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Abstract: This paper analyzes preliminary results of an intervention-research project carried out by researchers from a Brazilian public university in collaboration with schoolteachers of a medium-size city in the state of São Paulo, Brazil. It adopted a research design comprising an in-service teacher education intervention aimed at strengthening interactions between schools and students’ families. Data were collected through observations, reports and written accounts at meetings between the researchers and groups of teachers. Results will be discussed as regards teachers’ conceptions about the program, its impacts and their use of collected data, teachers’ professional development and learning processes, the development process of actions aimed at implementing the Família@Escola program, and some paradoxes involved in planning and implementing educational policies.

Introduction

This paper presents and analyzes preliminary results of an intervention-research project carried out by researchers from Universidade Federal de São Carlos in collaboration with schoolteachers of a medium-size city, São Paulo State, Brazil. It adopted an intervention-research methodology of a constructive-collaborative nature aimed at teachers’ continued education at the workplace focusing on the implementation of a program intended to strengthen school-families relationships.


This work is part of a broader project that seeks to answer the following research question: What are the possibilities and limitations of adopting a constructive-collaborative model of university-school partnership to construct and implement a program whose objective is to strengthen school-families relationships?

The objectives of the broader project include:

a) Understanding how teachers perceive actions aimed at strengthening school-families ties as proposed by the program under construction/implementation;

b) Delineating teachers’ expectations about impacts of the program concerning schools, classrooms, students and pedagogical practices;

c) Constructing, in collaboration with schoolteachers, actions intended to deepen teachers’ knowledge about their students and respective families from data collected by them through interviews and observations during visits to their students’ homes. These actions included strategies to systematize and use data to propose projects/activities that may strengthen school-families ties;

d) Fostering and accompanying teachers’ professional development processes at the workplace, assisting them in constructing new understandings about their students and their students’ families, and developing pedagogical actions to improve their students’ achievement;

e) Analyzing possibilities and limitations of the constructive-collaborative model of research and intervention adopted in this research;

f) Analyzing university-school system-school-community partnerships.

Specifically, this paper analyzes the schoolteachers’ first impressions about the program and actions implemented so far. It also looks into the meanings attributed to the program by them, its expected impacts and how they intend to deal with the data collected at their students’ homes, one of the earliest actions of the Família@Escola program.

Families, Schools and Teachers: Some Theoretical Underpinnings
In spite of their recent interest in Brazil—attested by the elaboration of many public policies in the past few years—school-families relationships have been a long-standing issue in education, dating back to the emergence of schools as institutions in charge of formally educating children and youth. Today multiple rationales support the importance of establishing and nurturing school-families ties. Some of them defend the idea that families should assist schools in their tasks whenever these institutions are unable to carry out their work as planned.

Before schools were established, children and youngsters were educated by their families and communities by participating in their productive and cultural practices. Children’s education used to be a communal, informal activity intertwined with everyday life. Formal further education was only provided to nobler and richer children at their homes when necessary. Only after the emergence of middle classes—and because of their lack of money to sponsor their children’s private education—were schools created. These schools were similar to the ones we know today, i.e., with fixed curriculums, different grades and teaching levels, evaluation systems, teacher education etc.

Today’s schools are a recent phenomenon, boosted by the industrialization process of western societies. So is the phenomenon that transformed families—which comprised several nuclei and relatives in the past—into small and nuclear entities composed of parents and children. Throughout the centuries schools’ tasks have evolved beyond those of providing physical and nutritional care to students; schools are now also in charge of their habits, manners and intellectual development.

Additionally, it seems that the valorization of educational processes promoted by schools has somehow followed the transformation of society and families. Many changes in families’ and schools’ tasks and duties may be attributed to social changes, such as changes in production methods, job market, women’s social roles, family characteristics etc. Formal education has clearly become a special task to be carried out by agencies other than families.

These changes in educational processes are not evidently homogeneous everywhere since they are closely related to social, cultural and historical aspects. Families’ involvement with school education of their children differs according to these aspects.

Despite the fact that today’s world has become smaller, communication advances have not reached different parts of the world alike or invalidated multicultural characteristics that interfere with the way different people see schools and parents’ and teachers’ roles in children’s education. This diversity may be found among countries, regions within the same country or even within neighborhoods in the same city and heavily depends on cultural beliefs. These beliefs are in turn related to families’ social structure, economic factors and to political pressures existing in society.

According to Hiatt-Michael (2005), there are four forces influencing the type and degree of family involvement with the school and vice-versa. The community culture influences, for example, the type of education imparted to boys and girls, the language that predominates at school (in the case of multilingual populations), and the ethnic groups that can attend school. Another important cultural force is that represented by elders (in tribal councils) and the belief in education as driving social mobility.
Social, economic and political forces also influence families’ involvement with schools. Social forces include family structures, same or different rules for family members (mother’s, father’s, first son’s roles of etc.), and population growth (birth control). Economic forces comprise industrialization rate, influences played by modernity, job opportunities, economic development, and funds allocated to education. As examples of political forces, there are stability, government perspective on education, government mandates and power changes, and administrative policies in the long run.

Economic progress affects governments, who, in turn, influence education of people in several ways. Governments may support the development of human capital by funding local schools. In addition, governments often determine what curriculums should include, thus allowing specialists from certain regions of a country to control them. Public administrations have also taken up a great number of schools’ duties by providing daycare to working class children and qualifying the workforce in order to compensate for some citizens’ lack of knowledge and ability to educate their children.

