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ABSTRACT 

This study draws on Ethnomethodology, Conversation Analysis and Foucauldian 

Theory to investigate the textual and conversational construction of teacher-parent 

relationships as they are evidenced in examples of school-home communications. 

A survey of educational research literature suggests that what is taken to constitute a 

productive teacher-parent relationship remains largely undefined and untheorised. 

Although it seems that 'good' teacher-parent relationships are valued by the 

stakeholders in schooling, including school administrators, teachers, parents and 

government bureaucrats, views of these relationships tend to be based on commonsense 

notions that there is a need for 'improvement'. It is suggested that contemporary neo- 

liberal educational views regarding the importance of such factors as parental choice, for 

example, and the associated movement towards the commodification of education 

influence teacher-parent relationship possibilities. 

It is theorised that teacher-parent relationshps are constituted and mediated within and 

through the details of textual and conversational practices evidenced in school-home 

communications. Theoretical components derived from Smith (1 987, 1990a and 1990b), 

Bourdieu (1991) and Foucault (1977) are established as useful conceptual frameworks 

from whch to view the data. 

The data corpus originates from both private and secondary schools, and consists of 

examples of written and spoken school-home communications. The data are analysed 

using a multiperspectival approach that combines strategies deriving from different 

analytic perspectives in complementary ways. Ethnomethodology (EM) and 

Conversation Analysis (CA) are the main techniques used to document the detailed 

textual and conversational strategies that work to construct teacher-parent relationshps. 

This study's basis in EM means that it does not begin with a pre-theorised notion 

concerning 'best practice' regarding teacher-parent relationshps. Foucauldian Theory 

provides an alternative lense through which to view the data. It is argued that different 

passes through the data operate as overlays or reflexive readings, thereby providing 

enriched understandings of how the inter-institutional texts and talk work to construct 



Abstract 

particular moral versions of schools and homes, and of teachers parents and students, 

and of their inter-institutional relationships. 

Various different kinds of secondary school-home communications are analysed in 

Chapters 5 to 8. Chapter 5 presents analyses of school promotional documents 

originating from a variety of secondary school types, including both private and state, 

and both single-sex and co-educational schools. More than in documents originating 

from state schools, private school documents tend to include more visuals that imply 

moral versions of acceptable teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood. The state school 

documents tend to state expectations more explicity than do the private school 

documents. Apart from this difference, it is found that similar versions of schools, 

homes, parents, teachers and students are textually and visually constructed regardless 

of their origins. Uniformed, well-disciplined students are presented as desirable and 

representative of the various schools, and are themselves produced as a marketing 

device. It is the schools' versions of the social world that are fore-grounded within and 

through the various promotional documents. 

Chapter 6 presents analyses of three examples of monologic school-home 

comrnunications, Each item is analysed by focussing on a particular conversational or 

textual feature. The first example is a speech given by a state school principal to a group 

of prospective parents and soon to be enrolled students at an induction morning. This 

analysis focuses on this principal's use of pronouns as positioning practices. The 

second example is an address given by a private school principal to a group of existing 

parents and students at the school's Speech Night. This analysis focuses on the private 

school principal's use of aligning strategies such as audience invitations to applaud as 

an aligning strategy. The third example is a letter sent by a school administrator to the 

parents of private school students. This analysis focusses on the school administrator's 

use of oppositionals to construct her versions of acceptable students and parents in 

contrast to those of 'other' less desirable schools. These examples include both explicit 

and implicit suggestions that conformity to school expectations and directions will 

enable parents to obtain advantageous futures as positional goods for their children. It is 

argued that a cumculum of compliance and conformity for homes is textually and 

conversationally established within and through these examples of school-home 

communications. 
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Chapters 5 and 6 analyse examples of monologic school-home conununications, so 

designated because although the school-based texts and talk could have been received in 

a multiplicity of ways, readings and hearings are not available for analysis within the 

data themselves. In contrast, Chapters 7 and 8 analyse examples of interactive teacher- 

parent talk. Chapter 7 analyses the first 39 turns of the initial talk of a teacher-parent 

interview that took place at a secondary school teacher-parent interview night. The 

chapter is organised into three different readings of the data to show how each of these 

can inform the others. The first reading uses Conversation Analysis (CA) to highlight 

the participants' use of sequential structures and membership cateogrisation devices 

(h4CDs) to present moral versions of themselves and each other within and through the 

talk. The second reading identifies a number of dominant discourses as practices of 

power to show how the participants position themselves and each other, negotiating 

their respective responsibilities for the student. It is found that the adult participants tend 

to position the student as an overhearing audience to their co-constructions of 

responsible teacherhood, parenthood and studenthood. The student is positioned as 

ultimately responsible for her own academic well-being and behaviour. During this talk, 

the home is positioned as a colony or annex of the school, and the parents are positioned 

as adjunct teachers, expected to continue the work of the school within their private 

family space. The third reading uses the Foucauldian concept of govemmentality to read 

the talk. It is suggested that the discursive techniques identified by the previous two 

readings work as disciplinary practices to regulate the participants. 

