
Schools and Families
Building lasting collaborative relationships

Inquiry Question: How can educators build lasting 
collaborative relationships with families in the face of 

increasingly diverse classrooms?

Jill Geissendoerfer -Kieta, Sangeeta Bordoloi Lama, Rumeysa Ezber and Stephanie Sagmoen Siqueira



What do collaborative relationships with Families look like?  
Key criteria

● Mutual respect
○ Partnerships with parents & legal guardians benefit the students

and value the perspectives they bring to the learning community.
○ A learning community that values inclusion ensures that all 

students are offered opportunities.
● Open communication

○ They ensure their dialogue is open & honest so that learning & 
teaching become the best they can be.

○ Strong collegial relationships are developed through mutual trust
& respect, focusing on professionalism , open communication , & a 
support network.

● Shared goal - the wellbeing & success of the student
○ Collaboration demonstrates a commitment to the common goal of 

supporting & reflecting …& improving student outcomes.
○ Supporting transdisciplinary learning requires time and a 

commitment to collaboration . (ibo.org, 2018)



What do collaborative relationships with Families look like?  
Key criteria

● Open -minded
○ Through sustained collaboration , members of the learning community develop :

■ Openness towards other perspectives
■ Engagement with ideas different to one’s own
■ Respect for the contribution of the other subjects to the inquiry
■ Appreciation for rigour in debate & discussion
■ Appreciation for collective interpretation & reinterpretation of knowledge .

● Collective ownership, responsibility, & accountability 
○ Members demonstrate agency through collective ownership , responsibility, & 

accountability for learning & teaching, & transform schools into dynamic 
learning communities.

(ibo.org, 
2018)

● Commitment 
○ Supporting transdisciplinary learning 

requires time & a commitment to 
collaboration.



What do collaborative relationships with Families look like? 
IDENTIFYING characteristics

● Reflection
○ Cognitive conflict is critical in 

triggering growth
○ Analyzing arguments
○ Making inferences using 

deductive reasoning
○ Critical thinking
○ Judging & evaluating
○ Metacognition
○ Self -awareness

● Sustained dialogue
○ Quality of interactions
○ The degree of interactivity & 

negotiability
○ The extent to which interactions 

influence participants’ thinking
○ Working toward a common goal
○ Misunderstandings force 

participants to construct 
explanations , give reasons , & justify 
their positions

(ibo.org, 2018)



What do collaborative relationships with families look like? 
IDENTIFYING characteristics

● Growth
○ Strengthened learning community
○ Increased trust
○ Appreciation
○ Understanding perspectives
○ Shared vision becomes clearer
○ Better communication
○ Greater self -reflection

● Transparency
○ Fosters trust
○ Clear communication
○ No hidden agendas
○ Equality
○ Credibility

● IB Learner Profile Attributes
○ Open -Minded
○ Risk-Taker
○ Reflective
○ Communicator
○ Balanced
○ Inquirer
○ Knowledgeable
○ Thinker
○ Self -Management

(ibo.org, 2018)



What do collaborative relationships with families look like?
benefits

Benefits to Students

● Strong foundation to 
support student learning
(Sanchez, 2021)

● Increased student 
motivation (Tutt, 2021)

● Fosters development of 
student agency

Benefits to the Learning 
Community

● Enrichment through active 
involvement

● Shared decision -making 
(Sanchez,  2021)

● Exchange of ideas
● Build on experiences
● Provide support



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
Customs and Cultural Perspectives

● Children a tte n d a n e d u c a tio n a l s e ttin g with th e kn o wle d g e , b e lie fs a n d va lu e s o f th e ir fa m ilie s a n d
c o m m u n ity fr o m th e ir fir s t te a c h e r s : p r im a r y c a r e g ive r s a n d fa m ily m e m b e r s (M c G e e B a n ks , 2010).

● T h e s e c u ltu r a l e xp e r ie n c e s a r e u n iq u e to e a c h c h ild a n d fa m ily a n d c a n n o t b e g e n e r a liz e d b a s e d
o n e th n ic ity, r e lig io n o r a n y o th e r fa c to r (M a c N a u g h to n & H u g h e s , 2011).

● Ad d i-Ra c c a h a n d Ar viv-E lya s h iv (2008) fo u n d th a t s o m e p r a c titio n e r s p e r c e ive d c a r e g ive r s ’ a c tio n s
a n d in vo lve m e n t a s th r e a te n in g . A fe a r o f in c r e a s e d p o we r o r in vo lve m e n t m a y s te m fr o m a la c k o f
c o n s e n s u s o n s ta ke h o ld e r ’s r o le .

