Conference

Successful Communication with Parents – It can be done!

25.03.11
1. Introduction 

Unsuccessful communication creates negative/inaccurate PR, it fosters negative and time-wasting situations e.g. complaints, confusion, spread of misinformation, anger, frustration, distrust, etc.

Communication which misrepresents leads to actively bad PR – dangerous road, best avoided

Successful Communication is the result of clarity of purpose, planning and generating good PR. When it happens in a school, parents know and understand what is going on, why decisions are made, they believe their children are well cared for and, as a result, they think well of the school and they generate further good PR (they tell their friends and neighbours what a great school it is). In turn, thinking well of the school means they are more open to expecting their concerns to be addressed. An upward spiral of confidence is created.

Of course, I once worked with a Head who limited complaints very successfully – he never let parents into the school and he never listened to them, and in the end they stopped complaining – TO HIM – however they told Ofsted loud and clear! (This links to the new Ofsted framework). 

I would not advise you to follow his example, however tempted you may be!

Parental complaints fall into two categories, those where a parent has a genuine grievance (not really difficult unless you don’t care) and those who will complain regularly, with or without justification!

Both groups can be managed and/or reduced by good communication systems.

Good communication helps limit grievances/misunderstandings/lack of  information and this leaves fewer genuine justified complaints to be dealt with (– alongside dealing with the unjustified).

Plan for this session 

i) how to develop good communication 

ii) how to deal with complaints             

2. Good Communication 1: Sending out messages every day

Rule Number One: Whatever happens you will communicate – even if negatively! 

Living the Ethos’

As Head you have a responsibility to communicate consciously and effectively – to parents, pupils, staff, the community etc.

How the school is, is more important than what it says it is …. 

How we behave is the most powerful communication to parents and there is no down-time. A look, a response, how you talk about/to parents, if you favour one group over another, if you ‘judge’ parents etc. all this communicates a message

*** Role of all staff, the more staff who take up role the better the relationship and communication with parents.*** 

(e.g. front of house, teachers, dinner ladies etc. – this also helps with gaining understanding of confidentiality issues)

Rule Number Two: Being the Headteacher is a role! 

You are not only a Headteacher, you are also a private person – but do not confuse the two. If you do, so will the parents. If you conflate the two, every criticism will become personal and wound.

If you want to be effective:

· Remember you are Jemima Puddleduck being a 

Headteacher, not Jemima Puddleduck running your own private school. Use aspects of your personality to undertake the role but do so consciously - be friendly, not a friend, label something offensive, don’t be offended etc.. 

· Remember you know this person as a parent of a child in 

the school, not as a neighbour or friend. Don’t make 

friends with parents (even the Governors). Remember in the worst-case scenario you may have to report the parent to social services or exclude their child 

· The more they know you out of role, the harder they will 

find it to take up role – a little distance and mystery goes a long way! 

· Try not to let parents see you ‘off role’ e.g. socializing 

down the pub, facebook etc. If you do, they will bring this knowledge and expectation to the role.

3. Good Communication 2 – Create good systems 

Rule Number Three: Prevention rather than cure - plan ahead, prepare for Success! 

Systems for informing parents of what they need to know are crucial.

The more information that parents have before they need it, the easier it is to communicate new information and manage any difficult situations which occur.

So 

i) Give general information in advance

· legal or policy and practice information

· explain new or unforeseen circumstances

ii) keep parents well informed about their own child

· especially new information or in unforeseen situations

iii) Use and create good PR


· Communicate your success, create a culture of expected success

Giving General Information – ‘legal, custom and practice’ 

This is best introduced before you know each other well or before they need to know it for negative reasons. 

This avoids parents taking actions/criticism personally when you advise them on a new situation which has arisen e.g. policies, codes of practice, legal responsibilities etc.

Prospectus/website/noticeboards help here but don’t rely on them for ensuring really vital information is understood 

i) Websites are great noticeboards and can contain all the information that is ‘static’ – term dates, policies etc. (Website design is not my area of expertise but I do know that if they look amateurish, contain missing links, aren’t easy to navigate or contain out of date information, they can do more harm than good – create bad PR, the message is that the school is not organized or concerned about parental needs)

ii) If using old-fashioned noticeboards the key issues are

· As with websites, if they aren’t current they generate 

bad PR 

· positioning – if it takes an effort to find it, most people 

won’t bother!

iii) With the web or a physical board, think about security – feeling that their privacy has been breeched offends everyone

But, in my experience, group Induction Meetings are vital in getting across key, possibly emotionally sensitive, messages - very effectively e.g. Induction meetings, SATs meetings etc. 

Nowhere is this more useful than on pupil. Introduce lots of key phrases I will use when dealing with complaints.

· Friendly but not friend 

· child as key (my role v always parents) – won’t discuss 

your child with anyone else….., don’t discuss you in front of your child…..

· Anti-bullying (no one wants to think of their child as a 

Bully, if your child is feeling bullied…..)

· Behaviour (every child has the right to learn and be 

safe……..even if unintended, kick a leg on purpose or kick 

it by accident, it creates the same pain)

· SEN practice (legal responsibility – you know Ahmed, I 

know lots of 4 year olds…..)