Chapter 8 surveys other examples of interactive teacher-parent interview talk that took 

place in various sites on different occasions, involving both teachers and parents. During 

some of these interviews the student is also present, whereas in other interviews the 

student, who is the focus of the talk, is not. On one occasion the interview takes place in 

the ,home rather than at the school and includes another family member in addition to 

the student herself and her parents. It is found that despite such differences and 

variations in the use of conversational strategies, comparable versions of schools, 

homes, teachers, parents, students and their inter-institutional relationships are talked 

into being across these different educational sites. Again, a Foucauldian perspective is 

used to account for such similarities in the various examples of interactive teacher- 

parent talk. 
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The thesis concludes by arguing that the textually and conversationally constituted and 

mediated teacher-parent relationships are fundamentally asymmetrical. It is the schools' 

versions of the social world that come to count in these inter-institutional 

communications. On some points teachers and parents are often found to have different 

expectations regarding what they perceive to be in the 'best' interests of their students / 

children. However, despite such differences it seems there is a high degree of similarity 

regarding what schools and families should be like evidenced across the various school- 

home communications. It is argued that such commonalities can be viewed as evidence 

of governmentality actively enacted within and through the particular textual and 

conversational micro-practices identified here (following Foucault, 1977). As such, 

these practices work to implement techniques of state power into home space, bringing 

bureacratic control into homes and functioning to produce a future citizenship with 

limited cultural and moral options. 

In conclusion, the thesis summarises some of the main implications of the study's 

findings for theory, method, practice and policy. It is suggested that there is a need to re- 

theorise commonsense notions of teacher-parent relationships as a result of the findings 

of this study. This research shows how educational materials such as teacher-parent 

communications can be anaysed in insightful ways to reveal how such relationships are 

actively constituted and mediated within and through them. Findings revealed here offer 

a way of documenting the workings of particular inter-institutional practices and offer a 

new way of construing the functions and consequences of those practices. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND TO STUDY 

This thesis examines teacher-parent relationships as they are displayed in school-home 

communications. The practices revealed through the interrogation of both printed and 

spoken school-home communications, originating from twenty-nine secondary schools 

in and around an Australian state capital, show how teacher-parent relationships are 

actively "written and talked into being" in these educational sites. Analytical techniques 

derived mainly from Ethnomethodology (EM) and Foucauldian Theory are used to 

explicate how particular versions of schools, homes, parenthood, teacherhood and 

studenthood, and their interrelationships, are constituted within and through these inter- 

institutional texts and talk. 

To background these analyses, this chapter first describes the context and rationale for this 

research. Second, the chapter describes the analytic approach used in this study, prior to 

specifjmg the main research questions that have guided this research project. Third, the 

chapter provides an overview of the data used for h s  study, before concluding with an 

outline of the chapters that follow. 

Part 1: Background and Rationale for Research 

To date there has been little research into what happens when parents and teachers 

interact. Such interactions might be viewed as one site of interface of the institutions of 

school and its clients (parents). When writing of encounters between representatives of 

institutions and their clients, including encounters between teachers and parents, Hak 

(1998: 422) suggested that, 

there is ... a relevant terrain of inquiry untouched by institutional ethnographic 

studies to date. The study of the work done at the inteface of the institution and 

the everyday world, i.e. in institutional encounters between representatives ofthe 

institution and its clients, needs to be addressed. 

This research project is a response to this gap in our knowledge. 



Chapter One 

Educators have long emphasised the importance of teachers and parents working in 

"partnership" for the common good of students (eg., Cairney and Munsie, 1992a and 

1992b; Cairney, Ruge, Buchanan, Lowe and Munsie, 1995; Canick, 1989, among 

others). School-home communications are educational sites within and through which 

such partnerships are actively constituted. Much research (eg., Beare, 1984; Becher, 

1984; Blakers, 1983; Coleman et al., 1966; Comer, 1984; Jenkins, 1982; Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 1997; Shopen and Liddicoat, 

1998) has established that increased parental involvement in children's schooling can 

result in an increased likelihood of student success. School-home communications 

document practices that may or may not actively encourage such participation and 

involvement. 

