succeed.

Five years ago, says one long-time teacher, 

“I think we were projecting a ‘this is my world’

message to parents and others. We felt like this

was our domain. ‘You’ve got yours and we’ve got

ours, and never the twain shall meet.”

Conway is different today. The evidence that

it’s a “welcoming” school is everywhere. There’s

a “NICE School” banner in the entrance hall, indi-

cating the school has passed the Middle School

Coalition’s rigorous test of friendliness. The

school council is not chaired by the principal 

(as is his right) but by someone elected by its

members. 

Parents and staff members (including the

principal) participate in the Prichard Committee’s

Commonwealth Institute for Parent Leadership.

Parents and teachers have taken students on

campouts, field trips, and visits to the Science

Museum and Huntsville’s space center. They’ve

even spent time together discussing the quality

of student work.

After losing the community’s trust, Conway

Middle School — located off Dixie Highway in

the southwest corner of the city — is staging a

major comeback, drawing local and national

attention to its parent partnership efforts. 

“Most of our kids — more than I’ve ever seen

before — are happy to be here,” says algebra

teacher Pam Broyles. “They go home and talk to

their parents about what they’re doing in school.

Their parents come in for activities and events.

The satisfaction level is high. If they’re not happy,

we deal with their questions and concerns.

There’s a feeling of ownership, a feeling that they

have a say in what’s going on here.”

A Proper Role for Parents

In Steve Anderson’s sixth grade world history

class, students are discussing the concepts of

sovereignty, colonialism, and imperialism.

Anderson offers a definition: “Imperialism is the

practice by which powerful nations or peoples

seek to extend and maintain control or influence

over weaker nations or peoples.”

When a student interrupts the flow of conver-

sation with a rude request, the clean-cut young

teacher in the sunflower tie uses the incident to

reinforce his lesson. “I wanted this classroom to

be a regulated police state, and she wanted to

assert her freedom,” he says with a wry smile. 

“I hope we can come to an accommodation.”

Later, during a dialogue among Anderson and

his 6th grade teacher partners, another question

about sovereignty comes up. What is the proper

role for parents in a public school? It’s a question

much on the minds of teachers and administra-

tors at Conway. And while the answers are still a

bit fuzzy, Conway is probably further along than

most middle schools in Jefferson County in its

willingness to pursue the question — wherever it

might lead — with parents themselves.

Angie Passinisi, the team’s math and reading

teacher, describes one early step in her team’s

attempt to reach out to the families they serve.

Passinisi asked parents to offer one-on-one tutor-

ing “where some of our skills aren’t up to par”

and was pleasantly surprised by the response.

The team also took part in Conway’s “Showcase”

night last year, when students demonstrated to

parents what they’re learning. “It was fun, and it

was nice to develop a relationship with the par-

ents,” says Passinisi.

“It’s not only fun,” Anderson adds, “it’s neces-

sary. Our administration here realizes that we

need our parents. We have to work with them, and

we as a team, and other teams in the building,

realize we have to have them involved.”

The team’s third member, Glenda Mellick, is 

a ten-year veteran with grown children, whose

career as an involved parent began before her

career in the classroom. She traces her broader

perspective of parent involvement to her own

experiences as a parent volunteer.

“Sometimes schools ask parents to come and

be involved, but they want to keep that involve-

ment at a very low level,” Mellick says. “I had

that happen. A teacher asked me to help in the

classroom, and I was so excited. I thought I was

going to be tutoring and so on. What she wanted

me to do was to sort papers into little files. It took

me 35 minutes, and then I would just leave. And I

A  N E W AT T I T U D E

Conway Middle
School’s Powerful

Parent Partnership
After years of strained relationships, educators

at Conway Middle School are reaching out to

parents and the community, inviting “outsiders”

to become partners in the school’s efforts to

help all students achieve more.

Continued on page 8

No longer intimidated by one another, teachers and parents at Conway Middle

School are teaming up to help their kids, says veteran teacher Barbara Staples.
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“Conway’s Powerful Partnership”
Continued from page 7

Middle graders at Conway take an active role in their own learning and the life of their school.

thought, ‘I could have done so much more.’”

In discussions throughout the school, it soon

becomes clear that Conway’s staff is not of one

mind about the role of parents in school life and

school reform. For Mellick, it’s a partnership,

“and when they become partners, they see them-

selves as equals.” Some other teachers are still at

the “better communications” stage and may not

have given much thought yet to the deeper impli-

cations of shared responsibility.  