There is, however, one thing that does not seem to depend on social, economic and cultural standings: parents from all classes and walks of life want their children to attend quality schools and pursue academic credentials. Parents all over the world are concerned about their children’s education (Hiatt-Michael, 2005); they consider school education a reliable way for their children to acquire knowledge and skills that will lead them to a more promising future.
In addition, research has indicated, however inconclusively, the influence of family practices on children’s schooling (Carvalho, 1998). This influence has stood out among the ones studied in this project previously. In an earlier phase of this project it was observed that parents are often discredited in relationships with schoolteachers, who consider them unable to educate their children. There is evidence that most of the time schools just expect the passive adherence to their pedagogical project and active referendum on school actions on the part of their students’ families (Reali & Tancredi, 2003).

Schools’ valorization of parents’ support with regard to their children’s academic development seems to be determined by specific collaboration modes—between parents and children, and between schools and families—inherent to the dominant culture. That is to say that orientations assumed by parents and families may be related to their cultural understanding of what is or is not proper to do in these situations. While these situations may be seen as comprising unbalanced abilities and diverse understandings by different agencies about the same process, it is possible that this ‘imbalance’ or ‘diversity’ represents a more complex phenomenon since it involves multiple variables (social, cultural, economic, political etc.) belonging to different levels (individual, institutional etc.).

In order to overcome these biased ideas and favor the education provided by both agencies it is necessary to bring them together by involving parents in their children’s school education. In Brazil, only recently have parents begun to be seen and see themselves as partners of schools. In addition, in view of the fact that school education became mandatory they were stripped of their educative authority. The argument expressed by society in general to justify this deed is irrefutable nowadays: without instruction or diploma, there is no salvation (Perrenoud, 2000).

In some communities and on some occasions, teachers and parents seek coherence and cohesion in their common task of educating children and youth through a global arrangement between school programs and parents’ educational values and expectations (Perrenoud, 2000). In spite of this, because parents are not mere users or do not have the power to decline school education, the dialog and interactions between parents and schoolteachers are not always evenhanded. Also, improving collaboration between schools and families and communities may demand the existence of autonomous leadership at schools capable of taking risks, managing, planning and transgressing rigid bureaucratic control (Davies, 1997).

There is no doubt that today’s societies’ changes and diversity are (or should be) present in schools and school education. One of the desirable consequences of these changes is that families and parents—responsible for children’s well being and cultural and emotional development—should play some role in educational processes legitimized by schools.

However, this may not come true readily. Despite the fast pace of society’s changes, changes in organizations that comprise teaching-learning processes are much more gradual. This appears to be true in spite of the existence of varied initiatives aimed at educational reforms that address social, emotional and affective dimensions of learning.

Learning is an individual as well as collective process, which has important implications to results obtained in different contexts. Contexts, in turn, encompass personal characteristics of people involved, social atmosphere, physical and conceptual structures, culture and the goals of existing interactive and partnership processes. In addition, more often than not children’s abilities are perceived differently due to their family and school environments.

These characteristics of learning processes reinforce the idea that schools and families should stand as partners in the construction of school education. Interactions between schools and families—seeking to address together issues that involve both agencies—suggest that it is possible to reduce the conflict zone experienced by school children. They imply that schools can work with the community to establish an atmosphere conducive to promoting children’s learning and development.

Families have been deemed as children’s first socializing agents. It is their duty to establish conditions that foster children’s ‘good’ development and to assist schools as often as possible to accomplish their actions, such as those encouraging socially desirable behavioral patterns, attitudes and values.
Additionally, schools in western societies have assumed the task of fostering the learning of knowledge constructed by humankind and valued by society in a given period of history. This task must be accomplished during children’s period of schooling, regardless of their social and family contexts. Hence, schools may be characterized as important educational and socializing agencies, which should complement the task carried out at students’ homes. However, schools and families exist as diverse and sometimes conflicting cultural universes, distinct socializing agencies whose goals do not appear to interpenetrate.
Considering the contexts in which we live it is possible to somehow affirm that schools and families are shaped by different conceptions and histories of relationships established between them. They also differ with respect to the nature of their ideas about tasks and responsibilities, their influences and importance. These characteristics are clearly socially and historically diverse and may vary within a given region.

Notwithstanding, it is not uncommon that notions related to roles played by parents and families in their children’s schooling processes be regarded as universal concepts and that terms such as parents/families and teacher be adopted to describe heterogeneous groups. This may result in the establishment of a one-way relatioships of power that reach only parents that can understand the language and signals adopted by schools. In order to prevent this from happening schools should approach differences among parents and families through effective communication, contact, and cooperation through constructive processes in the same way that teachers address their students’ differences.

Several initiatives to foster closer school-families-community interactions have been launched in Brazil in recent years, e.g., Diretrizes Curriculares para Educação Infantil (Curricular Directives for the Education of Children), Parâmetros Curriculares Nacionais (National Curriculum Parameters), O Dia Nacional da Família na Escola (The National ‘Families at School’ Day), Projeto Comunidade Presente (Participant Community Project), Programa Escola da Família (Family’s School Program), Escola dos Nossos Sonhos (Our Dream School), among others. These initiatives have their own goals and are based on different teachers/schools-parents/families relationship models.

