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Before Laura Dawahare returned 
to full-time employment,  
she was a regular fixture at  
her children’s private k–12  

school in Lexington, kY. She planned 
teacher Appreciation week. She sat  
on committees. more crucially, she sat 
in the pickup line, waiting with her 
younger child for a half hour until her 
twins’ upper school let out. that  
vital time spent talking and listening 
gave her coveted insider status. 

going back to work was like plunging 
into icy water. no longer around  
for the daily pickup chat time, Laura 
missed hearing rumblings about  
her daughter’s teacher, whose job was 
in jeopardy. eventually, she learned 
the teacher was let go. “it’s not that i  
disagreed with the school’s decision,” 
she says, “but not being involved meant 
i didn’t have the chance to talk to my 
child while it was going on.” She felt 
way out of the loop. cue: stomach lurch.

in the dark when it comes to school 
goings-on? it can be a common feeling 
for working moms (and dads). there 
can be serious issues like academic 

snafus, disappointing ones like missing 
the fourth-grade band concert or  
gut-wrenching episodes like cliques 
gone crazy. Sure, all parents are out  
of the loop some of the time, but for 
many working moms there can be a 
perception that they’re school-clueless 
just because they work, says Deborah  
grayson riegel, a new York city–based 
communications coach and author  
of Oy Vey! Isn’t a Strategy: 25 Solutions 
for Personal and Professional Success. 
“helplessness and frustration are com-
mon to all parents, but when a working 
mother suspects it’s her absence that 
caused her to miss the problem,  
that helplessness is exacerbated.”

here, we focus on four familiar 
“wait, what happened at school?!”  
scenarios to find out the what, the  
why and how to open lines of commu-
nication—so it doesn’t happen again.

Social Drama 
it happened to Deborah riegel. She 
was on a weeks-long business trip in 
china, unaware that her 10-year-old 
daughter, Sophie, was going through 

major friendship upheaval back home. 
“their relationship went from besties 
to bullying really quickly, and she was 
in a lot of pain about it,” says Deborah. 
the issue escalated to the seeing-the-
principal stage, and yet “i didn’t know 
until i came home and heard the  
whole story,” she recounts. nor did her  
husband at home. Deborah suspects 
the administrators at Sofie’s Jericho, 
nY, school didn’t want to bother  
her while she was away. but, she says,  
“i felt terrible to have missed being 
there for her when she needed me.” 
cliques, bullying, unfriending…tough 
social problems happen at school. how 
can you head trauma off at the pass?

Fixing it First, consider how you 
heard about a social issue. if you  
got the scoop from another mother 
(as Deborah did) and you feel yourself 
being sucked into a familiar spiral of 
guilt (she knows because she’s there to 
pay attention!) or a defensive attitude 
(who does she think she is telling me 
about my kid?), stop yourself. “think 
of this other mother’s information as 
a gift she’s giving you,” suggests Alyssa 

School
confidential

Ever find out something crucial about your kid…from another parent?  
It can be upsetting, even embarrassing, and it can happen  

a lot to working moms. We cover the need-to-know “secrets” that  
might get past you—and how to make sure they don’t.

By DeniSe Schipani    illuStrationS By nathalie Dion



122 w o r k i n g m o t h e r . c o m   o ct o b e r / n ov e m b e r 2 0 14  

westring, PhD, assistant professor of 
management at DePaul University in 
chicago. “now that you know, you have 
ammunition and can go back and ask 
your child targeted questions to get to 
the bottom of the story.” 

Deborah gained insight from  
her family’s experience: “Don’t be so  
quick to add this episode to your  
cons-about-being-a-working-mother 
list. there are many reasons you don’t 
know about your kids’ friendships,  
particularly as your child grows out of 
the elementary years. there’s a big  
difference between an 8-year-old and her 
shifting social alliances and a 13-year-
old hiding dating drama from you.” 

that said, when issues between  
friends disrupt the school day or  
involve bullying, your school should  
be involved and should not keep  

information from you, even if you’re  
perceived as hard to reach. it’s up  
to you set expectations in advance. 
“with my daughter’s situation, i went 
to them and said, ‘because i travel a 
lot, i feel like i’m maybe missing some 
nuances, so if you see something, let me 
know—it’s not a bother,’” says Deborah. 

Staffer Disconnect
back in the first grade, marcia turner’s 
daughter puzzled her by going from 
loving school to dreading it. marcia,  
a writer in rochester, nY, couldn’t  
work out why. though she was up 
at the school on occasion, she never 
thought to connect Amanda’s changed 
attitude to the teacher, until a few 
months into the year another mom 
dropped a bomb: “She said, ‘it really 
bothers me when i hear the teacher 
yelling at Amanda,’” marcia recounts. 
“it was suggested to me that maybe 

Amanda reminded the teacher of her 
own daughter, and the woman  
might be singling her out for harsher 
treatment.” ka-boom.

working moms, relying on hearsay 
and snippets of unsatisfying informa-
tion from our kids long after the school 
day is over (“it’s fine, mom…”), often 
discover problems with school staffers 
way after the fact. cue: frustration and 
helplessness. Fairly or not, suggests  
Dr. westring, there are times teachers 
and administrators equate parents 
they see the least with those who want 
to know the least—or worse, with  
parents most likely to be defensive when 
they hear bad news about their kids.