● T h is fe a r h a s b e e n e c h o e d a c r o s s E n g lis h -s p e a kin g c o u n tr ie s
wh e r e r e s e a r c h is fin d in g th a t e d u c a to r s a r e la c kin g a n d wa n tin g
m o r e o r fu r th e r tr a in in g o n in te r a c tin g a n d wo r kin g e ffe c tive ly
with fa m ilie s (S a ltm a r s h , B a r r , & C h a p m a n , 2015 ).



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
Difference DEnial philosophy

● Dominant e d u c a tio n a l p r a c tic e s m a y n o t b e a lig n e d with th e c h ild ’s a c q u ir e d le a r n in g a n d
in te r a c tin g s tyle s (M u r r a y & O 'Do h e r ty, 2004 ).

● A c o mm o n r e s p o n s e to th is is th e im p le m e n ta tio n o f a ‘difference denial philosophy’ , which is
based on the false understanding that “all children share a common developmental context”
(Murray & O'Doherty, 2004 , p . 46) or in more common terms, we are all the same .

● For example, child directed learning, the process of self -motivated exploration by a child in an
early childhood setting, sets an underlying importance on individualism which is a core belief in
many western or minority world cultures though may not represent the beliefs of all children and
families (Brooker, 2005).

● The value of diversity is lost when young children’s awareness of difference is denied, though it is
often done with good intent to acknowledge our shared humanity (Derman -Sparks, 1989).



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
Language

● As th e wo r ld b e c o m e s m o r e a n d m o r e a ffe c te d b y g lo b a liz a tio n th e d ive r s ity o f la n g u a g e s in a
c o m mu n ity g r o ws , a ffec tin g h o w p e o p le a r e a b le to e n g a g e in d ia lo g u e . As m o r e la n g u a g e s a r e
in tr o d u c e d in to a c o m m u n ity, th e y a r e a ls o in tr o d u c e d in to th e e d u c a tio n a l s e ttin g s .

● Dive r s ity in la n g u a g e s c a n b e a c h a lle n g e fo r e d u c a to r s a n d
fa m ilie s to n a vig a te a n d a d d r e s s . O fte n la n g u a g e p o lic ie s
r e fle c t th e vie w o f E n g lis h a s th e d o m in a n t la n g u a g e , a n d
th e r e fo r e m a y n e e d to b e a d ju s te d to r e fle c t d ive r s itie s o f
la n g u a g e s s p o ke n in th e c o m m u n ity.

● If e d u c a to r s a n d fa m ilie s d o n o t s h a r e a c o m m o n la n g u a g e it
is im p o r ta n t th a t th e y fin d wa ys to c o m mu n ic a te , a n d th e
s u p p o r ts n e e d e d .

● E d u c a to r s a r e o fte n lim ite d in th e ir u n d e r s ta n d in g o f s e c o n d
la n g u a g e a c q u is itio n a n d a r e la c kin g th e tr a in in g n e e d e d .



Challenges in building collaborative relationships 
Disclosing Personal Information

● Families a r e u n iq u e a n d o fte n d is c lo s in g p e r s o n a l in fo r m a tio n c a n b e a
c h a lle n g e d u e to th e p e r s o n a l c ir c u m s ta n c e , th e s e n s itivity o f th e in fo r m a tio n
o r th e r e q u e s t fo r p r iva c y.

● Re s e a r c h h a s s h o wn th a t c a r e g ive r s o fte n d o n o t d is c lo s e in fo r m a tio n a b o u t
th e ir c h ild ’s h o m e life , m o r e o ve r s o m e c a r e g ive r s fo u n d it in a p p r o p r ia te fo r th e
e d u c a tio n s e ttin g to in q u ir e a b o u t h o m e life (De G io ia , 2009).

● T h o u g h th e r e m a y b e a la c k o f in fo r m a tio n s h a r e d , e d u c a to r s m a y b e g in to
p r ivile g e th e id e a o f e n title m e n t to in fo r m a tio n o ve r th e r ig h ts o f fa m ilie s to
p r iva c y (M a c N a u g h to n & H u g h e s , 2011).

