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About the Book

There are 5 parts to the book: (1) Today’s Parents; (2) Communicating
with Parents; (3) Soothing the Savage Beast; (4) Dealing with Parents
in Difficult Situations, and (5) Increasing Parent Involvement. The main
theme of the book is to keep a calm professional tone at all times. The
authors give examples of when to ignore comments and when to reiter-
ate phrases in a specific conversation. One philosophy of the book is
the importance of positive interactions. The authors give various useful
tools and strategies to use that will help educators to emphasize the
positive as well as the negative of school communication. A history of
positive communication goes a long way when calling a family with
problems that need to be addressed. By the end of the book, the book
makes a full circle by recapping how important it is to “communicate®
with “today’s parents,” wrapping the first two parts into the final part,
‘increasing parent involvement.”

About the Authors

Todd Whitaker is an American educator, writer,
motivational speaker, educational consultant, and
professor. A leading presenter in the field of educa-
tion, Dr. Whitaker has published over 30 books on
staff motivation, teacher leadership, technology,
middle level practices, instructional improvement,
and principal effectiveness. Todd is a professor of
educational leadership at the University of Missouri
and professor emeritus at Indiana State University.

He has spent his life pursuing his love of education A N

by researching and studying effective teachers and principals. (Retrieved from: http:/
www.toddwhitaker.com/about.php).

Douglas J. Fiore, who has spent his entire ca-
reer in education, currently serves as interim prov-
ost at Ashland University in Ashland, Ohio, a posi-
tion he has held since August 2014. He began his
duties at Ashland just two months earlier as the
dean of the Dwight Schar College of Education.
Prior to joining Ashland, Fiore spent nearly seven
years at Virginia State University, Petersburg, Va.,
most recently as associate provost for extended
education for one year. Fiore has won awards for
his leadership, teaching and scholarship, including
the prestigious Distinguished Paper Award from the American Educational Re-
search Association, and he has authored or co-authored eight books for

school administrators. (Retrieved from: http://www.park.edu/news/2015/12/fiore-appointed-
provost.html).
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Students whose parents are highly
involved in their school will average

about .5 to .6 of a standard deviation
in overall educational outcomes.

Family participation in education is An g ry P a re n ts

twice as predictive of student
academic success as socioeconomic
status.

As teachers, we are trained to search
ith highly i o w0
parenie c;';'gxpf,ie{‘ce S for answers to flggre outa proplem. E
galnsiin readlogiand math; do this at fault at times. Analyzing angry
Students of involved parents may be a perfect exam-

parents have fewer

behavioral problems. pIe" (Whltaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 27)

Older students are less likely to drop
out of school when their parents
remain involved.

Proven Effects of Sgudems whose parents know about
Parental Involvement pr e
in Schools

Sources: hfrp.org gan Department of Education | centerforpubliceducation.org | childtrer

PART ONE: Today’s Parents

Who are these Guys? Describing Today’s Parents

“We all want high-quality education for our children, and we collectively concern ourselves with
any and all issues related to school improvement. Because of this the many variables that affect
school improvement all matter, and we all must strive to understand and manipulate these valu-
ables somewhat for our children’s advantage. Highly important among these variables are par-
ents” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 11).

“The involvement of parents in the education of their children is of unquestionable significance.
Students consistently indicate that student achievement increases as a parents become more
involved in their children's education” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 11).

“It is important to for all of us to recognize that parents today are facing different circumstances

than the parents who raised us did” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 12). ‘Rather than trying to understand precisely
what it is that makes some parents angry
Types of parents/families schools see today: single moms, single dads, grandparents, working with us, we need to look for ways to deal

parents, housewives, broken homes, foster parents, etc. with their anger for the benefit of our stu-

- dents” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 27).
Reasons for Parents to be Difficult:

*  Family Configurations: The way contemporary families are configured, with the changes in
family dynamics we are seeing more in schools.

*  Family Wealth: A combination of high cost of living, low wage jobs, and high unemployment
rates is what many of our families are facing today and have countless families choosing
between food, housing and other expenses. In addition to family wealth many children who
are living in poverty or homeless are not attending school regularly.