Because of their diverse realities, Ravn (2005) classifies school-families interaction models as follows. The first category depicts a compensatory model. In this category initiatives are based on an ideology of equal opportunities determined by macro socioeconomic origins. Programs in this case are aimed at compensating for inadequate parental practices.
The second possibility is the consensus model, characterized by a consensus reached between educational policies and schools. The emphasis is placed on a type of one-way pattern of communication with families/parents. Here, in view of diverse social and cultural groups of students/families, schoolteachers are supposed to contact parents/families to gather information needed for developing consistent/coherent educational actions at school and toward families.

Another model is that of shared responsibility. In this case families are conceived of as capable of providing their children with educational assistance and legitimating school tasks. This model intends to counteract prevailing tendencies to individualization and fragmentation found in western societies, which leads to a fifth alternative, that is, the distributed responsibility model, in which parents and teachers are responsible for distinct tasks and commitments.

An overview of this taxonomy suggests that compensatory and consensus models have not engendered very positive actions. It seems that compensatory models are based on the fallacy that families are unable to educate their children. On the other hand, the reasons for the failure of the second model are teachers’ low participation in creating policies and the way these policies are imposed on them.

Ravn (2005) also suggests a sixth model, the joint action model, which avoids the establishment and maintenance of asymmetrical and uneven relationships and attempts to meet the following human needs regarding communication and cooperation:

1. The value of experiences: self-confidence, autonomy, identity, nearness, belonging, solidarity and security;

2. Values of influence: opportunities to act, to do what is adequate and to tap one’s knowledge.

In joint actions each participant of the collaborative process has opportunity to offer and enjoy mutual respect, dialectical communication in which no one imposes ideas, thoughts and actions. In this case it is necessary to enable all participants to exchange and express their thoughts and ideas.

Although there has been a tendency to increase families’ involvement in schools in Brazilian contexts, this participation has been rather limited. As a result, schools are still effectively responsible for establishing actions that they deem necessary, which must be accepted by students’ families, thus denoting the prevalence of a unilateral interactive model. Schools and teachers often want families to passively adhere to their pedagogical project and give their active referendum to school actions by supporting them and abiding by them.

But why should schools and teachers get involved more closely with their students’ families? This question may lead to answers of different orders and natures, such as the following ones:

· Analyses indicate that schools alone cannot meet the demands originated in society as regards their functions and activities;

· To turn children into citizens, children should be able to construct academic knowledge as well as social, ethical and personal knowledge;

· Studies on school achievement point to a correlation between good student performance and parental involvement in children’s schooling processes;

· To foster good teaching practices teachers should be able to interpret and understand students’ ideas and actions. Specifically, teachers should learn how children think and reason when they confront problems, how they learn more effectively and what motivates them. That is, teachers need to construct a knowledge base about students with respect to their individual characteristics and their communities to be able to promote significant relations between them and school knowledge.

Consequently, it is fundamental to take relations established among teachers, students and specific contents into account. This is to say that what teachers need most to know about their students’ diversity refers to the way they relate to knowledge in general, the meanings and values they have constructed from their extracurricular experiences, and how they relate to specific contents at school.

When discussing this relationship McDiarmid (1989) places teachers, students and specific contents at the vertices of a triangle. According to this author, specific contents have to be taken into account when discussing what teachers should know regardless of their cultural background or their students’. Diversity should occur through factors encompassing relations between students and specific contents, teachers and specific contents, and teachers and students. However, mastering and understanding specific contents and students is not enough to solve a dilemma often present in schools, i.e., the fact that the school knowledge that students most need are apparently the knowledge they value the least.

Below are some knowledge base components about students concerning their diversity, that is, the things teachers should be able to know and do as regards students:

· Understanding children’s and adolescents’ development processes, how students think and behave, what they know, their difficulties considering their development phase. This includes understanding different ways of supporting students’ further social, emotional, psychological and cognitive development;

· Understanding students’ motivation. Since mastery of general knowledge is not sufficient to keep students motivated throughout schooling, promoting motivated learning seems to demand that teachers understand how students regard themselves, their skills and potentials including their ability to identify the tasks they are able to perform;

· Knowing how students’ learning happens. This can contribute to teachers understanding the meaning of different ways of learning;

· Understanding students’ diversity. This involves, besides understanding students’ personal experiences, understanding of students’ differences deriving from culture, language, genre, schooling and other factors related to diverse ways of learning or specific difficulties;

· Exploring students’ experiences. It is important to know what sense students make of specific knowledge to be able to interpret curriculums in their perspective and to promote teaching related to what they know and how they learn contents better;
· Gathering non-stereotyped information about students, taking their particularities into account. Teachers should be able to see and listen to students and analyze their work carefully;
· Teaching multicultural groups of students. Teachers should be able to teach students with differing cultural backgrounds—among students and between teachers and students—as well as students with a history of underachievement;
· Evaluating students’ knowledge. Teachers should be able to identify students’ difficulties and their reasoning modes, among other aspects;
· Adopting teaching strategies that suit different learning styles and teaching goals. This means making use of different representations of a given content and taking different learning modes into account;
· Using curricular resources and different technologies. Students should be exposed to other materials besides textbooks;
· Promoting the exchange of ideas among peers, other members of the school community and students’ families. This should assist teachers in getting to know students better, individually, so as to be able to win their adherence to activities proposed by the school;
· Analyzing and reflecting on their teaching practices. Teachers should assess the effects of their teaching practices in order to revise them and continuously improve them.
In spite of the fact that there is little emphasis on school-families-community interactions in the literature, it is important to enhance their value because they can lead to ampler teaching opportunities (Honig, Kahne & McLauguglin, 1996). Besides expanding the knowledge about students, their families and community, these are some of the benefits of these interactions:
· School’s improved teaching atmosphere. Teaching and learning are two halves of the same whole. Increasing learning opportunities may lead to increasing teaching opportunities as students may become more motivated and prepared, with a broader knowledge base and social support;

