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By Jim Dillon
Has this ever happened to you? It's 5:00 pm and you are packing up to 

go home after an exhausting day. Your secretary has left and the phone 

rings. You debate whether to answer it but do so. On the other end of 

the line is the angry voice of a parent. You take a deep breath and brace 

yourself for a stream of emotional words about something someone in 

your school either did or didn't do. As you regret picking up the phone, 

you mentally put this complaint into a familiar category: their child was 

bullied, the teacher/coach was unfair or mean, etc.  
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in productive conversations and what 
ones fail to do so. Learning to listen 
and communicate more effectively 
is an acquired skill that requires an 
investment of time, and, if necessary, 
rehearsals and role-playing with 
colleagues.  
 If school administrators question 
the value of improving their 
communication skills, they should 
review research from the medical 
profession. The amount of malpractice 
ligation against doctors has little to do 
with their competence and more with 
how they communicate with patients. 
Malcolm Gladwell summarized the 
research: "But in the end it comes down 
to a matter of respect, and the simplest 
way that respect is communicated is 
through tone of voice." Therefore, as 
much as school administrators might be 
feeling and thinking that a complaint 
is a nuisance and the parent is off base, 
they must convey that the phone call is 

welcomed, appreciated, 
and that the parent is 
respected. This takes 
practice and it starts by 
learning to say "thank 
you" for receiving a 
complaint – the very 
last thing they want at 
the end of the day.

T : THANK THEM 
FOR CALLING. 

 There are three 
legitimate reasons for 
thanking parents for 
their complaint: 

1. Thanks for caring enough to call: 
Even the most critical complaint 
is driven by the parents' desire to 
make things better for their child 
and to correct what they think is 
a problem in the school. School 
administrators who initially 
respond with a thank-you 
immediately reframe a negative 
situation into a positive one; that 
is, they turn a problem into an 
opportunity. 

  Parents often expect resistance 
and are prepared to fight a 
school administrator who has 
the authority and responsibility 
to protect their child. Thanking 
parents for their phone call can 

You also realize that your investiga-
tion into the complaint must wait until 
the next day when most of the people 
involved will either have forgotten what 
happened or have fuzzy recollections. 
When the parent finally finishes, even 
though you are tired and doubtful about 
the accuracy of what you have heard, 
you now must respond.  Unfortunately, 
however, this initial response will in-
stantaneously make all of the difference 
between the situation getting better or 
worse, regardless of the content of the 
complaint.
 Knowing how crucial a school 
administrator's response is to parental 
complaints and how easy it is to be mis-
interpreted, I have tried to condense my 
advice, based on forty years of experi-
ence, into a short and memorable phrase 
that can fit on an index card that can be 
placed near a desk phone. Regardless 
of who is on the other end of the line 
or the nature of the complaint, school 

administrators would be wise to always 
"practice TEA time" with parents. 
 Let's unpack each component of my 
advice:
Practice: Effective school administrators 
have developed the discipline that 
allows them to respond in a way 
that overrides reactions that would, 
otherwise, be unduly influenced by 
fatigue and events earlier in the day.  
These administrators have developed 
the discipline to respond rather than just 
react to what is said to them.  How do 
they acquire this discipline? Practice.
 Practice means not leaving 
communication to chance. School 
leaders should invest time in learning 
about what strategies engage people 

defuse a potentially contentious 
exchange with them. Once 
parents realize that they don't 
have to fight, they are more 
likely to settle down and share 
a clearer and more accurate 
description of the content of 
their complaint.

 2. Thanks for the trust they have 
in the school: Underlying even 
the most negative complaint is 
a tacit trust that the school cares 
and will try to resolve the prob-
lem.  If parents thought calling 
the school wouldn't do any 
good, they probably wouldn't 
call.  School administrators who 
recognize and affirm this trust 
underscore the importance of 
parents and school staff working 
together in good faith to solve 
the problem. 

