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Parentsin Action for Education, Montreal

Parentsin Action for Education (PAE) is
acommunity-based project designed to empower
parentsfrom socially marginalized backgrounds.
It encourages them to become stronger partners
withlocal schoolsto helpimprovetheir children’s
education. It seeks to accomplish this goal
through mobilizing, educating and building capa-
city among parents in three inner-city Montreal
neighbourhoods.

The population of these neighbourhoods
is composed largely of minority and immigrant

The communities and schools series was launched
by the Caledon Institute of Social Policy with
support from the Walter and Duncan Gordon
Foundation. The case for education as a public
good in Canada is compelling. Strong public
schoolsand healthy communitiesthat share respon-
sihility for the well-being of youth are crucial to
our country's future. Through stories and com-
mentaries that link theory and practice, we hope
to help inform citizens' understanding of educa-
tion issues and engage them more deeply in their
communities and schools.

groupsand is characterized by high or increasing
levels of poverty. Communication and partner-
ship between schools and parentsin these neigh-
bourhoods traditionally have been problematic.
Thefirst year of the project certainly has begun
to have an effect in particular cases, but primarily
it has revealed more clearly the many complex
challenges parentsface when seeking to influence
educational decision-makers. Plansfor 2001 seek
to address those challenges.

Background

“It all began with a group of mothers
concerned about the impact of cuts and changes
in education on the school system’ sahility to offer
quality education to al children,” says Danielle
Landry, the coordinator of the Third Avenue
Resource Centre and of the PAE project. “These
were mothers who had always felt marginalized
by schools and were looking for a way to make
their voices heard. Women determined not to be
told what role they could play in their children’s
education and who had a great deal to say about
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the system’ slack of openness and support toward
parents began looking for solutions.”

The Third Avenue Resource Centre, a
community development organizationin Montreal
responded to the need by working with this
small group of mothers to plan the Parents in
Action for Education project, based on lessons
learned in similar projects in the United States
and Canada. Initial funding came from vari-
ous sources and the project began officially
in February 1999 with the goal of mobilizing,
educating and empowering parents to become
more effective partnerswith local schoolsfor the
betterment of their children’s education.

Danielle Landry is a former teacher of
children from socially marginalized backgrounds
in inner-city schools in Montreal. Her concern
asateacher wasto reach out to parents, to validate
and welcome their experience and background,
and to open doors of communication and shared
partnershipintheir children’ sschooling. In 1984,
shewas named winner of the Hilroy Award asan
outstanding teacher in Canadafor her innovative
and effective efforts. She also raised funds for
and directed Project Alliances within the Protes-
tant School Board of Greater Montreal. The pro-
ject sought to foster more effective partnerships
among local schoolsand parentsinimpoverished
nei ghbourhoods and received the Program of the
Year award for 1997 given by the Canadian
Association for Community Education. Her cur-
rent work with the PAE project continues her
efforts toward the same goal, but with the
initiative now coming from the community side
of the equation.

Thisproject istimely, given the particular
context in Montreal inrecent years. First, school
attendance from any particular neighbourhood is
highly fragmented as children attend English or
French schools, e ementary or secondary schools,
and public or private schools. School attendance

tends to correspond only loosely to the clearly
defined Montreal neighbourhoods and any
neighbourhood-based coalitions must start from
the community side rather than the school side.
Second, in light of reduced public funding,
schoolsincreasingly areimposing feeson parents
for education that is allegedly free (the Quebec
average is $300 per child). This development
places a heavy burden on parents from impover-
ished backgrounds and often has created tension
between parents and the schools. Third, recent
legislation in Quebec (Bill 180) has devolved
many powersto local schoolsand set up structures
for greater parental participation, from school
governing boards on the one hand to optional
structures for broader involvement of parents on
the other. But this new development is still far
from achieving the goal of broad-based demo-
cratic participation by parents.

Description of the project

The basic structure of the project has
several components. A key dimension is the
hiring and training of acommunity organizer, who
isalso aparent, in each neighbourhood. Thework
of each community organizer is supported by a
local coordination team of parents. Theteamis
responsible for raising awareness, mobilizing
parents, leading public meetings and evaluating
the project’ s progress on an ongoing basis. The
coordination teams set up networks of parentsin
each neighbourhood. The initial purpose of the
networks was to disseminate information in
response to parents many questions about the
structure and operations of schools.

The initial concerns focussed on the
growing use of school fees (and their great
variation from school to school) and on school
budgets - especially diminished staffing and
resources. Other concerns involved issues of
children’ ssafety at school (e.g., violence; gangs),
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Frances Waithe at the Summer Program 2000 of the Institute of Management and
Community Development at Concordia University.

racism and prejudice suffered by their children,
and lack of understanding on the part of the school
of their children’s background and needs.