· Increased teaching space and time. Schools’ relationships with organizations that have community support may help students become involved in school activities and other projects, thus accomplishing or reinforcing instructional goals beyond the school walls;

· More teaching partnerships. Schools may seek the support of community members to assist teachers in carrying out initiatives, activities and projects.

· Broadened professional networks and support. School-families-community partnerships can offer greater learning opportunities because schools’ reach surpasses their physical space. This expansion may provide teachers with more access to professional networks and support that include other teachers, other student clienteles, other professionals, parents etc., and with consequent development of their professional practices.

The construction of partnerships and collaborations—inherent to school-families-community interactions—is a complex task. Nevertheless, research indicates that there are some strategies and procedures to diminish tensions—assumed as presuppositions in the present project and will be approached later.

It should also be enhanced the importance of allowing the establishment of enough time and space for new roles to be defined, concerning teachers and the community. Schools and community members should have enough time to analyze together the factors that hinder satisfactory dialog, define each party’s duties and responsibilities, establish common, feasible goals, and acknowledge eventual challenges (Abrams & Gibbs, 2000).


Teachers’ visits to students’ homes have been indicated by the literature (Hiatt-Michael, 2001) as one of the most beneficial types of school communication activities. These visits seem to promote students’ attendance, reduce complaints of inadequate student behavior, increase homework completion rate, improve general academic performance as well as foster the development of a more positive attitude toward the school.

These visits provide families with opportunities to get to know and talk with their children’s teachers and constitute a more private space where they can offer ideas. It should be enhanced that because they are face-to-face, informal interactions and at the families’ place parents probably feel more comfortable to ask questions about the school and express their opinions about school practices.

Visits can also supply teachers with information and hints about students’ behaviors and lives outside of the school; they offer unique opportunities to observe multiple aspects related to the child and his/her family, such as household organization, parental practices, interests, motivations, expectations etc. In addition, they can favor the establishment of a feeling of partnership between teachers/school and families/children. The fact that these interviews are carried out at the student’s home also enables teachers to observe aspects pertaining to family rules and interests.

Nevertheless, an initiative of this kind can pose many challenges: (a) teachers’ lack of experience in carrying out this type of activity; (b) teachers’ dismay in view of probable social and economical differences, consequent difficulty in carrying out the activity and attempt to respond to the families’ multiple needs (this is the time to collect data, not to solve problems of families, who can be directed to specialized agencies); (c) teachers’ choice of vocabulary, since many parents may use different vocabulary than that adopted by people with other cultural and educational backgrounds and thus be unable to understand the questions; teachers should be open to what families are trying to convey.
Investigation Context
To try to shorten the distance between the school and its students’ families and to promote quality teaching the Secretary of Education of a medium-size city
, near São Paulo, Brazil, created Família@Escola—the school-families interaction program—in May 2005, aimed at strengthening the ties between schools and families. The Secretary of Education is responsible for 650 K-8 students.
The objective of the program is to foster the participation of families in the administration of schools, strengthen the social network to protect children, provide continued education to teachers at their workplace, and construct solutions supported by parents and teachers to everyday school problems. It was created by educational specialists from the Secretary of Education and a small group of teachers. The program was based on the need to develop a methodology to bring schools and families together with the goal of promoting quality education through in-service teacher education.
There are many strategies that a teacher, a group of teachers or a school community can adopt to obtain information about their pupils and their families. One of the initial actions to accomplish the broader objectives of the program is the incentive and establishment of conditions so that teachers can visit their students’ homes at least once a year. In these visits the teachers’ main purpose is to collect information—about their students, their families, socio-cultural contexts etc.—that can assist them in fostering partnerships between schools, families and other social services provided by the city administration. After each visit the teacher writes a report describing how the interview took place and their impressions. These initial actions are the object of analysis of this paper.
These visits are considered to be challenging, as the actors of this project may have expectations that may not be fulfilled. More often than not teachers have to deal with unpredictable situations. Therefore, they have to be sensible to be able to manage these occurrences and have support to find answers to experienced dilemmas. This means more than just ‘entering students’ homes’, as these are data collection situations.

