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Introduction

I

started teaching in the seventies and later became a principal. My background
was not only in education but also in psychology. I like to think of myself
as a “reasonable” person, and I assumed that the parents of my students
would also be reasonable people. While I had many parents who were wonderful, those first years were made doubly tough by having to learn how to
handle parents who were often unreasonable. I can still remember the first
hard-to-handle parent, Mrs. Walter.* She had five children in the school. All
of the children came in each day looking like they needed a bath. Their
clothing was often tattered and filthy, and they had body odors that made
the other students not want to sit next to them. Mrs. Walter would bring
them to school sometimes early and sometimes late, but rarely on time.
There was no school bus in those days to come and pick the children up
after school, and many times, Mrs. Walter showed up late to pick up her
children. When she wanted something, she would just barge in demanding
whatever it was that was her latest request. I tried speaking to her over and
over again, resolving each time that I would find a way to get through to
her. Each time I failed! Eventually, she moved, but other parents came with
other problems that took her place. I thought my background in psychology working in a mental hospital had prepared me for handling any kind
of situation with difficult people, but it had not! I soon found out that parents were totally different. They had a major investment—their children’s
futures—and while some parents acted like they didn’t care, others wanted
to protect that investment and “stay on top of things.”
I had no idea how to build a parent team so that they would want to
cooperate. I had no clue on how to talk so they would listen. I didn’t know
how to assert myself and stand up for what was important. It took years
and years of both practice and extensive education to acquire the skills to
talk to parents so they listen, to build powerful partnerships with parents,
and to create an atmosphere that was parent friendly. That is what this
book is about. The skills you will learn in this book will help you handle not
only difficult parents but all difficult people. You will learn how to prevent
hard-to-handle situations before they even develop, how to handle
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difficult parents and situations with ease, how to listen so parents tell you
what is really going on, how to talk to parents so they listen to you, how
to hold effective conferences that will help prevent problems before they
happen, how to build cooperative partnerships with parents, and how to
reach difficult parents and turn them from hard-to-handle to easy-tohandle.
*Name changed.

© 2010 Hawker Brownlow Education • CO3339

How to Handle the Hard-to-Handle Parent • 43

3. Set a Mutually Agreed-Upon Goal
Begin the meeting by setting a positive goal for the meeting. This is
very important because it ensures that both of you want the same
outcome for the child. It identifies something that both you and the parent
have in common (Wherry, 2008).
Mrs. Peterson:

I would like to set a goal for this meeting today, and that by time you leave,
we have a plan for Cody, and we are both happy with the plan. Is that okay
with you?

Mrs. Hodges:

Yes, that sounds fine.

When you set a goal, it shows that you and the parent agree on an outcome you both want. It automatically sets you both up as teammates working toward a common goal. Best of all, it helps to diffuse angry feelings
because parents can see that you want the same outcome for their children.
4. Set a Time Boundary
Some parents will talk and talk and talk. It is important to set a
boundary at the beginning of the meeting so that the parent knows how
long you are available to talk. I like to have a small clock on the table as a
reminder of the passing time.
Mrs. Peterson:

My tutoring class begins in forty minutes, so I can devote the next thirty
minutes to you. I hope that is all right. I will keep track and tell you when
we have ten minutes left.

Mrs. Hodges:

(Nods head that it is OK.)

5. Listen
Listening is a critical component. Many people know how to talk, but
few know how to really listen. I have developed a process for listening that
I call power listening. It is so important that I am devoting an entire chapter to it later in this book. For now, it is important to know four key components you need to use.
1. Take notes
2. Listen without interrupting
3. Nod your head
4. Summarize what you have heard
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