But there’s more or less general agreement on

one point, stated clearly by Barbara Staples, a

long-time staffer who retired and then returned to

work part time as a teacher-leader. “We can’t do

what we need to do without parents.”

“I think we felt like we were doing everything

we could do,” Staples says, looking back a few

years. “We had embraced every reform idea that

was out there. We were open and willing, and

frankly working our tails off. But we weren’t even

getting close to the payoff we thought we should

be getting, given the effort we were making.”

The frustration teachers were feeling, Staples

says, sometimes led to “parent-blaming.” “You

begin to look for outside causes of your problems,

and you feel the pressure because you’re being

held so accountable, and pretty soon you’re ask-

ing, ‘What about the parents?’” 

It’s a common defense among professional

educators, not without some justification. What’s

unusual about Conway (and a handful of other

JCPS middle schools) is that they are beginning to

take the all-important next step: Moving from see-

ing parents as culprits to seeing them as allies.

“Perhaps it was out of sheer desperation,”

says Staples, “but we started looking at parents

and thinking ‘maybe they can give us some help.’

Once we got past our own anger and quit trying to

place the blame, we began to unlock our doors.

And we found out something important — it’s

nobody’s fault and it’s everybody’s job.”

The Power of Partnership

Before Jeannie Linker joined the Conway

staff last year — first as an office clerk and now

as an assistant in the new Youth Services Center

— she was a parent activist. “A mom first,” Linker’s

seven children kept her in constant contact with

the public schools. When the Kentucky Education

Reform Act passed in 1990, greater parent

involvement was one of its anchor points. In

KERA’s wake, Linker and other parents who went

looking for larger roles in their children’s schools

were often frustrated. “A lot of educators were

not ready for true parent partnerships,” she says. 

By the time Linker’s next child reached 

middle school, Steve St. Clair had been appointed

principal at Conway. “I filled out several PTA 

volunteer forms, but nobody ever called me. So I

trotted up to the school office and said, ‘This is

my name and this is my number, and if there’s

anything you have that you need me to do, let me

know. And they said, ‘Don’t ever, ever have a

moment when you have nothing to do and not let

us know.’ That was Steve St. Clair’s doing. He 

was beginning, even then, to change the school’s

attitude toward the community.”

Conway’s veteran teachers say that St. Clair’s

predecessor was an innovative principal who

worked hard to strengthen teachers’ skills and

built them into a team that took responsibility for

the whole school’s success. But several also admit,

as one says, that “his strong point was not commu-

nity involvement. The community perception was

that this place was an ice cube where they were

not welcome and had no voice.”

When St. Clair arrived four years ago,“he

brought a vision of working with community,” says

social studies teacher Steve Anderson. “That’s

something that was very important to him from

Day One when he got here — making us an inte-

gral part of the community, connecting with the

people and businesses and the families we serve.”

Part of St. Clair’s success, Linker believes,

was his own confidence. “He was not threatened

by parents being involved. That was clear from

the beginning. And I think that’s helped the teach-

ers feel more secure about taking this step.”

“Risky Behavior”

In his modest office, where his own paintings

decorate the walls, preppily dressed Steve St.

Clair combines humility and forthrightness when

he talks about the changes at Conway. It’s never

“I” — always “we.”

“We’ve done a lot of what some might call

‘risky behavior,’” he says. “We’ve taken a lot of

chances. If you look at everything we’ve done and

are doing, you can see we’ve left ourselves vul-

nerable.” He cites as one example the school’s

upcoming student-led parent conferences, which

will leave the responsibility for reporting on stu-

dent progress to the kids themselves. “That’s a big

risk. It may be a big success, and it may not be.

But we have a pure motive.”

Is parent involvement always risky?”No,” he

says, “but we’re trying things that are different,

that are out of people’s comfort zones. Anytime

you do things with parents that are outside of the

traditional PTSA type activities — like looking at

student work together, for example — you run the

risk of a parent saying ‘You’re not doing a good

job. My kid can do better than this. That teacher

is doing better than that other teacher.’”

The school took its greatest risk three years

ago, St. Clair believes, when it began to develop a

trio of “academies” — schools-within-schools —

each with its own theme and teaching staff. One

team emphasizes talent development, one technol-

ogy, and the third offers a “traditional” curricu-

lum, following in the footsteps of the district’s

three traditional middle school magnets.

The effort began, in part, as a way for Conway

to compete for students in its residential popula-

tion who were being lured away by other schools

with district-sanctioned special programs —

something Conway didn’t have. Rather than set

entrance requirements for its three academies,
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Continued on page 10

Conway let parents and students choose.

