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8 Basics for Fantastic Family Relationships 
 

The world today is a very different place from what is was even 5 years ago.  Over 55% 
of children in the United States ages 11-18 have a cell phoneτone given them by anxious parents who are now used to 
άŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ƛnέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘeir children several times a day.  Experts think that percentage will reach 70% by the end of 2006. 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΚ  Try this list on for size: child abductions; inappropriate sexual contact between 
revered, venerable teachers/coaches and children; September 11th; uncertainty about the economic futureτlosing jobs 
overseas; the rising price of gas and oil; spiraling health care costs; West Nile virus; Lymes disease; rabies; the Asian Flu; 
London subway bombings; train bombings in Madrid; shootings in schools; and on and on.  Parents are trying to prepare and 
inƻŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ  Lǎ ƛǘ ŀƴȅ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŜŘƎȅΚΗ 
 Our children come with parents.  It is a package deal.  Families are among the strongest influences on the development 
of the children in our programs/camps.  Children often exhibit the behaviors modeled by their family members.  Special needs 
kids often have special needs parents.  If we limit our role and purpose to working with the children, neglecting the other family 
members, we are neglecting a powerful force in the lives of the children.  If our job is to educate children and facilitate their 
positive development, we must also facilitate the development of all family members.  Our job is to educate and support both 
children and families.  By creating strong supportive partnerships with families, we can create fantastic family forces that support 
our work of helping children learn and develop. 

The following are suggestions for facilitating supportive interactions between parents and child care staff.  
Communication is the key to a positive relationship. 

 

1. Greet each parent by name.  
Let them know you know who they are, who their child is and that you are 
happy to see them. 

2. Treat parents as partners.  
The parents and the provider need to work together to ensure the welfare 
and optimal development of the children.  Get them involved in the 
program by asking them to sit on a parent involvement committee, an ASQ 
team, a fundraising committee, etc. 

3. Affirm the importance of family.  
Caregivers must respect the family's values and culture.  You must appreciate the differences of life styles 
and daily habits and affirm those differences to the parent. 

4. Get to know something about each parent.   
Thoroughly read the registration form of each child and look for important information about the parents.  
Where do they work?  What do they do?  Are they married/divorced/single?  Use this information as a 
foundation for further conversations. 

5. Discuss positive behavior.   
Do not limit your talks to problems.  Discuss the positive and always begin and end the conversation on a 
positive note. 

6. Ask parents their preferences.  
In areas where care is flexible, with regard to practices with their children, implement their preferences.  Try 
to model effective techniques.  If however, parents ask the staff to deal with their children in a non-
acceptable manner, explain why you do not allow this particular practice. 

7. Provide information to parents.   
Keep parents informed about outside activities that they or their child might be interested in. Provide a list of 
other resources and information that can empower parents to make decisions. 

8. Relate to the parents as individuals.   
Remember that they are more than parents, but individuals with their own jobs, attributes, desires and 
problems. 
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Standards of Quality  
 

Staff-Family Relationships: Staff and families interact with each other in positive ways. 
 

Staff make families feel welcome and comfortable. 
ςςGGrreeeett   EEAACCHH  OOTTHHEERR  bbyy  nnaammee..  

ςςKKeeeepp  BBIIOOSS  uupp  ttoo  ddaattee..  

ςςUUssee  ffrriieennddllyy  vvooiicceess,,  eexxpprreessssiioonnss..  

ςςRReellaaxxeedd  aanndd  nnoott   aabbrruupptt   wwiitthh  eeaacchh  ootthheerr..  
 

Staff and families treat each other with respect. 
ςςSShhooww  iinntteerreesstt   iinn  eeaacchh  ootthheerrΩΩss  lliivveess..  

ςςCCoommmmuunniiccaattee  iinn  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  wwaayyss..  

ςςKKnnooww  ddiiffffeerreenntt   ccuullttuurreess  mmaayy  pprreeffeerr  ddiirreecctt   oorr  iinnddiirreecctt   ccoommmmuunniiccaatt iioonn..  

ςςKKeeeepp  ccoonnffiiddeenntt iiaall  mmaatt tteerrss  ccoonnffiiddeenntt iiaall..  
 