Fixing it Short-circuit this tendency 
by being proactive. if you check in 
when there aren’t problems, by email 
or phone between teacher conference 
times, you’ll be seen as someone who is 
open to feedback about your children. 

marcia, for example, quickly jumped 
into action mode: “i tried to pay extra 
attention, arrive at school early for 
pickup so i could listen in on what was 
going on in the classroom, and ask 
Amanda often about what happened 
at school.” Unfortunately, the teacher 
problem had already gone too far,  
so they eventually switched schools.

if your child is having problems 
outside of school, ask the teacher or a 
school counselor for help. this rein-
forces that you’re accessible and you 
see them as part of the team on your 
child’s side, explains Dr. westring.  
“if you show others you can absorb 
feedback with open-mindedness  
(and a touch of humor), they’ll be more 
likely to seek you out when there’s 
really something you ought to know.”

Schedule Scrambling
Your middle schooler needs black pants 
for the band concert by wednesday— 
and you get the notice from your 
child’s backpack on monday night. 
or you race to the fall potluck only to 
find out you’re a day late and a bowl 
of cut-up carrots short. “there’s often 
an assumption that parents can get to 
the school for all kinds of events, from 
concerts and parties to conferences 
and afterschool activities, but chronic 
short notice often leaves out many 
working moms,” says Liz o’Donnell, 

Relying on snippets of info from 
our kids long after the school 

day is over, we often discover 
problems way after the fact.
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author of Mogul, Mom & Maid: The 
Balancing Act of the Modern Woman. 
cue: guilt and annoyance. 

Janine Parry, PhD, a political science 
professor at the University of Arkansas 
in Fayetteville, has third-grade twins. 
her daughter was in a PtA-sponsored 
drama club once a week, after which 
she headed for her regular aftercare. 
“because we didn’t pick her up 
directly from the program, we rarely 
saw or talked to the drama coach  
or other parents,” Janine says, which 
meant she and her husband frequently 
missed the word-of-mouth info relay. 
relying on crumpled backpack papers 
and the memory of an 8-year-old 
meant that, you guessed it, they missed 
a play. “we were crushed,” she says.

Fixing it First, quit beating your-
self up. You can’t be expected to know 
what’s coming when you don’t get the 
news. nor can you remember it all, so 
your best bet is to identify must-do’s 
and focus your energy there. Parent-
teacher conferences, the annual school 
musical, the spelling bee when your 
kid’s in the final round—these get 
priority billing in your calendar. Press 
both your child and his teachers to give 
you notice the moment they have it 
(request notifications and follow-ups 
by email, if possible). the less impor-
tant events that get overlooked easily, 
like monthly assemblies? Let them go.

meanwhile, cultivate friendships 
with parents of all stripes, from stay-
at-home moms and dads on the PtA to 
full-time workers like you to part- 
timers. “when you have that mix, you 
can all add value to one another’s 
lives,” says o’Donnell. if you volunteer 
information or help when you can,  
you can ask your fellow moms to  
clue you in on changed dates or play-
costume needs. “i’ve relied on friends 
like this to take photos of my kid on 
the class trip i couldn’t chaperone and 
send them to me,” o’Donnell adds.  
And you can do the same on your turn.

academic crisis
Yes, there are now online portals in 
many school districts that allow  
parents to track grades and homework. 
And yes, most teachers are open 
to communication from parents in 

off-hours. but when your child’s grades 
slip or projects don’t get done—and 
you’re at work assuming your kid is 
keeping up with his “job”—learning of 
potential or actual academic failure 
can knock the wind out of any working 
parent. Just ask Sariah hillam, a  
Provo, Ut, mom of four who went back 
to work in public relations when  
her kids were in grades three, six, eight  
and ten. “Last winter, we found out  
my second daughter, now 14, had failed 
three classes in one term—and we 
didn’t have any idea that she was  
even struggling.” 

Fixing it if you’re a manager at 
work, you know it’s not smart to wait 
until yearly scheduled performance 
evaluations to let employees know how 
they’re doing. And as an employee, 
you probably want to hear how you’re 
doing more often yourself. think of 
your children’s schoolwork in the same 

way. “Set up times to speak to teachers 
on the phone or check in via email, so 
there isn’t a surprise come report-card 
time,” says Dr. westring. realize, too, 
that if your child’s grades are slipping, 
even if he’s epically failing, it probably 
isn’t because you’re not at school a lot. 
“recognize that your default position 
might be This is because I’m a working 
mother,” says Deborah riegel, then  
tell yourself, Yep, that could be one  
reason, but I can list five other reasons, 
too. maybe a tutor is called for, or  
extra time with the teacher.

Also, be sure to make it clear to 
your child (especially your teenager) 
that while there are plenty of things 
you don’t have to know or hear about, 
his academic progress—and anything 
that happens in school that’s upsetting 
or dangerous—is still very much your 
business. whether you’re sitting in the 
school pickup line or not. ■

Feeling out of the school loop? Use these strategies to get 
and stay in the know.

Make a schedule. As soon as you have them, plot 
dates of children’s activities in a calendar (paper or online) 
and set reminders. You may not be able to be there for  
everything, but at least you’ll be blindsided less often by 
last-minute activities. 

Make yourself (a little) available. Some working 
parents opt out of school volunteering. But everybody  
can do one or two small things. While you can’t run the 
book fair, maybe you can volunteer to read a book to  
your kid’s class twice a year. Strategically choose activities 
that maximize face time in your child’s classroom. 

Make allies. Working moms benefit from two kinds of 
mom friends: the moms on the ground at school who can 
offer intel, and fellow working moms who can help you feel 
less alone. Cultivate a diverse team of your own.

Make use of resources. Log on to online portals  
and refer to the school calendar (often posted online at  
the school’s website). Join Facebook groups for your  
kids’ classes or your school or district. The more plugged  
in you are, the more in-the-know you’ll feel. And if you  
have information, share it. 

How to Be an InsIdeR