*  Family Stress: This is due to family configurations, wealth, longer working hours, and many
adults now are struggling with an increase in stress-induced ilinesses that it is difficult for
families to spend quality time together.

“Issues are not confined to the classroom, as they may have been years ago. Instead, custodi-
ans, bus drivers, counselors, classroom assistances, and other school employees are facing
them as well” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 19).

What's Wrong with These Parents Anyway?

“In our way as teachers, a major thrust of our efforts should be to positively alter people’s per-
ceptions of our classrooms and schools. It is very important to remember, though, that there are
many people working against these efforts” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 23).



Taking your
classroom social

“Parents are busier than ever,
and their lives are far more
complex than they used to be.
Traditional methods or com-
municating with them lose
their effectiveness more and
more each day” (Whitaker &
Fiore, 2016, p. 49).
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Initial Considerations:

“Make sure to consider what

the purpose is of these tools

in the first place. Most times,

social media works best when

the teacher has actually i . .

e nEs et PART TWO: Communicating with Parents

using it” (Whitaker & Fiore,
2016, p. 44). Relationships with the parents of the students in our classrooms is something that needs to built up

over time with trust. “If we can establish trust with them, they twill allow us great discretion in deci-
“It should not matter who see sions that we make” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 33).

it, as long as you use good
judgement” (Whitaker & Fiore Knowing how to communicate and keep the bond between teacher and families is an important way

2016, p. 46). This means us- for parents to trust and give teachers and the school the benefit of the doubt when it comes to is-
’ sues or problems that could arise with their child.

ing social media for the right

{EASONS: There are three different ways teachers and the school should communicate with families...

A Few Practical Exam-

| *  Building Credibility - Everyone Wants to Associate with a Winner:
ples:

*  Calling Parents individually, Touching base & Regular Communication — Builds personal
connection with family.

*  |nviting parents to a back to school night to meet the teachers.

*  “Making a positive impression before we would have to deliver bad news is essential in

building trust. It is essential that we build a relationship before we need the relation-
ship” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 35).

*  Reaching out to the Community.
*  Regular Newsletters.

*  Positive Communication - An Ounce of Prevention:
*  Positive Phone Calls

*  “As educators, we have many opportunities to catch students doing things right. Remem-
‘ bering them, writing them down, and then making it a point to share them with the parents
of your students is essential in developing positive relations” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p.
56).
Positive emails and letters about something their child accomplished.

“These are the most widely

used and easily accessible via
smartphone” (Whitaker &
Fiore, 2016, p. 47) for families
to use.



A couple of things can happen if you email under negative circum-
stances, such as,

£

First “You may be worried until and about their response. This
fretting stays with you because you are not dependent on how
they will answer (if at all)” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 73).

“A second negative is they may wait to respond when they are
most wound up” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 73). This will allow
them to ask for help from others to write them email.

“A third reason is now they have a “permanent” written record
that they can cut and paste, share as they desire, post in social
media, scour for typos or misspellings, and so on” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 73).

“Angry parents on lines 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5.”

(Remember if you are emailed from a difficult parent, wait until you are ready and call them. Do not
communicate negatively back!)

“If at all possible, make the first contact. That phone is our best friend, unless it is ringing ...” (Whitaker
& Fiore, 2016, p. 75).

Never Let ‘Em See You Sweat
“As long as you appear confident and self-assured, even the most difficult parents anger will be some-
what defused” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 82).

How do you prevent yourself from sweating-either literally or figuratively?

%
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Lower your voice — This helps compensate for the shakiness that a teacher may have when they
are nervous

Increase your movement - By moving around the room, pacing, putting things away on your desk,
tapping a pencil or jotting down notes, may seem rude, distracting and uncaring it is much better to
do this then for the parents to see you shaking or have wobbly knees.

Close the gap - Closing the gap between you and the angry person (calm and open body lan-
guage) is accomplished by slow movements, while talking and best to keep eye contact.

They have eyes on it - “By looking an angry parent in the eye, we can convey a certain degree of

understanding. More often than not, this will reduce the level of their anger” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p.

85).

What if the parent is
right?