These networksled to the creation of work
groups to focus more proactively on issues of
concern in each community. Open sessions for
parents were held and information was gathered
and disseminated from several school board
commissioners, school staffsand parent represen-
tatives on governing boards. Strategic planning
has begun to enable parentsto address key issues
with their children’s schools. This planning
focusses especially on identifying obstacles to
greater parental participation in local schools as
well as examining the various supports that the
school system should offer to parents.

Public forumswere held both to highlight
the efforts and accomplishments of parents in
the project and to encourage dialogue with
the rest of the community about the challenges
of parental action. Forums also allowed for

information-sharing on specific issues. Training
Sessions on various aspects of community action
were arranged in response to needs expressed by
parents.

Parents identified as a priority stronger
communication, advocacy and community
organizing skills. Parents expressed the need to
build increased confidence and ability in order to
deal more effectively with schools (a daunting
challenge in the eyes of many). More than 50
parents attended training sessions at the Institute
of Management and Community Development’s
summer program which wereaimed at improving
their skillsin these areas.

While some modest differences are
starting to be seen as a result of the project, the
major achievement of its first year has been to
identify more clearly the barriers which make
it difficult for parents to develop meaningful
partnerships with educational decision-makers.
These fal into several categories.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 3
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Organizing and mobilizing parents for greater
involvement

Thistask has proven to beadifficult chal-
lenge as aresult of several factors. Foremost is
the perceived absence of problemswith the school
system that are serious enough to move parents
to action. This perception is fuelled by lack of
information about schools on the part of parents
as well as by ignorance of their rights and what
they legitimately can expect from schools (par-
ticularly true of newer arrivals). For example, a
survey carried out by PAE in the fall of 1999
revealed that alarge percentage of parentsin the
targeted neighbourhoods had no ideawhat school
governing boards were or what decisions they
took.

Parents often feel they lack not only the
appropriate information to deal with schools, but

also the confidence and ability to wade through a
bureaucratic structure and communi cate strongly
in the face of a powerful institution.

Parents come from a number of different
cultural and linguistic groups and, being frag-
mented socially, typically face a challenge of
achieving solidarity. This cultural (and often
linguistic) fragmentation is compounded by the
fragmentation of communities imposed by a
school system which often forces children from
one community to attend many different schools.
A survey in one neighbourhood found children
of parents in the project attending 26 different
schools.

I ssues of leadership and ownership of the
project are delicate ones. The project seems to
need the central |eadership and coordination from
the Third Avenue Resource Centreto help action

Public meeting, April 2000, at Little Burgundy (School Commissioners in attendance).
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occur, yet the true success of the project liesin a
sense of local ownership and initiative in each
neighbourhood. The right balanceis not always
easy to achieve.

Relationship of parents with schools

Many parents have concerns about their
children’s education, but feel disempowered in
trying to deal with schools. Past experiences of
not having their voices heard have led them to
feel that further attemptswould befutile. Trying
to get minutes of governing board meetings, being
advised of upcoming sessions or attempting to
express their opinion often have been met with
unreceptive attitudes. (“Why bother? Nobody
will listen to us anyway” are typica comments.)
In short, many parents have experienced amajor
contradiction between the official rhetoric of
democratic participationintheir children’ sschool
and the bureaucratic reality that often leaves
parents frustrated, discouraged and cynical.

Many parentsare distressed at the varying
degrees of prejudice and discrimination they
encounter in schools. They are often disappointed
that the curriculum fails to reflect cultures other
than the mainstream.

Some bring from their home countriesthe
perception of the educator as a highly respected
authority figure who is not to be questioned.
Others feel shame and embarrassment that they
do not have the academi c background themselves
to help their children with their school work.

Finally, parentsoften feel that their ability
in English or French is not adequate to partici-
pate in school life in any way, not even with
their children’s teachers. (“I feel so bad that |
don’'t understand. | feel it'smy faultif they don’t
do well” are echoes heard from many parents.)

Many of these parents find themselves in the
uncomfortable position of having to rely on their
children as the interpreters of information from
school.

Multilingual issues

PAE is committed to finding ways to
overcome language barriers within the project.
Generaly, it operates separately in French and
English for parents involved in each school
system and it often works bilingually when
parents in a neighbourhood speak both official
languages. In particular, it seeksto accommodate
parents home languages, from providing simul-
taneous tranglation for individual sto conducting
meetings in French and Spanish in neighbour-
hoodswith ahigh proportion of Spanish speakers.