● ‘Privileging’ is unfair as it assumes a right to information and implies
families that do not disclose information are ‘bad’ ’ (Mac Naughton & Hughes,
2011).



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
Time 

● Collaboration demonstrates a commitment to the common goal of supporting and 
r e fle c tin g  o n  a  tr a n s d is c ip lin a r y le a r n in g  e xp e r ie n c e  a n d  im p r o vin g  s tu d e n t 
o u tc o m e s . A c o lla b o r a tive  a p p r o a c h  in vo lve s  s u s ta in e d  d ia lo g u e  a n d  r e fle c tio n  
a m o n g  a n d  b e twe e n  a ll m e m b e r s  o f th e  le a r n in g  c o m m u n ity. T h is  a p p r o a c h  h e lp s  
a ll m e m b e r s  o f th e  le a r n in g  c o m m u n ity to  g r o w a s  le a r n e r s  a n d  a s  p r o fe s s io n a ls  to  
im p r o ve  s tu d e n t o u tc o m e s , h e a lth  a n d  we llb e in g .

● As  le a r n in g  c o m m u n itie s  a r e  d ive r s e , it is  im p o r ta n t to  n o te  th e  im p a c t o f c h a n g e  
a n d  c h a lle n g e  o n  a ll le a r n e r s  a n d  h o w a ll n e e d s  a r e  b e in g  m e t a n d  b a r r ie r s  to  
le a r n in g  a r e  b e in g  a d d r e s s e d ). T h is  in c lu d e s  tim e  m a n a g e m e n t, a s  IB  s ta te s  th a t 
th e r e  s h o u ld  b e  r e g u la r  m e e tin g s , th a t m ig h t n o t fit a ll th e  p a r e n ts  o r  c a r e g ive r s  
s o  it c r e a te s  c h a lle n g e s  wh ile  a r r a n g in g  th e  tim e .

● T h e  p la n n in g  p r o c e s s  a llo ws  fo r  fle xib ility, a d a p ta tio n  a n d  c h a n g e  th r o u g h o u t th e  
u n it o f in q u ir y to  a c c o m m o d a te  im m e d ia te  n e e d s  a n d  c a n  b e  s im p lifie d  in  a  
va r ie ty o f wa ys .

● (ib o ,2018) 



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
resources

● The learning community collaborates in policy development, resource planning and 
a llo c a tio n , le a r n in g  s p a c e  d e s ig n  a n d  c u ltu r e -b u ild in g .

(ib o .o r g , 2018)

● Wh e n  le a r n in g  is  c o n n e c te d  to  r e a l-life  c o n te xts , s tu d e n ts  s e e  th e  r e le va n c e  o f th e ir  le a r n in g  
b e yo n d  th e  s c h o o l. T h e r e  a r e  va lu a b le  e xp e r ts  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  with in  a n d  b e yo n d  th e  le a r n in g  
c o m m u n ity th a t c a n  b e  u s e d  to  s u p p o r t a n d  e n h a n c e  le a r n in g . F o r  e xa m p le , p a r e n ts  a n d  
e xte n d e d  fa m ily m e m b e r s  m ig h t b e  a b le  to  h e lp  with  le a r n in g  in s id e  a n d  o u ts id e  o f th e  
p r o g r a m m e  o f in q u ir y.C o lla b o r a tio n  with  m e m b e r s  o u ts id e  th e  le a r n in g  c o m m u n ity is  ke y to  
p r o vid in g  s tu d e n ts  with  a n  a u th e n tic  le a r n in g  e xp e r ie n c e  a n d  in  h e lp in g  s tu d e n ts  m a kin g  
c o n n e c tio n s  fr o m  th e ir  le a r n in g  to  th e  r e a l wo r ld .

(ib o .o r g , 2018)



Challenges in building collaborative relationships
resources

Here is a n exa mp le r e fle c tio n o f a p a r e n t wh o wa s in vited to
th e c la s s to p la n n e xt u n it o f in q u ir y u n d er th e
tr a n s d is c ip lin a r y th e m e o f ‘wh e r e we a r e in p la c e a n d tim e ’.

“I found the experience a very rewarding and insightful one . It
was interesting to see how the teachers approached the
planning process . It gave me a much better understanding of
the PYP”.