It is okay for the parents to be right
and for them it should be appreciated
when they do take the time to uncov-
er the details and facts about the
issue.

The key if this happens it “to appreci-
ate the parents for bringing issues to
your attention and to quickly inform
them that the wrong that was com-
mitted was not done so intentional-
ly” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 90).

“In dealing with difficult parents, you
should never feel the need to always
be right...It should never be about
winning or losing. It should be about
arriving at a common understanding
and doing so in an agreeable pro-
ductive manner” (Whitaker & Fiore,
2016, p. 90).

“Sorry” Seems to Be
the Hardest Word

“When parents recognize that you
are sorry when you do things incor-
rectly, it is amazing how willing they
become to forgive you. When you
refuse to acknowledge that you, or
anybody else in your school, is capa-
ble of doing wrong, then many par-
ents go on a mission to prove just
how wrong you actually

are” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 92).

An Ear, Not an Answer

“Often, even irate parents want
someone to listen to them more than
they want someone to solve their
problems” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016,
p. 97).

Do You Feel Defen-
sive? If so, Something
Is Wrong

“Educators should never be defen-
sive, and they should never be offen-
sive. If we are truly caring people,
then as teachers, principals, and
superintendents, we should never be
defensive with parents” (Whitaker &
Fiore, 2016, p. 99).

“Being in touch with our feelings can
help us to correct things before we
put ourselves in the position of hav-
ing to defend our actions” (Whitaker
& Fiore, 2016, p. 99).
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I': Dealing with Parents in Difficult

News:

ards we should establish is that the worse the news, the more though and
into delivering it” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 108).

Best Friend...Unless its Ringing:

t to contact the parents before the child goes home and gives their version of the
udents share their story first, then often we are in defensive mode when we finally do
ts” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 108).

Us!: —- 4 Ee_Ff G5 Hh Ti JJ Kk L[

spond like that are likely to be ready to PARENT-TEACHER
of settling in for a negative discussion, CONEERSIEES
ough they were telling the truth and
inappropriate behavior by the stu-

r & Fiore, 2016, p. 110).

allenging people just throw stuff at a
to see |f it sticks. They may rattle off
ck...Rather than feeling the need to
oint, ignore them and see if they go
r & Fiore, 2016, p. 111).

t yOu Don’t Know: "Well, if my son doc§ have‘a belligerent attitude, then
he must have picked it up here at school!"

es when you are talking to a parent that

inistrator usually will not have observed first hand. In this case the best way to talk to a
is to be honest.

uld be “One of the tough things about this situation, Mr. Martinez, is that for the two
ight now, neither of us was there” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 112).

llows you to focus the conversation on what you did have control over and have the
bout how you and the parent can do to make sure this does not happen again.

lly Tough Class:

ake sure that we accept responsibility for the situation and not pass the buck. It may

g class, possibly your most challenging ever, but that does not matter to the parents.
oncern is how their child is doing” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 114).

to Me Like That:
0 allow parents to let off a little steam when talking to them.

etimes the tirade continues a little too long or becomes too ugly. If parents have
lerance to the limit or they are being inappropriately personal or rude” (Whitaker &
116), use the phrase in a slow and gently tone “Please don't talk to me like that.” This
fessional and reasonable request and also shows the parent how you want to be

ey want to be treated and how you will treat their son or daughter.

ve Big Ears:

ever say anything we do not want children to repeat, then we had better make sure
r us. This is critical in educator/parent communication” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p.

to vent for a while. However, we will not allow them to act inappropriately with the
t” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 118).

But | Did Get
(Examining the

If a student is in trouble a
the student and the famil
giving them the bad news
news the parents will feel
situation and by reducing
sounds better to the pare!
and they will feel like they
deal.

“Making people feel like t
fairly, or maybe even that
deal, can go a long way i
maintaining positive relati
Fiore, 2016, p. 124).

What If They U
Word...Fair?

“Every teacher has a “clas
is constantly in the “it's no
mode” (Whitaker & Fiore,

“When we have predeter
and consequences and cc
appropriately, it can help t
unfair” chanting” (Whitake
128).

Fair Lsnit
everyone getting
the same thing.