A women’sissue

Whilewomen'’ sinvolvement pervadesthe
entire project, it deserves special mention.
Although the project seeks to involve parents
generally, virtually al the involvement is on the
part of mothers. It has, thusfar, been awomen’s
movement. But, more importantly, it isamove-
ment of highly marginalized women and women
of colour, often recent immigrants from other
cultural backgrounds, usually from impoverished
situations, often raising children assingle parents,
and usually speaking English or French as a
second or third language. Thisgroup findsit par-
ticularly difficult to gaininclusion into Canadian
society. However, PAE offers women oppor-
tunities to become more integrated into their
communities through their close involvement
with and commitment to their children’s
schooling. Inaddition, their work asrole models
and leaders has the potential to improve the
communities in which they live.
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Parents and children of the Cartierville area.

Lives of women and children

Despite the fact that many parents have
had negative experiences with their children’'s
educational institutions, PAE members continue
to express optimism about their own rolein their
children’slivesand their ability to effect positive
change in education. Sandrine Hendrickson has
seen first-hand theimpact parents can have when
they feel moved by an important issue. Says
Sandrine: “ Last year, our school board announced
that they were going to close our school libraries
due to cutbacks. PAE helped inform the school
Governing Boards of the situation and several
hundred parents packed a board meeting to
expresstheir concernsabout thisissue. Theboard
reversed its decision and the libraries remained
intact. My work with PAE hasalso given methe
information | needed to support individual parents
whose children required special programming.
Faced with parentswho knew what their children
were legally entitled to, the board made the
desired programming decisions.”

Susan Adamsisraising nine childrenand
has taken part in many school and community-
building activities over the years. She recently
has been hired by PAE asacommunity organizer.
She knows how critical it is for parents to
participate in education. Says Susan: “People
need to ask themselves what the consequences of
getting involved will befor this system down the
road. PAE isbasically agrassroots organization
that helps people share information. It supports
change in a way that creates opportunities for
more positive parental involvement.”

Saida Bruneau has found PAE an effec-
tive means of communicating important cul-
tural messages to parents and school officials.
“Schools are our children’s first societies,” says
Saida. “Embracing cultural diversity ischalleng-
ing for teachers. Parentsin our community feel
that in the past our children were saddled with
their teachers’ low expectations and that cultural
differenceswereignored.” Saidahasintroduced
the students and teachers at her local schools to
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the African Kwansa ceremony — an annual
celebration of harvest and a cultural bridge to
Africantraditions. Through her PAE connections,
she recently was invited to speak to a youth
conference with more than 800 attendees, a
challenge she would not have thought herself
capable of a few months ago. “This work has
helped me to see that we can empower parentsto
make decisions and feel capable of influencing
change. Despite poverty, we have many riches
to share.”

Looking ahead

Plansfor the upcoming year of the project
address the two major needs identified thus far:
a requirement for more information about the
school system and improved communication,
advocacy and community organizing skills.

The first goal will be addressed through
the development of popular education approaches
which provide information and foster a critical
perspective on schooling. The project hopes to
help parents become better informed and to
encourage greater numbersto work actively with
their children’s schools. Activities planned to
achieve goal thisinclude: popular theatre both
to inform parents and to help them overcome
blocks to participation; alternative tours of
Montreal (with I’ Autre Montréal) to highlight a
critical history of education in the city and to
expose major themesstill at work inthe schooling
system today; and key information on major
concerns raised by parents (e.g., school budgets,
issues of safety).

The second goal of improved commu-
nication, advocacy and organizing skills for
parents will be addressed through a combination
of training sessions in diverse aspects of com-
munity action; popular theatre to enhance parents

capacity for participation in public meetings
(including school governing board meetings);
healing circlesto help heal the wounds of parents
past encounters with schools as parents or stu-
dents, and strategic planning in each neighbour-
hood to promote greater parental involvement in
schools.

In addition, the project will expand the
territory it has been targeting to include neigh-
bourhoods adjacent to theinitial three of thefirst
year of the project. This shift will be made in
response to expressions of interest and support
from these adjacent neighbourhoods.

Summary

Despite the many challenges of acomplex
situation, PAE has moved in a short period of
time from being simply avision of asmall group
of mothers to becoming a concrete project
involving scores of parents beginning to make a
tangible difference in their children’ s education.
What has been striking in the project thusfar are
the enormous needs that exist within these
communities as well as the potential benefit to
the school system of more informed, confident
and involved parents.

David Dillon

David Dillon is a professor with McGill
University's Faculty of Education. He can be
contacted by telephone at (514) 398-6746,
extension 2468.

Danielle Landry can be contacted at the Third
Avenue Resource Centre at (514) 297-1286.

Ce document est aussi disponible en frangais.
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