Explorers parent ( Edyta , 2019) 

https://blogs.ibo.org/sharingpyp/author/edyta/


What do collaborative relationships with families look like?
getting started

Opportunities for Parents

● Focus and working 
groups

● Parent -initiated /led 
events

● School -home
communication journals

● Mentoring for exhibitions
● Student learning diaries

and portfolios
● Learning exhibitions

celebrations 
● Parent councils
● Parent volunteers
● Informal discussions

What the Teacher can do

● Initiate dialogue with 
families

● Express interest in 
collaboration 

● Invite family members’ 
opinions and reflection

● Establish partnerships
among all stakeholders

● Recognition of what each 
member can contribute

● Recognition of what can be 
accomplished collectively

● Living the IB Learner Profile

(ibo.org 2018)



Teachers’ role in building collaborative relationships
● Start by defining expectations and boundaries
● C le a r ly c o m m u n ic a te  th e s e  e xp e c ta tio n s  a n d  

b o u n d a r ie s  to  fa m ilie s
■ E m p h a s iz e  th a t te a c h e r s  a n d  p a r e n ts  a r e  

p a r tn e r s  in  th e  s tu d e n ts ’ p r o g r e s s .
● In vite  fe e d b a c k  a n d  r e fle c tio n s .  
● Re a s o n a b le  fe e d b a c k  s h o u ld  b e  m e t with  tim e ly a c tio n .
● G e t to  kn o w fa m ilie s  b y o r g a n iz in g  b e g in n in g  o f th e  

ye a r  p a r e n t o r ie n ta tio n  p r o g r a m s .
● Ap p r e c ia te  a n d  c e le b r a te  s tu d e n t s u c c e s s  in  

c o lla b o r a tio n  with  fa m ilie s . F o r  e xa m p le  - T e a c h e r  
s e n d s  a n  a p p r e c ia tio n  e m a il a n d  fa m ilie s  c e le b r a te  th e  
s u c c e s s  o r  a c h ie ve m e n t.



Teachers’ role in building collaborative relationships
(Customs, Cultural Diversity and communication)

● Develop and share awareness about the family 
b a c kg r o u n d s , a n d  c u ltu r e  o f th e  s tu d e n ts .
○ S e n d  o u t b e g in n in g  o f th e  ye a r  q u e s tio n n a ir e s  to  

fa m ilie s .
○ G a th e r  a  wid e  b a s e  o f kn o wle d g e  a b o u t th e  

c o u n tr ie s  a n d  c u ltu r e s  o f yo u r  p r o s p e c tive  
s tu d e n ts .

○ F o llo w c u ltu r a lly r e s p o n s ive  in s tr u c tio n  p r a c tic e s .
○ C e le b r a te  th e  d ive r s ity in  th e  c la s s r o o m  th r o u g h  

“S to r ie s  a r o u n d  th e  wo r ld ” d a y, “N a tio n a l Dr e s s ” d a y, 
U N  Da y o f L a n g u a g e s  e tc .

○ M a ke  fa m ilie s  a  p a r t o f c u ltu r a l a c tivitie s  in  th e  
c la s s r o o m .



Teachers’ role in building collaborative relationships
(Protecting Student data)

Teachers should help families develop trust and confidence in  th e  te a c h in g  s ta ff, b y d e m o n s tr a tin g  
a wa r e n e s s  a b o u t d a ta  p r iva c y a n d  im p le m e n tin g  d a ta  s a fe ty m e a s u r e s  s u c h  a s :

○ Being safe on social media - T e a c h e r s  s h o u ld  h a ve  a  p r o fe s s io n a l s o c ia l m e d ia  a c c o u n t to  
ke e p  th e  fa m ilie s  a n d  s tu d e n ts  in fo r m e d , b u t th is  a c c o u n t s h o u ld  h a ve  s tr ic t p r iva c y s e ttin g s  
a n d  s tu d e n ts ’ fa c e s  s h o u ld  b e  b lu r r e d  o u t.

● Use encrypted Edtech tools - When using Edtech websites, teachers should ensure that data is 
stored and transmitted securely.

● Check each tool’s privacy policy - Ensure that the tools used in a classroom have privacy 
guidelines and contracts that are in line with the school’s data safety guidelines.

● Be transparent with families and students - At the beginning of the year, give the classroom 
community, a list of the Edtech tools and websites that will be used in class together with a link 
to their privacy policy.

● Have a plan in place for mistakes - Give parents a list of steps that will be taken if there is a 
data breach or misuse of any information.



Together
may we give

our children
the r oots to

grow
and the
wings

t o fly
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