Fair ILs

everyone getting
what they need in order

Focus on the F

“Shifting the focus from th
might not all agree with—
allow for the development
understanding.” (Whitake
134).

An example of focusing o
the phrase “how can we
not happen again?” by us!
lows those involved to foci
pening in the present and
what needs to happen in t



Part Five: Increasing Parent Involvement

“When parents are aware of school activities, involved in school governance in some capacity,
or helping with their child’s homework, then they have a greater understanding of what takes
place at school on a regular basis”

(Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 142).

National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Educa-
tion

“Schools that are successful with parent involvement” (Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 142), includ-
ing these elements:

ES

ES

Assesses families’ needs and interests about ways of working with the schools.

Set clear and measurable objectives based on parent and community input to help foster
a sense of cooperation and communication among families, communities, and schools.
Hire and train a parent/family liaison to directly contact parents and coordinate family
activities. The liaison should be bilingual as needed and sensitive to the needs of family
and community, including the non-English— speaking community.

Develop multiple outreach mechanisms to inform families, businesses, and the communi-
ty about family involvement policies and programs through newsletters, slide shows video
tapes, and local newspapers.

Recognize the importance of a community’s historic ethnic, linguistic, or cultural re-
sources in generating interest in family involvement.

Use creative forms of communication between educators and families that are personal,
goal orientated, and make optimal use of new communication technologies.

Mobilize parents/families as volunteers in the school assisting with instructional tasks,
meal service, and administrative office functions. Family members might also act as invit-
ed classroom speakers and volunteer tutors.

Provide staff development for teachers and administrators to enable them to work effec-
tively with families and with each other as partners in the educational process.

Ensure access to information about nutrition, healthcare, services for individuals with
disabilities, and support provided by schools or community agencies.

e
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11.

Communication is the foundation of
effective partnerships.

Schools can reach out through com-
munity groups.

Families can support schools and
children’s learning in important
ways.

Schools should create an environ-
ment that welcomes participation.
Families model and support chil-
dren’s education at home.
Educators can guide families in par-
ent-child activities.

Families should be encouraged to
develop their own knowledge and
skills.

Schools can provide cultural educa-
tion for staff and parents.
Leadership training should be pro-
vided for educators, staff, and fami-
lies interested in participating in
school governance.

Parents are advocates.

School should collaborate with com-
munity organizations.

(Whitaker & Fiore, 2016, p. 142).




e

icult Parents is the ultimate how-to guide for navigating the
cation that lead to problems with parents and parental commu-
er and Fiore not only provide real-world advice designed to pro- Questions to Consider
ositive teacher-parent relationships. They include the progres-
income that has decreased, generational gaps between parents :
o have different perceptions of education, lower standards, and school. Do you agree or disa-
ful areas that any teacher or administrator will have to deal with gree with Whitaker and Fiore
their career. Whitaker and Fiore have created a great reference (2016) that parents are differ-
ator. The book covers a wide range of topics and focuses on ent now than they were in the
es any educator can utilize in those difficult parenting situa- past and why?
nds out to me as the section with most impact. This section tar-
rease Parent Involvement. As a Vice Principal of a community
ol, | know that parent involvement is vital to the success of any
ly community schools. This books offers a clear framework to
planning for increased parent involvement.

1. Thinking about parents in your

2. Think about a time where you
had to deal with a difficult par-
ent. How did you handle the
situation and did anyone else

have to get involved, such as
y criticisms about the book is that there were a few areas where an administrator or superinten-

rs could have elaborated on more and one area | did not agree dent? If so, how could of this
, Soothing the Savage Beast. In this section of the book, Whita-
k about “closing the gap” between you and the parent when a

s angry to calm this person down. | have always been told as 3. Does your school involve par-
to keep some distance and always know where your exit points ents in various aspects of the
d time with this strategy Whitaker and Fiore have suggested school environment? If they
will probably not use when dealing with an angry parent. How- are, who usually gets the fami-
the book was excellent and anyone working in a school will be lies involved? And if this not
and solutions to handle those troublesome situations with confi-

been handled differently?

happening, do you think in-
volving the families more in
the school would help your
student's be more successful?
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