They are difficult situations because teachers have to be attentive, i.e., get involved physically, socially and emotionally with the situation. They are immersions, however punctual, in students’ family lives. They are also learning processes based where teachers and schools are exposed to and get involved with their students’ lives. They imply listening to, taking notes and understanding the language used by students’ families, registering and interpreting behaviors, organizing information collected and analyzing it to make it useful, and reflecting on what was seen and heard and how the data may affect/interfere with the work carried out by schools and teachers.
The importance of this initiative should be emphasized because research in teacher education indicates the difficulties in implementing educational programs due to low teacher participation in the elaboration of policies, disregard for the complexity and conflicts inherent to implementation processes, inadequate working conditions for the prescribed actions to be implemented, and disrespect for school community’s contextual variables. One of the alternatives used to mitigate some of these aspects is socializing proposals (Barriga & Spinoza, 2001). To this end there should be promoted formative actions that tend to the nature of teacher education, the specificities of teachers’ work and schools’ organization and functioning (Marcelo, 1998; Schoenfeld, 1997; Calderhead, 1996; Darling-Hammond, 1994).
In this direction a series of actions was delineated by the Education Secretary to socialize the proposal among the city’s schoolteachers. The first action was to divide the city geographically into five sectors. A teacher was assigned to each sector as the person in charge of coordinating the planning, implementation and evaluation of visits. The work in the sectors comprised discussions among teachers—anchored in the school-families interaction program Família@Escola (2005)—about the importance of the initiative and how it was going be carried out. On this occasion the Família@Escola program was officially instituted by the city mayor. It is important to remark that the mayor’s decree establishes the remuneration of teachers for each visit paid by them.
Investigation Strategies

Considering the research problem under consideration this study adopted an intervention-research model that takes into account the dynamic and contextual nature of teacher learning (Schoenfeld, 1997; Tardif & Raymond, 2000), the character of professional development processes and the influence of intervening affective, cognitive, ethical, situational factors on teachers’ practices (Cole & Knowles, 1993) in with respect to interactions established among universities, school systems, schools and teachers.
It is necessary to emphasize that recent research on teachers’ professional learning and professional development indicates that the technical rationality does not address the specificities of teachers’ work, schools’ dynamics and organization. In addition, for a long time university-school interaction models and in-service teacher education models favored technical rationality to interpret and delineate formative proposals in initial and continued education. In these models universities were conceived as generators of knowledge that should be transmitted to and later applied by teachers in their classrooms. Thus, there is a unilateral subject-object, researcher-schoolteacher relation, the former always being the initiators of the process.
The model adopted in this research takes into consideration that:

· Schools are a privileged locus for teacher education and construction of new knowledge about individual and collective professional development processes;

· The knowledge and experiences of each group of participants should be respected regarding their specificities and shared;
· The larger number of participants from the partner school genuinely involved in changing, the higher chances of success;

· Pedagogical coordination and school administration should share, support and lead the process;

· It is important that the time needed to accomplish the project goals and their procedures suit the school community’s expectations;

· Establishing trust among the different parties takes time (Reali & Tancredi, 2004).

It is generally considered that in-service teacher education programs should be adapted to specific school contexts, carried out preferably at the teachers’ workplace and that their content and structure should be determined by the teachers in collaboration with the researchers. This program should take into account that adult learning relates more directly to practice than theory (Darling-Hammond, 1994; Calderhead, 1996; Schoenfeld, 1997; Marcelo, 1998).

Adopting this model implies that teachers are partners in the investigation, although they do not take part in all research phases. It also implies that the relations established between teachers and researchers are relations between individuals with knowledge that should be respected and shared. This participation is important because they are key-elements of the teaching-learning processes and school actions, including those related to school-families interactions, focused by this study.

To make these collaborative partnerships productive the teachers’ visions must be elicited, analyzed and confronted with other ideas. This process should ideally occur in meetings among peers and researchers, when it is possible to witness different ideas, conflicts among them and actions carried out to solve them. A basic idea that permeates all sorts of conceptions of collaboration and collaborative research is their potential to improve teachers’ professional development because they promote opportunities of reflection on practice, shared criticism and supported changes, especially when their educational element takes place at the schoolteachers’ workplace.
The features of the adopted model have engendered a debate in the literature about the nature of the collected data, the flexibility of the data collection process and the need for making on-going decisions. It seems that in this type of investigation researchers know where they begin, but they do not know beforehand the way they will have to trail or where it is going to end. Apparently they are always oscillating between the prerogative of making decisions and their willingness to meet the participants’ demands. At the same time, it is fundamental that each party’s role specificities be respected. Indeed, adopting this research design places researchers on the razor’s edge.
The epistemological statute of this kind of research has also been questioned as there are two categories of researchers: schoolteachers investigating their own practice and researchers investigating these teachers’ practices. This and the aforementioned dilemmas have had direct implications in the concept of collaboration, and consequently collaborative research, action research and professional development.
Due to the absence of consensus as regards the meaning of collaborative research, Clark & Cols (1996, 1998) suggest some procedures: ensuring the participation of all parties in all phases of the project; having an equal share of work where all participants are equally accountable for identifying, investigating and solving arising problems; involving participants in defining the research questions, choosing methodology and elaborating final reports. However, these suggestions cannot be strictly followed, especially because of the Brazilian educational context.
Although this discussion is important to validate results obtained through this research design, every researcher—or team of researchers—is entitled to organize the investigation as he/she deems fit to comprehend the situation in question. When this project adopted this constructive-collaborative perspective, it was generally admitted that the schoolteachers are partners, however not participants in all phases of the research as suggested by Clark & Cols (1996, 1998). Although the idea comes from them, they do not take part, for instance, in the initial proposal of the work and the elaboration of the final report. But they do participate in all remaining phases of the decision-making process.
In view of the presented ideas, it is important that teachers’ visions be elicited, analyzed, confronted at meetings with the researchers in order to ensure that these interactions contribute to student achievement. At these meetings the researchers and teachers are exposed to different ideas, the conflicts they engender, the dilemmas posed by the suggested actions, and thus construct new knowledge.
Specifically, the following situations are considered in this study:

1. Meetings between a group of six schoolteachers (one of them pertaining to the group that proposed the program) and five school principals that took part in a pilot visits to their students’ homes;

2. An event with the city’s schoolteachers (about 650) to present and discuss the program’s fundamental ideas. The schoolteachers were subdivided into five groups according to their geographical section (100-150 teachers from 4-5 schools each sector);
3. Meetings between the teachers in charge of each group and the researchers to analyze the work done by the sectors;

4. Presentation of sectors’ results to all schoolteachers at another event.

In this phase of the investigation data were collected by means of observations, reports and written accounts at regular meetings between researchers and teachers. The primary source of data used in this work are oral and written accounts of the groups of schoolteachers according to their geographic sectors, presented at the event set up to socialize the Família@Escola program. It should be remarked that this work considered the teachers’ answers to the following questions according to their schools, which were discussed by all schoolteachers in groups/schools and later synthesized by sectors—each comprising 100-150 teachers belonging to 4-5 K-8 schools. It should also be remarked that at least one school per sector took part in the pilot visits to students’ homes. The questions are:
1. What is the meaning of the Família@Escola interaction program?
2. What are its impacts on schools, classrooms, and teachers’ and students’ lives?
3. What should be done with the data collected at the visits to the students’ homes?
Preliminary Results and Discussion

The results obtained in this phase of the implementation of the Família@Escola program indicate that somehow the teachers’ ideas, however diverse due to their origins/sectors, complement each other. On the whole it is possible to observe that the initiative was a source of satisfaction due to its potential to improve pedagogical work with students and contents. However, it was a source of worry and uncertainty as regards procedures to be followed by each teacher during visits, and especially how to proceed about collected data. It is possible to find below a synthesis of the data obtained concerning the three guiding questions.
As regards the conception of the program, the teachers considered the initiative important because:

· Students’ links with schools are strengthened;

· Teachers’ views about students are broadened, which promotes changes with regard to their conceptions about students and their families, revalues teachers’ social role, improves teaching-learning processes;

· Families’ understanding of school work and their children’s school performance is promoted and extends their participation in school administration.

With respect to the expected impacts of the program, the following ideas were voiced:
· Students’ increased self-esteem and valorization as individuals, knowledge and other skills valued by schools and teachers;

· Teachers’ broadened knowledge about families’ cultural and social reality, deeper understanding of students’ attitudes, valorization of teacher-student interactions, changes in teaching-learning process, and in selection and treatment of contents;

· Schools’ acknowledged social role and value on by communities, greater possibilities to promote broader social changes.

Teachers believe that the treatment of the data is the responsibility of all school community members. As regards the use of the data collected at the visits teachers believe that they may make possible the elaboration of broader project on the part of schools, promote the improvement of pedagogical work and foster the exchange of information among peers and among schools. Other aspects that were indicated by the teachers were:

· They perceived the need for orientation prior to visits and elaboration of reports;

· They did not know what to do with the visit reports;

· They did not know how to proceed with respect to families’ claims, complaints and observations about issues not directly related to the classroom and school;
· They saw the need to discuss ethical issues inherent to the visits and possible interferences with parental educational practices as well as secrecy of visit reports;

· They perceived the importance of teachers’ active participation in decision-making processes;

· They believed that public administration should to allocate spaces for the exchange of experiences about the program and its follow-up;

In general, the following aspects should be enhanced regarding the school system, teachers and the university:

· Through the pilot experiences and event to socialize the Família@Escola program, the school system—its schools and teachers—had the opportunity to experience something considered very positive involving school-families partnerships;
· By means of activities involving the families objective conditions were created to change the knowledge teachers had about their pupils’ families;

· Schools and teachers have acquired autonomy to construct their own interaction model aimed at parents’ effective—and hopefully continuous—participation in their children’s school education founded on the ideas expressed by the program;

· The teachers have the opportunity to discuss with their peers the importance of school-families interactions to their work and their students’ academic achievement;
· The activities will enable families to express their points of view and expectations about diverse aspects of their children’s school education and strengthen their ties with the school;

· A closer contact between the university and school systems, schools and teachers shed light on university-schools as well as school-families partnership processes;

· Broader knowledge about school-families partnership models that promote school achievement;
· The adopted methodology has yielded relevant data on teachers’ professional development, teacher learning, beliefs and personal theories about diverse aspects: student, family, school-families interaction, specific content, school functions etc.;

· Partnership activities contribute to the construction and implementation of public policies—aimed at school-families interactions—that take into account the specificities of school contexts since schools should have autonomy to establish their own interaction model, one that will favor the effective and continuous participation of parents in their children’s school education.

· Teachers need opportunities and support to construct new interaction practices—more egalitarian, respectful, and different from traditional ones—with their students’ families.
· It is important to have policies that foster school-families interactions, but these policies should take into account the characteristics of the school community contexts.

