BTSN
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA   -  I suspect that most readers have experienced BTSN sometime in their lifetime.  Although I have been on both sides of the equation, almost all of my recent adventures with this American phenomenon have been on the teacher side.  I am talking, of course, about Back-to-School-Night.
I have no idea of the origin of BTSN, but it has been an annual part of the suburban fabric for many years.  We certainly attended our share as parents during the 1980’s and 90’s.  Not much has changed in format.  Parents stream into the high school around 7 on a weekday evening and are herded to the auditorium.  An administrator, typically the Principal, provides a greeting and lays out the format for the evening.  Parents, armed with the class schedule of their child, then head out into the hallways searching for the first period classroom of that child.
Once in the classroom, the parent usually finds a sign-in sheet provided by the teacher, parks in an empty seat, and attempts to scope out, over the next 10 minutes, exactly who and what this person is who will be teaching the youngster over the next 9 months.  The teacher typically provides handouts with a syllabus for the course and/or a statement of classroom and grading policies.  Most experienced teachers have prepared remarks which last for the entire 10 minutes so that they will not be cornered by parents wanting to know how their children are doing in the class.  Since most teachers do not know exactly who their students are after only 2-3 weeks of class, it is best to plan to avoid such conversations.  At the end or the 10 minutes, the bell rings and the parents trudge out to find the next classroom.  This takes place for 7 class periods, then, loaded with an armful of handouts, the parents head home to share their impressions with their children.

I did once fail to avoid a parent who was intent on letting me know in very clear terms that she was demanding that I no longer use the phrase “throw up” in the class containing her daughter because “it aggravates her medical condition to hear that word.”  I attempted to explain that there are few synonyms in a Physics course to replace the verb “throwing a ball up into the air” when trying to teach vertical motion and the effect of gravitational acceleration on the object.  She left angry, and I went home determined to avoid any further interaction with the word police of the community. [I did not discontinue use of the phrase, and still use it in the classroom.  No one has lost their cookies in the process.]

What bothered me this year about BTSN was the wide disparity in parent attendance between the different levels of Physics which I teach.  The classroom was filled to a standing-room-only status for both sections of my Honors Physics classes.  Parents were eager to learn about the course and to determine what they could do to help their students succeed.  

However, there were very few parents in attendance for my two Active Physics classes.  Active Physics is a course for lower-performing students who often have learning disabilities or a serious lack of interest in school.  In fact, one of the sections had only one parent in attendance for the 24 students in the class.  She was a single mom, and was genuinely interested.  Her son had the only A in the class at that time.  I found the lack of interest/attendance by the other parents to be disturbing.   Even if other commitments, such as work or lack of a babysitter, were issues, the failure to attend this important school function sends a definite signal to students that what they are doing is unimportant, or that the student herself is of little importance.  If parents have given up on their children by mid high school, there is scant hope that the child will be academically successful.
You will frequently read or hear news articles about problems in education in our nation.  Before we focus on what is happening in the classroom, it may be more beneficial to taking a hard look in the mirror.  When parents become closely involved in what takes place in the school and what takes place at home in terms of study and preparation, learning is accelerated and most of the “problems” fade.  I am not optimistic that the trend is in the correct direction.

I thought you might like to know.
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