“The academy concept was a big change for

us, I can guarantee you,” he says. “That’s proba-

bly the biggest risk we’ve undertaken. We said,

‘you tell us where you want your kid,’ rather than

us just placing them. But it paid off. And that’s

part of what parent involvement is about. When

you let parents have some choice, you invite them

to be a real part of the school.”

A Groundbreaking Activity

Last May at a meeting of the Commonwealth

Institute’s middle school parent leadership class,

Conway parent Marsha Kennison received hearty

applause when she told the group of two dozen

parents and educators that “the key issue in mak-

ing schools successful doesn’t change. It’s about

putting our children first in our priorities. As a

nation, we don’t do that very well.”

Kennison, a UPS employee and long-time par-

ent volunteer, is Conway’s new PTSA president.

She brings valuable experiences to the job —

including membership on the district-level Middle

School Coalition. Working in close partnership

with St. Clair and Linker, Kennison envisions a

much more proactive role for the PTA organiza-

tion that it’s had in the past.

“Our PTSA’s mandate is to help with student

achievement,” she says. “We’re asking our mem-

bers to step out of the traditional box and get

involved with learning in our school.”

As Conway’s educators reach out to the com-

munity, parents have to accept their share of

responsibility for student success. “Teachers are

struggling to find ways to help students take more

ownership for the work they do in school,” she

says. “They’re realizing that they can’t do it alone.

Parents have to realize that, too.”

Evidence of Conway’s “reaching out” can be

found in a groundbreaking activity carried out

last February. The school invited parents to spend

a morning examining examples of student work

with teachers. Kennison, Linker and science

department chair Beth Sanders helped organize

the session. Students at every grade level com-

pleted a KERA “released” science question that

required them to demonstrate an understanding

of scientific research methods. 

The over-arching purpose of the activity was

to generate a dialogue among teachers about

expectations, grading, and the definition of “quality

work.” “And then we thought, why not get the 

parents in on the conversation?” St. Clair says.

More than 20 parents showed up for the teacher

work day. After an introductory session led by

Sanders and Kennison, teachers and parents spent

the morning together in small groups analyzing

more than 700 student papers.

“The language arts teachers and the math

teachers were just as intimidated by the idea of

analyzing a science assessment as the parents

were,” Sanders says. “So we spent some time dis-

cussing sample papers and talking about quality

until we were pretty well agreed in principle on

what was outstanding work, what was good work,

and what was not-so-good work.”

Some parents were quiet and a little nervous

at first, “but once they heard teachers expressing

their own difficulty in interpreting the work, they

felt more comfortable,” Sanders says.

“Everybody was learning together. We got 

on a first-name basis, and we joked and relaxed.

We weren’t talking about ‘your’ kid — we were

discussing everybody’s work. The papers were

blind, so nobody knew who was who.”

The parents went away with a much better

idea of what JCPS, through its academic stan-

dards, expects student to know and do. “If you’re

a parent, how do you know what your kid can do,

and what they’re expected to do? It’s hard for par-

ents to answer those questions sitting at home.” 

Moving Beyond Intimidation 

For Steve St. Clair, the activity accomplished

a double purpose. A strong advocate of standards-

based teaching, St. Clair campaigns tirelessly

among his faculty, urging them to post examples

of complete, standards-based lessons on Conway’s

walls. Displays that meet St. Clair’s approval

include the special standards addressed by the

lesson, the rubric (a guide telling students what

they must do to earn top grades), and samples of

“Top Cat” work — student efforts that meet the

school’s highest expectations. The professional

development day (and others like it) was one more

way to advance the discussion among teachers

about the meaning of “quality work” at Conway.

But the parent involvement added extra 

flavor and meaning, St. Clair says. Not only did

teachers and parents explore the school’s most

important product — student work — together,

they got over what many in the school describe 

as the “intimidation factor.”

“We often hear that parents are intimidated

by teachers. That can stand in the way of parent

participation,” St. Clair says. “But we have to

work with the comfort level of the teachers, too. I

know that some of them feel just as intimidated

by parents coming into the school as the parents

feel when they come. I think teachers have to be

used to seeing folks in here all the time.” 

After the parent participants left the

February meeting, teachers gathered to consider

the event and discuss the school’s academic 

direction. “They talked about different issues we

face as a school and a community,” Linker says.

“The teachers were asked, ‘what do you see as the

answers?’ And over and over, their answers were,

‘Let’s get those parents in here. We need to let the

parents know what’s going on.”

“It did my heart real good,” Linker remembers.

“That day was like a dawning for both sides. We


