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How (and When) to Say It: 
Having Hard Conversations with Families
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Molly Pope, EdS
Early Childhood Mental Health Consultant and Parent Coach
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Hard Topics in Early Childhood: 
Can you relate? 
• A child is biting, hitting, scratching
• A child has been hit, bitten, or scratched (again!)
• Developmental delays are noted
• Repetitive behavior incidents
• Cleanliness
• Illness or parent/caregiver not following school policies
• When the child shares something about home/adults that requires follow 

up
• Playing with poop or touching themselves
• Inappropriate language 
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Our Plan for this Evening

Ø Parents & Teachers: What’s in our backpack?

Ø Relationship Building: Early and Often!

Ø Learning from others: Cultural Differences

Ø Relationship Focused Communication

Ø Preparing for your conversation

Ø The Parent Conversation Checklist
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COVID Realities: 
The Lay of the Land

Parents & Teachers: 
What’s in our backpack?

5

“The Essential Conversation”

Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot 
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What makes a conversation “hard”?

“Parent - teacher encounters are shaped 
by their own histories, experiences and 

temperament.”

-Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot 
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What’s bias got to do with it?

Let’s go to the polls!
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How our Bias Impacts Families

Ø Racial disparities in discipline in early childhood settings (e.g.
suspension, expulsion)

Ø Teachers appeared to expect challenging behaviors more from 
black children and specifically black boys. 

Ø Without family background, white teachers seemed to hold 
black children to lower behavioral expectations. In contrast, 
black teachers held black children to very high standards.
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Self-Awareness is KEY!

The Implicit Association Test 
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“Parents and teachers come together prepared 
to focus on the present and the future of the 
child but instead they feel themselves drawn 

back into their own past, visited by the ghosts of 
the parents, grandparents, siblings and former 

teachers, haunted by ancient childhood dramas.”

- Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot 
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Conferences: Teachers as Storytellers

Ø Select a story that tells a truth about the child

Ø Parents should be able to see the general in the specific

Ø This takes artistry & empiricism
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What do teachers need to do well?

Observation: see things clearly, notice the nuance of interaction, 
and read the classroom.

Record keeping and documentation: daily journal writing to 
confirm or challenge their earlier suspicions.

Listen to really hear the voices and messages of parents - to hear 
the parents’ stories of their children.
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COVID Realities: 
The Lay of the Land

Building Relationships: 
Early and Often
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Get to Know Families Early

Ø In-person / Zoom visit

Ø Intake form 

Ø Family Survey

Ø Invite families to write you a letter

Ø Open house
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Ongoing Relationship Building

Ø What events are happening in their life? 

Ø What has the child reported?

Ø Sharing parts of yourself

Ø Bringing family tokens into classroom
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COVID: Families’ Lost Experiences

Ø Job and financial insecurity

Ø Relationship status changes (divorce, separation)

Ø Grief from loss

Ø Moving house

Ø Less community involvement & experiences

Ø Less shared child rearing (babysitters, family shares/co-ops, drop offs)

Ø Less in-person grandparent and extended family visits
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Create Felt Safety 
with Children and Families
Ø Routines

Ø Clear expectations

Ø Anticipate changes to routine, heads up when possible

Ø Model and talk about flexibility

Ø Slow down (lose the urgency)

Ø Be generous with supports (visuals, role play, differentiate, peer support, bridge)

Ø Daily Time to off-load stress: movement, laughter, outside time
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Shifts in Perception:
Meeting Them Where They Are

Learning from Others: 
Cultural Differences
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Cultural Differences
“Independent” Cultural Norms
Many middle-class and white families, who largely rely on “independent” cultural norms—rooted in 
individuality, uniqueness, choice, and self-advocacy—appreciate individualized, child-centered 
feedback.

“Interdependent” Cultural Norms
Minority and low-income families, on the other hand, tend to rely on “interdependent” cultural 
norms, which value connectedness, relationships, roles, and respect for hierarchies. These families 
may be less likely to initiate or act on communication about academic issues because they view 
teachers as the academic experts who can be trusted to make the right decisions for learning.

7 Ways for Teachers to Truly Connect With Parents
Education Week — December 31, 2020
By Laura Brady, Stephanie A. Fryberg, Hazel Rose Markus, Camilla Griffiths, Jenny Yang, Perla 
Rodriguez & Laura Mannen-Martínez
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English Language Learners

Create a welcoming space
• Welcome signs in home language, maps of home country, make 

connections with other parents. 
Ways to get to know the student
• Learn to pronounce their name properly, learn a word/phrase in home 

language, spend time together
Ways to get to know the family
• Connect with them informally – share positive updates, learn about them 

with open ended questions,  give families multiple points of entry
Know your language resources
• Find out which documents are already translated, find out how to 

access to a bilingual interpreter or family liaison
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Cultural Humility = Lifelong Learning

A lifelong process of self-reflection and self-critique whereby the 
individual not only learns about another’s culture, but one starts with 

an examination of her/his own beliefs and cultural identities.

-definition from National Institutes of Health (NIH)
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Check Your Biases and Judgements

Just as there is no one right way to parent, there is no one right way to 
engage in your child’s education. Different cultures hold different 

expectations for the family’s role in education. 

• In many Latin American countries, families see the teacher as an authority figure 
and sole provider of academics.

