A few thoughts on dealing with difficult parents:
· Head off issues before they become problems. Parents get upset when they feel blindsided, even if they recognize it’s their own kid’s fault. (They may be frustrated with their kid, but they can take it out on you.)

· At back to school night you should describe your teaching philosophy, grading practices, and discipline philosophy and methods – and send a note home (with a place for parents to sign, tear off and return to you) that describes these things for those who don’t show. In this way, you’ve set up yourself to deal with parents who feel you’re not conducting some aspect of your class “correctly” as you can acknowledge there are many ways / philosophies underlying instruction, but you are using those described at back to school night, then be prepared to give reasons why.

· Your back to school presentation / note should also talk about any school-wide policies / expectations / rules of conduct. This way you can deflect parent concerns by referring to the school’s and your class’s established policies – just be certain you follow them consistently.  

· For all major assignments, a note should be sent home to parents with a tear-off parents sign and which is then returned to you. 

· Communicate positively and regularly with parents. A Friday yellow slip for any A grades earned by a student during the week is an example from my own practice that I’ve shared with you. This develops a positive foundation for parental relationships that can temper parent’s negative reactions or attitudes to any problems they perceive.

· Use effective grading practices that eliminates as much as possible any subjectivity in your grading. When appropriate, regrade the first papers in a pile to see if they are consistent with the last papers in the pile.

· Recognize that students don’t set out in the morning intending to screw up, get in trouble, or make you mad.  Also, that observations show even the kids teachers label as bad behave most of the time (catch them being good).

· It’s the same with parents – they are not out to get you. Remember that they’re advocates for their kids even if they don’t communicate that effectively to you. They can be embarrassed by their inability to deal effectively with their kid, embarrassed that a younger, or female, teacher is telling them their kid isn’t learning or is a behavior problem, or feel beaten down by a system that’s communicated to them over time that they’re ineffective or their kid is a pain. That can result in what comes across as apathy or aggression.

· Keeping these things in mind can help you in choosing a positive underlying emotional feeling tone and how you respond to an angry or aggressive parent – remember that, according to Marshall Rosenberg, you are responsible for your reactions to others; nobody can “make” you feel anything – not guilt or defensiveness or aggression, the common ineffective responses teachers demonstrate. If you can dodge those negative reactions, you’re much more able to effectively deal with the situation.

· Remember that, according to Caesar Milan the Dog Whisperer, others will respond to the energy you project. So, if you are intimidated, anxious, fearful, defensive or aggressive, you will promote negative reactions and feelings from parents and the situation can escalate badly.
· Also remember that, according to Hiam Ginott and Marshall Rosenberg, acknowledging feelings can help diffuse tense situations – empathizing by saying “I can see you’re upset about your child’s…” can go a long way toward calming upset parents.
· So, you want to:
· Remain calm and assertive.
· Acknowledge the parent’s concerns and feelings.
· Communicate that your interests and intentions are focused on helping the child succeed.
· Have plenty of documentation supporting whatever you’re communicating.
· Ask what it is that the parent wants from you, then help them articulate what they mean and be sure you understand what they are saying by reflecting back to them (Examples: So, what I’m hearing you say is that… Have I heard you correctly?  or   Let me see if I’m hearing your concern correctly; I feel that…). Then either agree to comply with the parent’s wishes or explain why you are not able / willing to and then follow through. A parent’s concerns may be off the wall, but they can also be valuable feedback for you.
· Offer to have the principal sit in on the meeting. If things get ugly, state that you would feel more comfortable with the principal present and adjourn the meeting until that can be arranged.
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