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cognizant of and sensitive to parents’ belief systems and to adjust their services and 
practices as needed.

Suggestions for Facilitating  
Family and Professional Partnerships
What ingredients are needed to establish a meaningful and effective alliance between 
professionals and families with children who are disabled? The answer to this question 
has commanded a great deal of attention. We believe that awareness of and sensitiv-
ity to the needs of the family are essential prerequisites for establishing cooperative 
relationships. These relationships must be built around trust, mutual understanding, 
and respect. Perl (1995) suggests that interactions between parents and profession-
als be facilitated when professionals are able to establish an atmosphere of genuine 
caring. The traits of honesty, empathy, and genuineness are also crucial to working 
effectively with families. Additionally, professionals must engage in active listening, 
which requires that service providers listen to parents and other significant persons and 
caregivers with understanding. Those who seek to establish meaningful partnerships 
with families must focus on the feelings and attitudes that accompany the words. They 
must be constantly aware of both verbal and nonverbal messages and their emotional 
significance. Listening demands the use of both the head and the heart.

Strategies for Effective Teaching and Learning
Recommendations for Providing Families With Culturally Sensitive Services

➜➜ Provide information using the family’s desired language 
and preferred means of communication—written notes, 
telephone calls, informal meetings, or even audio 
recordings.

➜➜ When appropriate, recognize that extended family 
members often play a key role in a child’s educational 
development. Give deference to key decision makers in 
the family.

➜➜ Use culturally competent interpreters who are not only 
familiar with the language but also knowledgeable about 
educational issues and the special education process.

➜➜ Seek cultural informants from the local community 
who can assist teachers in understanding culturally 
relevant variables such as nonverbal communication 
patterns, child-rearing strategies, gender roles, 
academic expectations, medical practices, and specific 
folkways that might affect the family’s relationships with 
professionals.

➜➜ Attend social events and other functions held in the local 
community.

➜➜ With the help of other parents or volunteers, develop 
a survival vocabulary of key words and phrases in the 
family’s native language.

➜➜ Address parents and other caregivers as “Mr.,” “Ms.,” 
or “Mrs.,” rather than using first names. Formality and 
respect are essential, especially when speaking with 
older members of the family.

➜➜ In arranging meetings, be sensitive to possible barriers 
such as time conflicts, transportation difficulties, and child 
care issues.

➜➜ Conduct meetings, if necessary, in family-friendly settings 
such as local community centers or houses of worship.

➜➜ Invite community volunteers to serve as cultural liaisons 
between the school and the pupil’s family.

SOURCES: Graves, Gargiulo, & Sluder, 1996; Linan-Thompson & Jean, 1997; Lo, 2012; Misra, 1994; Parette & Petch-Hogan, 2000; Salend & Taylor, 1993.

active listening: A type of listening 
in which a person is attentive to the 
feelings as well as the verbal message 
being communicated.