• Some immigrant families may not know about parent-teacher conferences, 
thinking they are only for when there is a problem.
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I have yet to meet a family that is 
uninterested in the well-being 

of their child.

Juliana Urtubey, 2021 National Teacher of the Year
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\

Relationship Focused 
Communication
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What is Relationship Focused 
Communication?
Focuses on Building Trust, and Centers Relationships & Family Well-Being

Ø Show caring and compassion.

Ø Give families the benefit of the doubt. 

Ø Open multiple lines of communication.

Ø Be consistent.

Ø Build community among parents.

Ø Make communication family – centered. 
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Leading with Radical Empathy

Radical empathy is moving beyond walking in someone else’s shoes and requires taking 

actions that will not only help that person but will also improve our society. Practicing 

radical empathy can provide real change in people’s lives, but I would emphasize the 

word practicing – having empathy is different from practicing empathy. -Terri Givens

Early Childhood educators have an active role in addressing injustice by 

developing equity-based pedagogies and practices. 
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Check in: What does it mean?*

Radical Empathy?

Cultural Humility?

Positive Intent?

*don’t stress. It’s multiple choice.
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Preparing for Your 
Conversation

30
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In-Person, Phone Call, Email?

Things to Consider

Ø Will your information initiate more questions?

Ø Is body language an important part of the message – tone of voice?

Ø Is it possible for the message to be taken the wrong way?

Ø Would you be comfortable with the parent taking a screen shot of the message 

and sharing it with someone else? 
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Situations Where In-Person Is Best 
(or Zoom)
Ø Repetitive behavioral issues that you’ve already discussed but haven’t improved

Ø Bigger developmental concerns, such as a delay

Ø Conflict resolution, involving a staff member, family member or caregiver
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Be Prepared

DO Have your specific observation notes ready (what happened), 
with context (where and when)

THINK What’s your goal with this conversation? 

BE Present – this may not be your first time sharing this kind of news, 
but it may be theirs.

BRING Solutions and resources – don’t share a problem without your 
potential solutions. 
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Too often, people hear about a past 
they can’t control, not a future they 

can. 
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Parents Aren’t Early Childhood Experts

You are.
• Some parents may think hitting is “bad,” when it’s very typical for young 

children learning about their emotions and how to communicate! 
• Conversely, some parents may not take certain behaviors seriously 

enough.
• Explain your concerns in terms of developmental milestones and the 

wellbeing of all the children in your center.
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Parent Conversation 
Checklist

36
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ü Ask to Meet or Talk

Introduce yourself. Make sure you are talking with the right person. 

• Julia is fine. I was hoping for a few minutes of your time.

• This isn’t an emergency. I was wondering if you have some time to 
talk about Julia in class.

• Do you have a few minutes to talk now? Or is there a better time 
when we can talk?
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ü Start the Conversation

Calm, respectful, reassuring.

• Thanks for taking the time to talk to me.

• I’d like to share something I observed during today to get your 
take on it.

• I’d like to get your perspective so I can better understand some 
challenges I’ve observed Julia having with….
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ü Share Information

Refer to your notes. Remember your goal.

• Describe what you’ve noticed, provide context.

• Be direct, and share specific examples of the behavioral or 
academic struggles you’ve observed.

• Normalize typical behavior for age. 

• Share student strengths as well. 

• Explain what you’re already doing to try to address the 
concern.
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ü Get Input

Have no expectation, be prepared to LISTEN. 
• Is this something you’ve noticed at home, too?

• Have you and your child talked about this? Are you 
comfortable sharing with me how [student] described the 
situation?

• Is there anything else you’ve observed at home that you think 
may be related?

• Has Julia had this challenge in the past? Can you share what 
has helped?
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ü Responding with Empathy

Convey your positive intentions with your language.
• I can tell this is really important to you.

• It’s really helpful to hear your perspective.

• I appreciate your bringing this to my attention.
• It sounds like you are really thinking about what might best 

support your child.
• I’m sure ______ [situation] can be ______ [difficult, sad, 

challenging, etc.].
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ü Ask for help

Be an active listener. Trust the parent. 

• What are your thoughts on the situation?

• Are there things you do at home that might work at school?

• Are there things that you know won’t go over well that I should 
avoid?

• Is there an outside provider who works with your child that I should 
talk to?
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ü Emphasize Cooperation

We’re in this together, focused on the child.

• Use “we” instead of “you” or ”I” whenever possible

• Your ideal solution may not work for the parents right now. That’s OK

• Focus on improvement, not perfection.

43

ü Finish the Conversation

Be clear about next steps as you end the conversation.
• Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. As we discussed, I’m going 

to [confirm next steps you agreed on].

• I’m glad we’re able to work together to support Julia. So, at home, you’ll 
[summarize discussed strategies] and at school, I’m going to [summarize].

• I feel like this was a good start. I’ll speak with [any additional staff], and 
we’ll set up a time to continue this conversation.

• Thank you for your time. Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you think 
of anything else.
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Stay In Touch with the Family

• Send parents a written message with the plan you developed 
together. 

• Remind parents that you are open to further communication 
with them, as well as available to answer follow up questions.

• Share progress updates as they occur. Include photos, videos 
or written updates where appropriate. 
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References
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thank you!
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