Staff share the languages and cultures of the families they serve, and the 
communities they live in. 
ςςSSttaaffff  rreefflleecctt  ccuullttuurree  aanndd  llaanngguuaaggeess..  
ςςWWrriittee  aanndd  ssppeeaakk  iinn  tthheeiirr  hhoommee  llaanngguuaaggee..  

ςςRReeccrruuiitt   ddiivveerrssee  ssttaaffff..  

ςςEEnnssuurree  ddiissppllaayyss  aanndd  ssiiggnnss  rreefflleecctt   ddiivveerrssiittyy..  
 

Staff and families work together to make arrivals and departures between 
home and child care go smoothly. 
ςςMMaakkee  kkiiddss  aanndd  bbeelloonnggiinnggss  eeaassyy  ttoo  ffiinndd..  

ςςCCoommmmuunniiccaattee  wwiitthh  ppaarreennttss  wwhhiillee  mmaaiinnttaaiinniinngg  ffooccuuss  oonn  cchhiillddrreenn..  

ςςCCoommmmuunniiccaattee  kkiiddssΩΩ  llooccaatt iioonn  qquuiicckkllyy..  
 

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 ς 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, WƻƘƴ aŀȄǿŜƭƭ ǎŀȅǎΣ άLƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ 
the skills you use and the people you choose will mŀƪŜ ƻǊ ōǊŜŀƪ ȅƻǳΦέ  Iƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ƛǎ ǇǊŜmised on the notion that our 
awareness and skill in working with people has as much of an impact on the success of thingsτbusiness, school, child 
care, camp, marriage, love, friendshipτas 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 
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and think things through, using the questions below as a guide to sketch out your thoughts.  You may even find it 
helpfǳƭ ǘƻ άǎŎǊƛǇǘέ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǎƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ ƻǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ȅƻǳ 
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 ProblŜƳ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ƴƻƴƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ƴƻƴŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ  LΩǾŜ 
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? 

 

7 Guiding Questions  
 
1. What is the real or underlying problem?  This may be considerably different 

from the presenting problem!   
Is the parent worried about their child?  Does the child have a life challengeτ
ADHD, past trauma, illness, lossτǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΚ  Is the 
parent concerned about being judged?  Has their child been hurt in some way in the past? 

2. Determine which conversation are you in! 
Å Are you educating a confused or legitimately naive or concerned parent, perhaps one whose childΩǎ 

behavior worries them? 
Å Are you setting a limit and holding to your principles with an unreasonably demanding parent or one 

who is making an obvious attempt at manipulating you or the situation? 

Å Are you supporting and helping a parent who is upset and wants to do the right thing? 

3. ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΚ  ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΚ   
The question of ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ {ǘŀƪŜ may help you determine what kind of conversation you are in.  Is this 
simply a power play on the part of a parent?  Is it a concern masked by an overly assertive approach? 

4. What common ground do you have with the parent?   
This may be most notably in terms of what is in thŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ health or friendships 
or success in the program or even the chƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǿŜƭƭ-being whether in the program or in 
life in general.  Making a commitment to look for this common ground and make 
it and the relationship with the parent and their child more important than the situation itself is what John 
aŀȄǿŜƭƭ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ά¢ƘŜ {ƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΦέ 

5. Can you put yourself in ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƘƻŜǎΚ 
(John Maxwell calls this the ά9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΦέ   Can you acknowledge their reality, their world? 

6. What other allies could you call upon in this interaction? 

(Another parent or parents; another staff member who has a better rapport or track record with this parent.  
WƻƘƴ aŀȄǿŜƭƭ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘƛǎ ά¢ƘŜ Partnership Principle: Working together increases the odds of winning 
togetheǊΦέ) 

7. What can you do to get yourself in the frame of mind best suited for the conversation you need to 
have and review the tools you might use? 

