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Marcy Holmblad planned to be the perfect classroom volunteer.  Her daughter was starting first grade at the school in Brunswick, Maine, she had attended as a child, which had always had small classes and attentive teachers.  Her flexible schedule as a financial analyst at L.L. Bean (she worked Wednesday through Friday) allowed her to be at the school virtually any time on Mondays and Tuesdays.  Her juggling act, she thought, was really paying off.


But the orientation meeting for volunteers turned out to be a bitter disappointment.  “We were told that if we couldn’t come in on Wednesday or Thursday mornings, then we weren’t needed,” Holmblad says.  “When I explained my schedule to my daughter’s teacher, she suggested that I chaperone a field trip or two on my days off.”  Unable to get into the classroom, Holmblad couldn’t get to know the other kids in her daughter’s class or see how the teacher worked with students.  She felt disconnected from her daughter’s school experience and frustrated by a system that wouldn’t give an inch to accommodate a working mom.


Everyone agrees that having parents in schools is a good thing for all concerned.  And parents with careers have much to offer.  “One of the beauties of the working mother as a volunteer is the expertise she brings,” says Ginny Markell, president of the National Parent Teacher Association.  “Carpenters, plumbers, mathematicians – we can all enhance learning by sharing our real-world experience.”  A nurse by training, Markell helped out in her own children’s classrooms by conducting special science projects.


Though many schools are struggling to find meaningful ways to incorporate working parents – whether it’s an hour of reading before school starts, coaching the chess team at lunchtime, or directing the school play after hours – many more are so rulebound and tightly scheduled that even the most flexible of us can’t fight our way in.  Of course, if it’s not one obstacle, then it’s another.  Even when the school administration is tractable, often our jobs are not.


Nevertheless, we’re here to say it is possible to do right by your kids.  As working moms, we simply need to expand our vision of volunteering to include us.  “The old model of the room mother who makes the birthday cakes is not always realistic anymore,” says Markell.  Parents need to realize that, though kids love showing off their environment to Mom (and it’s wonderful for them to see us there), there are other ways of volunteering that are useful and can make your kid feel good.  “You don’t have to be physically present in the classroom to support your schools or your children’s learning,” Markell adds.


So, the next time the volunteer sheet circulates, don’t say no so fast.  With advance planning, a little assertiveness, and some creativity, you could even end up as queen bee:  the class mom.  And won’t your kids be proud.  Here’s how:

Let them know you’re out there.  “Parents need to work creatively with teachers,” advises Markell.  “They need to know what they can offer and communicate that.  It’s not enough simply to show up.”  Be up-front about your availability.  And be persistent, especially when faced with a teacher who may not be sensitive to the time limitations of a working mother.


In the affluent Baltimore suburb where public relations account leader Danielle Davis lives, many parents vie for a limited number of volunteer opportunities.  The competitive situation is hardest for working mothers, who can’t match the greater availability of parents not employed outside the home.  Add to that the challenge Davis’s son gave her when he reached third grade:  He wanted her to be class mom.


Fortunately for everyone, a lightbulb went on in Davis’s head.  She offered to job-share the class-mom responsibilities.  While her partner spent more time in the classroom, Davis took the lead on outside-the-class tasks: phone calling; scheduling other volunteers; planning holiday parties, field trips, and fund-raising efforts.  The duo did a bang-up job, and Davis’s son helped his mom with all her off-campus duties, giving them a lot of special time to spend together.

Offer to come up with volunteer jobs that fit working mothers’ schedules.  Many teachers don’t consider the professional workday when they schedule activities.  Sallie Fraenkel, a four-time classroom mother in Chappaqua, New York, and senior vice president of program enterprises and distribution for Showtime, was surprised by this lack of awareness.  


“Every year our PTA holds a tea, at one o’clock, for all the class parents.  It’s the middle of the day, the worst possible time for a working mother,” says Fraenkel, who, despite the fact that she was a class mom, had never made it to a single one of these events.


Realizing that the lack of advance planning made it difficult for working mothers to participate in classroom activities, class mother Fraenkel used her laptop to create a full-year schedule of activities and volunteer needs for a wide variety of time slots:  Parents who needed to come in after hours could do things like chaperone school dances; volunteers working from home could coordinate candy sales or purchase a gift for the teacher.  When she printed out and circulated the new sign-up sheet, virtually every parent – including Fraenkel – found a time slot and a responsibility that worked with his or her schedule.


Teresa Jo Clemens-Brower, an elementary school teacher in Aloha, Oregon, starts each school year with a Help Wanted ad listing all possible volunteer jobs.  “Our school day starts at eight a.m.,” explains Clemens-Brower.  Among other ideas that have worked for her, this teacher suggests that parents take their children to school on their way to work and stay in the classroom for a half hour of scheduled volunteer time.

Communicate, don’t confront.  Most new teachers arrive on the job with no experience or professional training in parent-school partnering.  Needless to say, patience on both sides will definitely help things go more smoothly.


“We advise parents to write down a list of questions, then schedule a meeting with the teacher,” Markell says.  “It’s important not to come off as complaining, critical, or telling the teacher how to do her job.  Open the dialogue with something positive, perhaps sharing an aspect of the class your child enjoys.  Keep your notes handy and refer to them.  You’ll come across as information-gathering, rather than accusatory.”


Check out these Websites in preparation for your meeting:  Partnershipschools.org; PTA.org.

Suggest enriching the school experience with parents’ special talents.  Lots of parents can sacrifice a morning or two from work to lead a special project in the classroom that will complement the class curriculum.  For example, when Clemens-Brower’s students had a lesson about sheep, one parent located a fiber expert, who came in with a spinning wheel.  The children learned how to spin the wool they had gathered at a local farm; later, parents came in at recess and taught them how to knit.


To organize a whole year’s worth of special projects, survey all the parents in the class as to their special talents, interests, and availability.  Work with the teacher to integrate your survey results into the children’s regular course work, setting up a schedule of parent-led workshops.  For example, a musician plays his cello during music time; a magazine editor helps the class put out a newsletter; a potter comes in before Thanksgiving to make clay models of Native American longhouses with the kids.  The possibilities are limitless and take us well beyond baking brownies for the bake sale and dropping them off on our way to work – as we look longingly into our children’s classrooms.
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