That parents and teachers of secondary school students have little if any direct contact 

has been documented by previous research (Jowett and Baginsky, 1991). A prevalent 

notion among school personnel is that parents demonstrate an interest in their children's 

schooling by becoming actively involved in their education, and that those parents who 

do not do this are seen as not interested (eg. Australian Parents' Council and the 

Australian Council of State Organisations, 1996; Beare, 1984; Becher, 1984; Cairney 

and Munsie, 1992a). However, according to Cairney and Munsie (1992b: 5), "virtually 

all parents are vitally interested in their children's education ...[ although] the way 

parents show this interest varies greatly". One factor that influences the possibilities of 

parental participation in their children's schooling is that parents of secondary school 

children are increasingly likely to have outside work commitments, thereby making the 

possibility of direct contact with teachers more difficult. Indeed, Henry (1996: 57) found 

that parents stayed away from schools for a variety of reasons, and that "many parents 

simply cannot afford the loss of wages". Furthermore, as children progress from lower 

primary to the upper secondary levels of schooling, the opportunities for parents to 

become actively involved become increasingly rare (Topping, 1986). 

Henry (1996) argued that during this century educators have worked hard to 

professionalise teaching and improve schooling, thereby increasingly separating the roles 

and responsibilities of professional and lay people, such as parents. Smith (1990a) 

suggested that people already have a working knowledge of the organisation of the social 

relations in which they participate. Such a background knowledge of social structure (cf. 
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Garfinkel, 1967) constitutes shared commonsense understandings. According to Smith 

(1990a) parents, teachers and students can make whatever sense they make insofar as such 

a working knowledge explicates them. Analysis of school-home communications can 

document commonsense understandings regarding the nature of inter-institutional 

relationships such as school-home (teacher-parent) relationships. 

Secondary school children have contact with an ever-expanding number of school 

personnel during their later school years. Large numbers of parents and separate subject 

teachers make the logistics of parent-teacher interactions increasingly difficult (Walker, 

1998: 164). School-home communications are sometimes the only means by which 

parents of secondary school students and their teachers can have direct contact and can 

form relationships. Many teacher-parent relationships are organised solely within and 

through school documents. It is thus essential to investigate what happens when teachers 

and parents meet through by interrogating examples of actual school-home 

communications. 

Parental knowledge of how schools work influences the kinds of teacher-parent 

relationships established. As students progress through their secondary schools, they 

come in contact with more specialised disciplinary knowledges. Many parents may have 

little, if any, knowledge or understanding of these, and so have to rely increasingly upon 

the professionalism and expertise of their children's teachers (Shopen and Liddicoat, 

1998). Some parents may feel increasingly incompetent in making decisions regarding 

their children's curriculum and in making decisions regarding the organisation of their 

children's school chances and choices. Furthermore, not all parents feel comfortable 

communicating directly with their children's teachers (cf. MacLure and Walker, 1999). 

Indeed, secondary schools have been described as 

anonymous impersonal places which do little to make students feel welcome, let 

alone the parents. [For example], teacher-parent evenings, which may be the 

only contact many parents have with the school, rank close to a visit to the 

dentist in terms of discomfiture (Limerick, 1987: p.52). 
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Despite such negative comments, recent research has shown that parents, teachers and 

students generally endorse the educational and social value of direct teacher-parent 

contact events such as teacher-parent evenings (Walker, 1998). Analysis of school-home 

communications, including examples of parent-teacher interviews, is one means by 

which the bases for such discomfort may be identified. 

It seems that adolescents may also try to keep their home and school worlds separate 

(Cairney and Munsie, 1992b; Benton, 1994). Indeed, "more autonomous secondary age 

students may not want parents to be in close contact with their school" (Walker, 1998: 

164). This is another factor in addition to the other factors discussed above that can hinder 

the establishment of positive secondary school teacher-parent partnerships. 

Socio-structural factors such as socio-economic status (SES), gender and ethnicity have 

been viewed as influencing teacher-parent relationships. It has been suggested that it is 

more difficult for state school parents to have an influence on their children's schooling 

than it is for ruling class parents of students attending private schools because of the 

more bureaucratic nature of state schools (cf. Connell, Ashenden, Kessler and Dowsett, 

1982). Connell et al. (1982: 146) speak of ruling class families as those who have 

"access to power and privilege [and have] ... dependence on and contribution to an order 

of things which sustain it". The research of both Connell et al. (1982) and Lareau (1987; 

1989) further found that parents of different socio-economic status (SES) interacted 

with schools differently. Lareau (1989) suggested that ruling class homes were better 

able to incorporate school-work into their home lives, whereas working class homes 

tended to separate school and home life. Investigating different types of school-home 

communications originating in schools that cater for different kinds of parental clientele 

can illuminate whether or not such socio-structural or other background demographic 

differences actively contribute towards the constitution of different sorts of teacher- 

parent relationships. 

Although little research has been conducted to investigate actual teacher-parent 

relationships, it seems that there is a common belief that such relationships are in need 

of improvement; that is, school-home relationships are fiequently portrayed as being 

problematic (for example, Waller, 1932; Lightfoot, 1978; Limerick, 1988, among 

others). Contemporary educational policy documents stress the importance of 'good' 
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school-home relationships (for example, Queensland Department of Education, 1996). 