If you are resentful or judgmentalτeven if the perspective you have has some truth to itτ your interactions 
with the parent will be colored by those feelings, which will undoubtedly come out in your behavior.  John 
aŀȄǿŜƭƭ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ά¢ƘŜ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŀbility Principle,έ  which is essentially allowing your genuine warmth, your 
sensitivity to the vulnerability and legitimate needs of parents, the appreciation of differences and your 

openness and authenticity shine through; and ά¢ƘŜ IƛƎƘ wƻŀŘ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΣέ  which is a determination not to 
stoop to gut reactions and raw emotion even if parents do. 
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11 Ways to Be Prepared 
 

1. Parents may be anxious and possibly defensive.   
No one has perfect children and when this is pointed out, parents 
generally become defensive.  (Especially single parents, parents 
of a single child, or parents with no support structure).  Children's 
problems are perceived to be the fault of poor parenting skills. 

2. Remember that parents are sensitive.   
This is often expressed in concerns about what may seem like 
trivial issues, but actually reflect a deeper concern that their child 
be safe and loved. 

3. Parents may experience the same problems at home that we 
experience in the program. 
Implying neglect when discussing a problem is likely to cause 
parental anger.  Parents need to have the problem acknowledged 
with empathy not criticism.  Then you should provide parenting skills that may help solve the problem. 

4. Parents may show anger.   
Realize that caregivers are often the recipients rather than the cause of parental anger ς (Q-Tip = Quit taking 
it personally).  State your understanding of why they are angry.  Hiding behind "policy" statements may be a 
cop out.  Ensure that when you use "That's just our policy" it is a justifiable statement.  Sometimes policy 
needs to be bent. 

5. Parents know their children better than we possibly can.   
 If you make this assumption, you can gather a great deal of information by merely asking. 
6. Parents want support before information.   

Support implies shared experience, understanding, empathy and help.  Acknowledging their feelings open 
parents up to new ideas and suggestions. 

7. Parents may find criticism painful and may react negatively to it.  
Develop a non-critical and non-judgmental attitude in order to deal effectively with parents.  Using non-
threatening phrases such as "Sometimes kids will...", or "Maybe we could try..." may help. 

8. Prepare a joint plan of action.   
Together decide how the caregivers and the parents can encourage and nurture appropriate behavior, and 
correct inappropriate behavior.  Consistency between caregiver and parents will provide the best result for 
the child. 

9. Always follow the Golden Rule.   
Treat parents with the same respect and good nature that you would 
prefer to be treated with, even when they are not treating you with 
that level of respect. 
10. Follow up with the parent. 
Check back with a phone call or a short note that has to be returned 
to you.  Try to demonstrate concrete examples of child's progress.  
Emphasize your concern and your willingness to work with parents. 
11. Check things out with people.   
Making assumptions is a common error of people working with other 
people: 
9·!at[9Υ άL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦέ 
9·!at[9Υ άL ǿŀǎ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦέ 
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8 Strategies 
 

1. Act early.   
The longer you wait, the more resentment builds up. 

2. Be aware of your feelings. 
or they may come out in ways that are counter- productive!  Edit your raw feelngs!  Attacking does not 
help! 

3. ¦ǎŜ άL-ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΦέ   
SŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά¸ƻǳ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΗέ ƻƴƭȅ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘΦ  ¢ǊȅΣ ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Řƻ Ψ·ΣΩ 
it makeǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ Ψ¸ΦΩέ 

4. Rather than complain, make a request! 
 Tell people what it is you want from them!  Tell people what would help the situation! 

5. Involve both Parents 

In the case of parents, if you find yourself constantly talking to only one parent, see 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΦ  άL ǿŀǎ wondering what your husband thought 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΚέ 

6. Acknowledge any kernel of truth 
stated by the other person and accept responsibility for anything you may have done that 
has added to the problem. 

7. Learn to hook a compliment to a concern.   
άL love the way you take an interest in your ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ  LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜǘimes you end up 
ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƻǳǘΗέ 

8. The Point? Avoid Getting Caught in the Arguments 
Parents who are anxious may feel helpless to fend or advocate for their children.  Especially since they are so 
used to having a high level of day-to-day contact with their children, that anxiety or helplessness may get 
expressed as anger or a challenge or a demŀƴŘΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŦƻƻƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪΦ  ¢Ǌȅ to get to the concern 
behind the challenge. 