· Child protection 

· uniform/p.e kit 

· lateness/attendance (link to Ofsted)

· reading/curriculum 

· emotional issues e.g. sweets for birthdays, no ‘war 

toys’, treating nits 

Giving General Information: New or unforeseen

Rule Number Four: Children are unreliable messengers

Children rarely fully remember the important, or accurately report the ephemeral, and they often construct their own meanings to events

If a child is likely to go home and describe, discuss or worry about something, warn the parent and explain things first!

Send communications to inform about the new or unforeseen situations and answer as many questions as you can anticipate – from accidents and incidents to new staff, snow etc. This is also a chance for creating good PR because parents appreciate ‘knowing’

Time spent on this is never wasted.

Rule Number Five: Respect your audience

Parents may be awkward or ill-informed, but they don’t think they are.

When you write a letter etc. imagine it being read by the most difficult parent likely to read it. Does it answer all the questions they might raise? Will it offend unnecessarily? Does it indicate what to do if they remain concerned after reading it?

How they look and read (tmi, over familiar? condescension? – get it proof read by a trusted member of staff who is also a local Mum)

Beware: E mails, texts – can seem informal or casual (language and format) – can give offence or seem unimportant (+ more open to misinterpretation if English is not your first language – remember, if it looks formal, people are more likely to get someone to translate it)

Rule Number Six: If it’s important enough to send unexpectedly it’s important to know it was delivered

Written communication/letters! (now text, e mail website etc.)

i) Letters home – how do you know they get there? Using raffles/coloured paper (on line systems?), slips etc. can help

BUT DON’T OVER USE!


** Ofsted survey return

Child Specific Letters: New or Unforeseen Information

Rule Number Seven: Few parents complain about receiving too much information!

Most complaints are about specific incidents, children’s needs or parents’ expectations and many follow ‘letters home’ or a lack of them. 

Any letter that goes home may lead to your door! Write with even more care than taken for group letters. Check what happened, investigate, quote children directly (very effective when dealing with racism or intimidation etc.), link action to your responsibility to all the children rather than presenting it as a punishment.

Don’t let any letters go home without your knowledge or authority. Parents will hold you responsible for anything the staff send home.

Rule Number Eight: If a letter has your name on it you should know you sent it! 

Status of a letter from you should be serious e.g. you really know about this incident/issue/decision and are answerable for the decision/consequences. (Mrs Coulson and late letters)

Difficulties tend to increase when a letter has been sent out and when someone queries it they find the name on the bottom isn’t responsible for sending it. Undermines the authority of either the writer or the presumed signee, usually both.

Above all, imagine you receive this letter about your child. Give information, not judgment, ‘this happened and therefore that’..

If it is really difficult news, call the parent in and tell the parent wherever possible, then explain that the letter is to confirm the information, for your records and theirs.

Use and Create Good PR

Communicate your success, create a culture of expected success.

Good PR creates a climate in which parents expect good practice – in communication as in all else.

Good PR maybe created by Ofsted ratings, press releases and local paper articles on the Summer Fayre, but it is secured and maintained by communities, parents and children who believe it’s a good school.

If people think you are doing a good job they will look for evidence of this, if they think you’re hopeless they will look for evidence to back up this supposition! 

5. 
Dealing With Complaints as creating Good PR
I said at the beginning that ‘parental complaints fall into two categories, those where a parent has a genuine grievance (not really difficult unless you don’t care) and those who love to complain!’

Rule Number Nine: Consider dealing with complaints as creating a strategy for good PR

If we do not deal with a complaint politely, courteously or fairly, we create bad PR. The complainant will tell others (Ofsted? National Press?) and some people who were not affected will share the bad opinion of us.

If we deal with a complaint fairly, even if we do not give the complainant the outcome they expect/hope for/desire, they are more likely to accept the decision, however reluctantly.

Most people think if successful in communicating with parents then nothing goes wrong, no complaints, everyone loves you etc.

The reality is – mistakes happen, things go wrong in all schools, you will get complaints, therefore success is in managing those complaints well

Complaints desk in M & S etc.

All customer service industries have a complaints desk e.g. M & S, Tesco, IKEA etc. and they expect people to turn up there. 

We can learn from this.

Take up role – you are investigating a complaint, is it justified? 

“I’m sorry you’re unhappy, let me make sure I understand the problem”

Stay calm, ask questions, take notes (shows you are taking it seriously). Manage their feelings, don’t engage your own.

Offer to investigate if necessary (refer to earlier phrases), give a realistic time frame for getting back to them, keep to it.

Consider the legitimacy of their complaint.

If justified, apologise. Ask what outcome they hoped for, if can give it, say so, if not explain why. Never be afraid to let them take the complaint further. If you are right in your actions you have nothing to lose, all to gain and you need not engage with the complainant further (Usually in endless cycles of disagreement!)

If unjustified, what unrealistic expectation does the parent have – address that expectation. (I want him expelled….,, I want holidays, etc) explain why it is an unrealistic expectation. 

Never discuss the same complaint more than once, if they don’t accept your decision, stay calm and invite them to make a formal complaint if necessary. (“That’s only fair to both of us, the Governors will listen to us both and make a decision”.)

Rule Number Ten: Be prepared to learn from mistakes

Heathrow doesn’t investigate perfect landings but it does investigate near misses and crashes – why? To prevent them happening again!

We need to do this too. After a complaint, think about how it could have been avoided and change things that need changing.
Chistine Barry