In addition, the follow-up of the implementation process of a program aimed at strengthening school-families ties and its preliminary results point to the existence of some paradoxes involved in the planning and implementation of public educational policies, which are indicated below, that should be better investigated:

1. In order to succeed public policies must be ‘adopted’ by all teachers, but not all of them ‘adhere’ to the ideas these policies espouse. It was noticed in this study that despite the fact that all teachers participated—via representation—in elaborating the program, some of them did not seem to believe in the potential or feasibility of the actions involved.
2. Teachers need adequate objective work conditions to change their practices, but the remuneration of the visits and the allocation of time to analyze the results are not enough to promote their greater involvement with their students’ families and the broadening of their knowledge about their students per se.

3. Teachers have to know their students and their families better to promote practices that improve their achievement, but ‘deeper’ knowledge about their students and their families may ‘confirm’ mistaken beliefs about the reasons for the students’ underachievement, such as alcoholism of one parent and unstructured families.
Finally, this preliminary study indicates the importance of research that focuses on partnership development processes (university-school systems-schools-families, researchers-schoolteachers, teachers-policy makers) to elaborate, implement and evaluate educational programs that involve school-families interactions. Schools cannot be conceived of as agencies separated from communities or other socializing agencies, such as the students’ families.

In order to meet the demands imposed on the school by society teachers must be acknowledged as the main actors of public policies during their elaboration, implementation, and evaluation. The adoption of constructive-collaborative research designs may be an important tool in the construction of the initial phases of a dialogic process involving universities and school systems, schoolteachers and individuals in charge of public policies, and schools and families.
	Sector
	What is the meaning of the Família@Escola interaction program?
	How does the program impact schools, classrooms, students, and teachers?
	What should be done with the data collected during the visits to the students’ homes?

	1
	· Interactions between families, teachers and schools;

· It enables teachers to get to know their students’ reality;
· Socio-educational character.
	· School:
· Valorization of institution;

· Promotion of discussion

· Some institutions without previous preparation for the event;

· Teachers’ and families’ resistance:

· Lack of knowledge about the program;

· Some parents thought that teachers were coming to verify whether their homes were outside of the school perimeter;

· Teachers require follow-up and assistance after visiting their students’ homes (e.g., multidisciplinary team);
· Strengthening of bonds (affectivity);

· Acknowledgement of the role of educators;

· Valorization of school by families and communities;

· Discussion about pedagogical aspects during visits

· Classroom-teacher-student:

· Breaking down of barriers;

· Redirection of perspectives;

· Strengthening of bonds;

· Valorization of teachers (social and educational commitment);

· Increase in self-esteem

· Valorization of teachers and students
	· Report – Who will read it?
· What will happen to the information? (What should be done in the short, medium and long run – feedback to families);

· Gather information on how to access public services;

· Transform research source into documents that will support future actions of teachers/schools and Secretary of Education;
· Broaden network of social protection to the child;

· Education that meets teachers’ needs;

· Information – divulge by means of lectures, seminars, adult education (to improve parents’ education).

	2
	· The goal of program is to bring families and schools together, to understand students’ realities better, to seek means to carry out quality teaching;
· To enable active participation of parents in democratic management of schools;

· Sensitization of teachers, changes of attitudes, promoting a new perspective regarding students;

· Revalorize the role of teachers;

· Definition of roles of teachers, fathers, mothers, and students in view of improving teaching and the quality of life,

· Involvement and accountability of all school members.
	· By getting to know the reality of families, teachers may understand their students’ attitudes at school and act pedagogically to help them to develop;
· Change of posture on the part of teachers and students to benefit teaching-learning;
· Improve self-esteem – valorization of individuals as human beings.
	· Ensure continued exchange of information among teachers from same school and among different schools to preserve collected data;
· Elaborate school projects from concrete reality;

· Collected data serve as accounts to improve pedagogical work in school community;

· Strong support on the part of public administrations to actions suggested by teachers and schools;

· Ensure spaces for exchange of experiences among educators involved in program;

· Construction of cultural and recreational centers in neighborhoods through partnerships with commercial and industrial enterprises, with tax reduction schemes;

· Hold cyclic group meetings with a specialist (psychologist) to work teachers’ human side;
· Guidance on how reports should be written;

· Active participation of teachers in decision-making about implementation of any kind of program.

	3
	· Pedagogical relation:
· Establishment of links between schools and communities, engendering a new perspective about students

· Changes in the perspectives of everyone involved (students, teachers and parents) by promoting relationships and the improvement of teaching-learning;
· Bringing schools and families together;
· Getting to know students better as well as their needs; promotion of affective bonds, bringing about teachers’ humaneness;

· Secrecy of report (it must stay in the school);
·  it should be forwarded in a separate document (if need be);
· There should be partnerships with other Secretaries;
· It should assist in operationalizing federal bills and educational directives, taking into account the contextual differences;
· The function of schools = knowledge and education for citizenship;

· Promotes partnerships between schools and families;

· Valorization of schools/real function of schools;

· Important project issue: social function versus pedagogical function;
· Note: the project phases were ‘swapped’;

· Bring families and schools together;
· Promote interactions, togetherness, a holistic view in an attempt to understand and help students;

· Facilitate pedagogical work;

· Improve students’ and families’ self-esteem;

· Understand students’ realities.
	· Teachers will have to investigate students’ environment, change their vision about them, understand their attitudes and improve their rapport with them;
· Valorize students as individuals, future opinion shapers;

· Bring school information to families;

· Worries, fears, uncertainties;

· Expectations (students/families/teachers);

· Adherence: in general it was high

· They think it is social;

· Fear of feedback;

· Doubts;

· For students:

· Euphoria, joy, happiness;

· Expectations;

· For teachers:

· They become more respectful before community;

· Improve school work.
	· List what concerns schools and direct problems that are not pedagogical to agencies responsible for them. The Secretary of Education should establish partnerships with these agencies;
· Public policies should be delineated to deal with issues elicited;

· Begin several actions to improve problems found;

· Demand response from:

· Principals;

· Education;

· Will suggested actions be followed?

