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Our Concerns 
 

You have concerns about a child that you need to discuss with his/her parents.  You are nervous about this 
discussion.  It is not comfortable sharing feedback that may be viewed as criticism and reacted to defensively.  It helps 
if you prepare by answering the W.A.I.T. Question – Why Am I Talking?  What is the goal; what should you say?  First 
think it through.  Prepare for the discussion in advance.  In his book, Winning with People, John Maxwell says, “In life, 
the skills you use and the people you choose will make or break you.”  His book is premised on the notion that our 
awareness and skill in working with people has as much of an impact on the success of things—business, school, child 
care, camp, marriage, love, friendship—as the things people (in this case, parents) throw our way.  He puts five 
essential questions to those of us who work in any way with people, as follows: 

1) Are we prepared for relationships? 
2) Are we willing to focus on others? 
3) Can we build mutual trust? 
4) Are we willing to invest in others? 

5) Can we create win-win relationships? 

 These questions are relevant in your work with parents.  It takes no skill, no awareness, no insight, no tact, 
and no creativity to react emotionally to parent challenges.  Anyone can do that.  It takes much more work and self-
possession (and a commitment not to cave into your raw feelings!) to produce better outcomes. 

Before you start into a dialogue with a parent, either over the phone, in an e- mail or in person, sit down 
and think things through, using the questions below as a guide to sketch out your thoughts.  You may even find it 
helpful to “script” out the questions you want to ask, the facts or observations you want to share or the points you 
wish to make.  Doing so before you find yourself in an emotional exchange can help you create a better outcome 
while under duress. 

When expressing a concern we have about a child, we make a P.E.A.C.E. Plan = Problem, Explore, 
Alternatives, Commit, Evaluate.  First state the Problem in an objective, nonjudgmental, noncritical manner.  I’ve 
noticed _____.  It is a problem because _____.  Then Explore the behavior.  Is this a problem at home?  Is this a 
problem for anyone else?  What have you noticed?  Then look at Alternatives.  What can we (staff, parents, and 
child) do differently?  Then Commit to a joint action plan.  What environmental and behavioral changes will be 
made?  Finally Evaluate the solution.  How will we know the problem is solved?  What will we notice?  How will we 
follow up? 

 

Their Concerns 
 

Parents have their own concerns – about the development of their child, about the 
program, about the staff, about outside influences.  As child development practitioners it is 
important to be able to hear and help alleviate these concerns.  In order to be effective we 
must have a strong sense of Awareness - What are the underlying issues for parents and 
children?  We must have Language skills - Key words or phrases that strengthen a 
partnership or defuse a conflict.  We must learn effective Strategies - How do we approach 
parents in ways that are productive and build partnerships? 

Being a Professional: Being a “professional” includes managing one’s own personal 
reactions, likes and dislikes in order to accomplish our mission and do the work that is to be 
done.  Parents do not need our judgment.  They need our “best selves—skill; thoughtful consideration; our “know 
how.”  We tend to stop being our “best selves” when:  
Å parents make us “wrong” 
Å we feel our competence is being attacked or questioned 
Å we over-identify with children or their situation 

The following are 13 tactics and examples to help you build the awareness, language, and strategies to hear 
parent concerns and help them as true professionals. 
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Show Some Class 
Often more important than knowing what to say is getting oneself in the emotional 
spaceτthe mindsetτof being calm, self-possessed and therefore deliberate 
enough to be effective!  This often requires detaching from ones anger, whatever 
sense of feeling threatened you may have, or any guilt that may be created by a 
parent trying to manipulate you.  Showing some CLASS when the feeling becomes 
intense.  This is a powerful strategy to help you retain your composure and move a 
parent into a more reflective, meaningful discussion about what their concern is for 
their child.  Here’s what it stands for:  

 

C = Context:  
Physical Setting. Arrange for the conversation to take place in an appropriate place that respects their need for 
confidentiality. 
Be aware of body language.  Body language of the parent is a good clue to what they are feeling.  You should 
also be aware of messages sent by your voice, body, posture.  Stand up, lean forward, show with your body 
language that you are taking their concern seriously. 

Avoid dismissing people. 
(I call this making them “wrong”).  The better able you are to acknowledge the other person’s situation, reality, 
underlying feeling or intention, the better able you are to “get through” to them. 

Common denominator 
What is it you and the parent both want?  For the child to be a successful participant, successful member of the 
class or activity group, successful member of the program community.  See if you can get back to that common 
denominator! 

L = Listen: 
Listen, Listen, Listen.   
When parents complain, listen for the real problem.  Are the parents asking for reassurance, information, or is 
there a bigger problem?  Parents will communicate only with someone who is responsive to them, so respond 
with interest.  
Repeat what you have heard for clarification—make sure you’ve got it right! 
EXAMPLE: “Let me see if I’ve got this right.” 
EXAMPLE:  “So what you’re saying is…” 
EXAMPLE: “Wait, I’m not sure I got that!  Tell me again!” 
Ask clarifying questions to make sure you understand things before responding.   
It is especially important to do this when people use a label or speak in generalities. 
“What do you mean by ‘hyper’ (etc.)?” “Can you give me an example?” 
“What did he do and say?” “What did you have in mind?” 
“What was it you were trying to do? “What have you tried so far?” 