3. Thanks for helping school 
administrators do their job: This 
type of thank-you recognizes 
the reality that a school 
administrator cannot do it alone. 
Without that explicit statement, 
parents might expect school 
administrators to snap their 
fingers and fix any problem in 
the school.   

  School administrators 
need information from many 
sources to assess and address 
problems. When they thank 
parents for bringing an issue to 
their attention, they are in effect 
saying, "Let's be a team and 
work together on this problem."  
A school administrator can also 
simply state, "I need your help 
to help your child." Reiterating 
gratitude at the end of every 
conversation by saying, "Thanks 
again for calling," ensures that it 
will be remembered in a positive 
light.

E: EMPATHIZE WITH THEM
 Empathizing is not agreeing. Too 
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 Giving undivided time and 
attention to parents is the best way 
to demonstrate caring and concern 
about their child. Parents also need 
the certainty of when to  expect a 
return phone call. A twenty-four-
hour rule of getting back to parents 
is highly recommended. School 
administrators, even if the investigation 
is not complete, can brief parents on 
what they have done and still need 
to do. Within a week following the 
completion of the investigation, school 
administrators should provide parents 
with a written summary of all actions 
that the school has taken in response to 
the complaint.
 When parents know that school 
administrators care about their child 
and are committed to keeping students 
safe, they are more likely to understand 
and support the outcome and more 
importantly have continued confidence 
in their school.   
 School administrators who 
"practice TEA time" don't need to 
say "trust me" to parents, because 
everything they say and do makes them 
trustworthy.
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doesn't meet 
the parents’ 

expectation.
 Asking this outcome 

question is especially important 
when the complaint is about 

bullying. 
Without 
explor-

ing outcomes ahead of time, 
parents might assume that the 
only adequate 

solution is to 
severely punish the student who 
they know for certain bullied 
their child. Since punishing the 
student accused of bullying 
requires evidence that is difficult 
to obtain, school administrators, 
therefore, face very limited op-
tions in meeting parental expec-
tations. However, if parents state 
that they want the bullying to 
stop and for their child to be safe 
in school, administrators have 
much more latitude in achieving 
those outcomes. 

often school leaders start to 
question or take issue with the 
content of the complaint and 
fail to respond to the emotion 
that the parent is experiencing.  
Parents by their nature have to 
be emotional about their child; 
if they aren't, who is? School 
administrators should "listen" 
to the emotion, leaving the 
content of the complaint on the 
back burner, until parents feel 
that they are heard and understood. 
Parents need to know without 
doubt that the school cares about 
their child. Listening with empathy 
is the best way to manifest caring.
 Many school administrators 
discount a complaint because parents 
are emotional and not rational. 
Although a torrent of emotion can bury 
a nugget of truth in the complaint,  
simple statements like "I can hear how 
upsetting this is to you" or "If I was in 
your shoes I would probably be upset 
too" help parents settle down and 
share the content of their complaint in 
a clearer and hopefully more accurate 
way.

A: ACKNOWLEDGE/ASK

 It is easy for school administra-
tors to forget that from the parents' 
perspective they are in a one-up 
position. School administrators who 
acknowledge that it is difficult to call 
school affirm parents and reduce their 
anxiety. School administrators should 
also acknowledge their commitment to 
taking the complaint seriously while 
also explaining the potential difficulty 
involved in investigating it.
 These acknowledgments set the 
stage for asking a very important 
question that should guide follow-up 
actions and communications: "What 
outcome would you like to see for your 
child?" School leaders might forget to 
ask this question because it appears 
too obvious: of course, parents want 
the problem to be resolved in their 
favor. The problem with not asking this 
question is that parents might not have 
had the opportunity to think about the 
outcome they want or could have an 
unrealistic outcome in mind. It is al-
ways preferable to discuss and explore 
possible outcomes ahead of time, rather 
than arguing afterward if the outcome 

Time:
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