	4
	· Focus on learning:

· It enables teachers to construct students’ profiles;
· Will families get any feedback to families?;
· Better guide the learning process;
· Facilitate students’ affective expression;
· Issues:

· Results (learning improvement) will be in the long run;
· Do visits guarantee improvement in learning?;
· It engenders investigation;
· It promotes reflective pedagogical practice regarding contents, methods and affectivity;

· Getting to know students’ social realities fosters:

· The strengthening of teacher-students relations;

· Teachers’ awareness of students’ needs; closer links between schools and communities,

· The creation of a sense of partnership between schools and community;
· Awareness and valorization of school life, revalorizing the role of schools in the community;
· Higher self-esteem of everyone involved;

· Awareness and valorization of other student skills;

· Formation of interdisciplinary teams and development of partnerships among Secretaries to forward issues/problems elicited by program to;

· Official accounts of facts;

· Social changes;

· The meaning of the program is:

· Bringing families closer to schools – a new perspective on students;
· Getting to know students’ realities;

· Improving teacher-student relations;

· Lack of psychological support to teachers that face hard facts of reality;

· New perspectives;

· What should we do with reports? Will we become social workers? Educators?

· More systematic discussions at schools.
	· School:
· Ethics in relation to information about families (Who will learn about information in reports at school and Secretary?);

· Do not interfere with parents’ guidance/intimacy;

· Worry about safety of school personnel;

· Teachers:
· The first impression is that will be deeply affected emotionally;

· Will there be changes in way students are treated? When it is observed that they lack financial conditions, will their ‘best’ still be expected?

· Are teachers prepared to face, see, know situations found at students’ homes?;
· Will teachers be supported besides financially: guidance about procedures and proposals?;
· Students’ satisfaction versus shame at welcoming teachers to their homes when they are economically disadvantaged;

· Visits will provide deeper knowledge about students’ realities and community;
· What to do with collected data?

· Can we decide not to take part in program after visits?;

· We hope that after learning about students’ realities we can somehow bring families closer to schools, getting them involved productively in their children’s education;

· Make teachers’ role clear to parents during visits;

· How should teachers act in classroom: distant or paternalist?;

· We hope teachers will be helped to somehow change our postures and get the best out of every child, improve quality of student/family-learning relations;

· Families:

· In some cases parents that do not assist their children with their homework may become more responsible after visits;
· Families expect changes. How will suggestions be posed? How will the feedback to schools and families really be shaped?;

· Invasion of families’ privacy provokes confusion, but visits do bring benefits and satisfaction to them;

· Visits show importance of listening to parents and parents to teachers;

· Who will be in charge of children with all problems that surround them? Teachers?
	· Inform data to Secretary of Education so that it can follow suggestions with help of specialists to create social-support programs (organization of cooperatives, birth control, health assistance etc.);
· Solutions will be everyone’s responsibility (school, parents, Secretaries);

· At schools:

· Give informative lectures related to data collected at students’ homes;

· Rethink relations between teachers and students/families;

· Rethink practice to understand difficulties and redirect activities to improve learning;

· Make families aware of importance of taking part effectively in teaching-learning process;

· Some issues may be directed to school councils, PTAs and pedagogical meetings;
· Teachers can change/rethink their pedagogical practice, revaluing values and citizenship.

	5
	· Schools have to adapt to receive students. Share goals.
· A lot of questioning:

· To what extent will program influence students’ social and academic life?

· Does program have a political function?

· How will cases that need social assistance be dealt with?

· Will teachers that do not take part in program undermine its goals?
· How is invasion of families’ privacy perceived?

· Secrecy of reports must be maintained as they make teachers’ lives vulnerable;
· Suggestion: parents should report visits;

· Negative points:

· Visits should be arranged beforehand;

· Invasion of privacy;

· Not to confuse the role of teachers with that of social workers;

· Question: How to work with children whose families do not want to be visited;

· Factors of resistance:

· Heavy workload;

· Some teachers do not see the need for program to increase quality of teaching;
· Invasion of privacy;

· Teachers’ lack of emotional and psychological support;

· Pressure of expectations about visits;

· Lack of guidance.
	· Parents start following more closely their children’s schooling;
· Valorization on the part of students;

· Increased self-esteem;

· Strengthened teacher-families links;

· It brings schools closer to students’ realities;

· Non prejudiced critical views;

· Proximity, affective links with students, promotes quality education;

· When and how to direct cases to Secretary and social workers.
	· Data will inform multidisciplinary team;
· Group discussions;

· Work with indicators to promote changes;
· City’s Director Plan and Participative Budgeting may take these data into account;

· Teachers wish collected data to remain secret;

· A student belongs to school – it is feasible that another teacher visits his/her home;

· Exposing: informal talk produces more information than teacher-parents meetings;

· Exchange of experiences through meetings with educators;

· Data: suggestions directed to proper agencies – multidisciplinary team.
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