Their Concerns  
 

Parents have their own concerns ς 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: .ŜƛƴƎ ŀ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ includes managing ƻƴŜΩǎ own 
personal reactions, likes and dislikes in order to accomplish our mission and do the 
work that ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜΦ  tŀǊŜƴǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŜŘ ƻǳǊ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ƻǳǊ άōŜǎǘ 
selvesτskill; thoughtful ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΤ ƻǳǊ άƪƴƻǿ ƘƻǿΦέ  We tend to stop being our 
άōŜǎǘ ǎŜƭǾŜǎέ ǿƘŜƴΥ  
Å ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎ άǿǊƻƴƎέ 
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 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ  IŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊΥ  
 

 

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 ǘƘŜƳ άǿǊƻƴƎέύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƭŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ acknowledge the other ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜŀƭƛǘy, 
underlying feeling or intentionΣ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƭŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ άƎŜǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

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 clarificationτƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΗ 
9·!at[9Υ ά[Ŝǘ ƳŜ sŜŜ ƛŦ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ 
9·!at[9Υ  ά{ƻ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ saying isΧέ 
9·!at[9Υ ά²ŀƛǘΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ L Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŀǘΗ  ¢Ŝƭƭ ƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΗέ 
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. 
ά²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨƘȅǇŜǊΩ όŜǘŎΦύΚέ ά/ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΚέ 
ά²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ ƘŜ Řƻ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΚέ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΚέ 
ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƛǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƻΚ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊΚέ 
 

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 
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ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘΦ ¢Ŝƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ 
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: 
ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΦ 
ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ 
ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ OR their lack of negative intention. 
take responsibility for anything you may have done to contribute to the problem. 
 
 

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 ς 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 
What this means is that anxious parents, accustomed as they are to this daily contact with their children, feel it is 
their job to argue and fend for their children.  Anything short of that is, well, simply not being a good parent!    όάL 
ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŦƛǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊΗέ  ά/ƘŀƴƎŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΗέΦ  ²Ŝ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ 
about the merits of that request, or proposed solution, rather than finding out what the concern is and creating a 
more palatable solution together. 
 
5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŦƻƻƭŜŘΗ  [ƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻǊ ŘŜmand and avoid becomiƴƎ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ 
pick up that rope!  (MeanƛƴƎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳment 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 ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŀƭŀǘŀōƭŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ  όάL Ŏŀƴ ƘŜŀǊ Ƙƻǿ ǳǇǎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΦ  IŜƭǇ ƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƘŜǊŜΧǿƘŀǘΩǎ 
ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƭŀǊƳΚέύ 
 
If necessary, investigate the situation.  Assume your staff have behaved correctly and that an some 
ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ  ¦ǎŜŦǳƭ ǇƘǊŀǎŜΣ ά¢Ƙŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ 
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 ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ōȅ с ǇƳ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΦέ 

 
Not that, but this (ntbt!)  
When parents make a request or demand that ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳǇƭȅ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ǿŜ 
ŎŀƴΩǘ do that, but how ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΚέ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ 
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 ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΦ  άL ƪƴƻǿ 
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 ƛǎΧΦέ 

 

Useful Phrases 
A good line to rememōŜǊΥ άLŦ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎaying is trueτand I have no 
reason to doubt you; I just hŀǾŜƴΩǘ had a chance to look into itτthen I 
am ƎƭŀŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ what we stand for here.  Those 
are not our values.  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ what we teach here. Let mŜ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦέ A parent tells you 
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something their child has told them (άmy cƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊΩǎ ōŜŜƴ mean to mŜέύ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘǊǳŜΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛŀǊ?Ηέ  ¸ƻǳ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ άhŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƴƻǘΗ  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ always 
tell their version of things to parents.  Usually they are trying to tell us something.  We just need to figure out 
what that miƎƘǘ ōŜΦ  IŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ƛŘŜŀǎΚέ 
 

Be a resource/source of knowledge for parents 
Be an knowledgable professional in child development.  Learn how child development issues may be playing 
themselves ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ 

 

Educate parents 
9ȄǇƭŀƛƴ ŀōƻǳǘ άŎƻŘŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΤ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭŜŀǊƴ ōŜǎǘ ƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΤ 
knowing appropriate ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƳƛƭŜǎǘƻƴŜǎΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άLǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘhƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
doing there in your program.  My daughter never acts that way at homŜΗέ  

Instead of doubting the truth of this statement, even if you are right, it will be more effective simply to explain to 
parents how children act very differently depending on what group they happen to be in at the time and the 
point is to help her daughter act more appropriately in this particular situation. 
 