A = Acknowledge:  
Acknowledge the feeling behind the concern or demand.  Learning to acknowƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ can be 
enormously helpful.  Whatever turn the dialogue takes, it is important that you handle it with respect.  Even 
when parents are upset or angry, tell them that you are glad that they called or came to speak with you. Tell 
parents that you can’t do anything about a problem you don’t know about. Tell them many parents might not 
come and talk to you, and you are glad they did!  There are many ways to acknowledge another person, 
whether a parent, child, a caregiver or colleague, as follows: 
acknowledge a person’s feelings, situation or reality. 
acknowledge a person’s positive intention OR their lack of negative intention. 
take responsibility for anything you may have done to contribute to the problem. 
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S = Strategy 

Get all of the information you need to begin to create a strategy.  Ask thoughtful questions.  Get to the heart of 
the matter by being thoughtful about what a person is saying and asking probing questions.  Take an interested 
posture.  Defuse the emotional charge by repeating back what you hear – often times this alone is enough to 
dissipate the intensity and open communication to move towards resolution.  
 

Parents TenŘ ǘƻ Ψ[ŜŀŘ with their Solution 
“I want you to fire that caregiver!”  “Change my child into that group!”.  We often enter the discussion arguing 
about the merits of that request, or proposed solution, rather than finding out what the concern is and creating a 
more palatable solution together. 
 
Don’t get fooled!  Look for the concern behind the challenge or demand and avoid becoming defensive.  Don’t 
pick up that rope!  (Meaning, don’t take the bait and get into an argument about the merits of what a parent is 
demanding.)  Instead of entering the discussion with a parent arguing about the merits of their request, first 
acknowledge the feeling behind their action or demand, then use inclusive language to find out what the concern 
is and create a more palatable solution together.  (“I can hear how upset you are.  Help me out here…what’s 
causing your alarm?”) 
 
If necessary, investigate the situation.  Assume your staff have behaved correctly and that an some 
investigation will be required before you develop a plan of action.  Useful phrase, “Thank you for bringing this 
to my attention.  This is very important to me.  I want to respond effectively to this.  Give me a day to gather 
more information.  I will get back to you by 6 pm tomorrow.” 

 
Not that, but this (ntbt!) 
When parents make a request or demand that you feel you can not comply with, sometimes saying, “Well, we 
can’t do that, but how about this?” is a way to move forward while maintaining your mission or values and yet 
giving parents something they can feel good about. 

 

Feel, felt, found 
When parents through you a complaint or are upset, this phrase helps to take parents where they begin and 
move them forward.  “I know how you must feel, Mrs. P; many parents have felt the same way; (I have 
sometimes felt the same way); but what we have found is….” 

 

Useful Phrases 
A good line to remember: “If what you’re saying is true—and I have no reason to doubt you; I just haven’t had a 
chance to look into it—then I am glad you told me, because that’s not what we stand for here.  Those are not our 
values.  It’s not what we teach here. Let me check into it and I’ll get back to you.” A parent tells you something 
their child has told them (“my counselor’s been mean to me”) that you discover is not true. If the parent 
responds by saying, “Are you telling me my child’s a liar?!”  You answer, “Of course not!  Children always tell their 
version of things to parents.  Usually they are trying to tell us something.  We just need to figure out what that 
might be.  Have any ideas?” 
 

S = Summary: 
Prepare a plan of action. 
Once again, describe what steps you will take to correct any problem identified through a parent complaint.  Let 
the parent know exactly what steps you will take to prevent the problem’s recurrence.  How will you educate all 
staff members?  Have new policies or procedures been developed?  What environmental changes will you make? 

Follow up with the parent.   
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Check back in with a phone call.  Let them know the status of your action plan.  What steps you have taken to 
alleviate their concerns? 
 
Once you have a sense of what is truly bothering a parents, fashion your response.  If you need to check 
something out first, your response will be that you will look into things and therefore be better able to respond 
at some specified time in the future.  When you have decided on an action plan to address a valid concern, 
specify a multi-modal plan: how will  your train staff, what new procedures will be implemented, how will you 
ensure the problem is fixed?  
 
Use this technique when the emotion gets intense.  Showing some CLASS is a way to take parents where they are 
coming from and take the heat or intensity out of the situation.  It may take time and it may not work—some 
parents are intent on picking a fight at all costs!   

 

Engaging and Involving Families 
 

1. Maintain an open invitation for parents.   
Have an open-door policy and invite parents to drop by at any time announced or 
unannounced.  Utilize parents to help with special activities or to teach children a specific 
thing. Parents have many hidden talents that are not always related to their job.  Make a list 
of these talents. 

2. Use informal daily contact.   
Help parents feel good about their children and therefore about themselves by sharing with them some 
of the positive and fun things that happened with their children that day.  This kind of sharing also helps 
build a positive and trusting relationship between parent and staff. 

3. Use Newsletters, happy grams and personal letters.  
Have something in writing to let the parents know what is happening in the program.  
Write notes to inform the parent about their child's development.  It is important that 
these notes have a positive tone.  Concerns that you have should be discussed in 
person. 

4. Make phone calls.   
Short phone calls when parents have said they are available can keep them involved 
in their child's activities. 

5. Hold social events.   
Social events can help parents get to know other parents, become more comfortable 

dealing with caregivers and become relaxed in the caregiver's environment.  When you host a family 
event, do not simply post signs.  Look every parent in the eye and invite them personally. 

6. Give Kids a ROLE! 
Give every child a role to play in a family event.  If just a few kids are actively involved your parent turnout will be 
much smaller than if everyone has a role. 
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