Policy documents that deal with school-home relationships embody a belief that they 

are, indeed, found to be wanting. By focusing on particular school-home 

communications, it is possible to establish specific aspects that may be in need of 

improvement. Traditional views may be naive, being based on models of parent 

deficiencies. It is, therefore, essential to investigate actual teacher-parent relationships to 

establish whether or not there is a need for improvement, rather than relying on 

educational mythology to justify changes. One way of doing this is to interrogate 

school-home communications such as those included in this data corpus. 

In many western nations, including Australia, the influence of New Right policies has 

become a fundamental factor in school-home relationships at the time of writing. 

Schools and teachers are increasingly held accountable to parents and the community, 

and there is a powerful contemporary movement emphasising parental choice in both 

the state and private systems of schooling (cf.. Bowe, Gewirtz and Ball, 1994b; 

Marginson, 1997). Contemporary school-home communications need to be investigated 

to establish whether or not such moves are reflected at the interface between schools and 

homes. Devolution of power to the local school level is a contemporary educational 

trend (cf. Watkins, 1992; Marginson, 1997). Schools Advisory Councils, whose 

members include school administrators, teachers, parents, community members and, 

often, students, are increasingly held responsible for decision-making regarding school 

policies and practices. School-home communications need to be investigated to see 

whether or not tendencies towards parental empowerment are constituted within and 

through such means. 

Part 2: The Analytic Approach 

The discussion on the preceding pages has advanced a rationale for this study. One main 

line of argument in the rationale is the necessity to study instances of the theorised 

activities 'school-home communications'. Implicit in this "commitment to close 

scrutiny" of actual instances is a concern to explore "what happens" (cf. Gubriurn and 

Holstein, 1997: 1 1) within teacher-parent communications. 
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In the approach adopted in this thesis, "what happens" needs to be formulated more 

precisely as "what is accomplished". I do not view these communications as merely 

reflecting pre-existing relationships, but as actively constructing them as well. Hence, 

this thesis takes an interest in discursive constitutions, textual mediations, positioning 

practices, and other concepts that draw attention to the relational work done through 

texts and talk. 

Part 3: Research Questions 

Drawing on the analytic approach outlined above, and applying it to written and spoken 

texts, this research project focuses on the following questions: 

1. What versions of the institutions of home and school, and of parenthood, 

teacherhood and studenthood, are constituted within and through these school- 

home communications? 

2. How do printed school documents and teacher-parent talk work to constitute 

particular school-home relationships? That is, how do the texts and talk work to 

position parents, teachers and students? How are their inter-institutional 

relationships organised? And how do school-home (teacher-parent) 

communications actively mediate and constitute the social world of which they 

are a part? 

3. How can these phenomena be accounted for? 

The thesis uses Foucauldian theory to account for the observed features in order to 

speculate on why school-home communications work in such ways. 

Part 4: Overview of the Data 

The data used to research school-home relationships include examples of both written and 

spoken communications. A large data corpus was obtained for the purposes of this 

reseqch project. Materials originated fiom a total of 29 private and state secondary 

schools located in and around a large state capital city in Australia (Appendix 1). 

Printed school-home communication materials included the following: administration 

directives, annual school reports, booklets, brochures, promotional documents and sheets, 
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information handbooks, school handouts, school business cards, school compliments slips, 

parental forms, teachers' forms, documents regarding school fund-raising, directives for 

teachers regarding contact with parents, student information materials, invitations, letters 

f?om parents, letters fiom schools to parents, letters directed to specifically named parents, 

school newsletters, school newspapers, posters, student reports and school songs (for a full 

list of types of printed data materials see Appendix 2). 

Examples of monologic and interactive talk include recordings, both audio and visual, of 

three school speech nights, twenty-one teacher-parent interviews, and a new parents' and 

students' induction morning (Appendix 3). These recordings were transcribed in full (see 

Appendix 10 for a description of the transcription conventions used for this study). 

Conclusions have been generated fiom, drawn about and apply to both sets of data. Not all 

the data obtained appear in this thesis. The examples selected for analysis here are both 

complex, and provide clear demonstrations of the major themes that arose in the study of 

the entire corpus. 

Part 5: Organisation of the Thesis 

This thesis is organised in the following way: 

Chapter 2 considers official views and policies regarding school-home relationships, 

and research broadly relating to this area. Despite a continuing official policy and 

emphasis on the need for 'good' school-home relationships, it is found that little 

educational research has been undertaken to investigate how school-home 

communications actively constitute and mediate such relationships. 

Chapter 3 discusses key theoretical notions that inform analyses. The notions of a 

textually and conversationally constituted social world, and discourses of power as 

conceptualised by Foucault and Bourdieu are introduced, and their relevance to analyses 

discussed. The chapter concludes by discussing the processes and problems involved in 

collecting the data corpus. 
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