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 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘŜǇǎ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩǎ ǊŜŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜΦ  Iƻǿ ǿƛƭƭ ȅƻǳ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜ ŀƭƭ 
staff members?  Have new policies or procedures been developed?  What environmental changes will you make? 

Follow up with the parent.   
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 workτsome 
parents are intent on picking a fight at all costs!   

 

 

ȰHigh Maintenanceȱ Parent s 
 

έLΩƳ paying good money for my child to get good ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜέ 
ά[ƛǎǘŜƴ sweetie, put the Counselor on the phone so we can get this sorted ƻǳǘΦέ 

 
They annoy us because they spoil their kids rotten and this conflicts with our 

ǾŀƭǳŜǎΧ They have no consideration of how their demands are not aligned with what a 
child care program or summer camp ƻŦŦŜǊǎΧ¢ƘŜȅ are so caught up in their own experience 
that they do not consider ƻǘƘŜǊǎΧ They are emotionally charged and often accusatory, even 
worse, starting from an orientation where they are scanning for evidence of anything that 
might be wrong Χ They take everything their children tell them at face value and are suspicious of us when we tell them 
otherwise. 
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There are two factors in why these people demand so much of your time. One is about them, and the other is about 

you. The fact is that no one can have your time unless you are willing to give it to him or her. If you are spending inordinate 
amounts of time with these people, ask yourself, why? Is it a matter of just not knowing how to address their concerns so 
they get it and all can win? Is it an unwillingness to say what ȅƻǳΩŘ really need to say to make your point, either because it is 
so uncomfortable or because of a fear of losing business?  

 
Knowing what to say: If necessary, decide what your position is and state it and 5hbΩ¢ EXPLAIN YOURSELF any more than to 
state the facts and YOUR PROGRAM POLICY AND MISSION STATEMENT IS ENOUGH FACTS!  The moment you get into a 
philosophical debate, there is no winning since by definition, in a debate, both sides are in it to win. 

 
ά¢ŀƪƛƴƎ back your programέ ς If ȅƻǳΩǾŜ gotten to the point where these parents are dominating your time, then you must 
accept some responsibility in this. If they knew from the beginning that you ŘƻƴΩǘ άǇƭŀȅ by those rules,έ it ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ have 
gotten this far. For many of us, the calls come unexpectedly at first and before we know it ǿŜΩǾŜ been sucked in. Once the 
pattern is established, it is very hard to break it.  

 

Your Message, Your Voice: Our program commitment is to provide for children an awesome summer experience 
designed to help children develop and grow the essential qualities to be successful in life. These include the ability to 
make excellent choices, to create and sustain healthy relationships and to build the internal motivation to work 
through ƭƛŦŜΩǎ challenges to achieve their goals.  We believe children learn best when they have a perfect mix of fun 
and life learning experiences, and that they can learn more from working through the right kind of challenge, than 
they can in a year without it!  In fact our children consistently say that they learned and grew more in our programs, 
than anywhere else in their lives. 

 
These are the kinds ƻŦ άƭƛŦŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέ you can expect your child will have in our program: 

 

Å Working through problems with 
friends 

Å Choosing between many options. 

Å Being a teammate and having others 
relying on them. 

Å Losing and sometimes failing at a 
task. 

Å Having to let others go first. 

Å Learning responsibility for their own 
work. 

Å Working with children from many 
cultures. 

Å Opportunities to perform in front of 
groups 

Å Opportunities to lead influence the 
program. 

Å Opportunities to express their 
opinions. 

 
Our commitment is to not just make sure that they have 
these life learning experiences, but to make certain as well 
that they get the gift inside of them. 

 
 

Useful Phrase: άThere are definitely programs that 
accommodate those kinds of requests. They do not share our 
mission or philosophy. There are referral specialists who can 
help you find ǘƘŜƳΦέ 
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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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