
DEFUSE &
DEAL

How Do  
I Deal With  

Difficult Parents?

Some parents blame teachers  
for any struggles their child  

may be having. 
 

Teachers and parents  
should work together to  

resolve the issues.
 

Making sure to point out the 
good in a child can do wonders 

to promote a great  
teacher/parent alliance. 

 
Parents and teachers should realize  

that each has the student's best  
interest at heart, not see each other  

as "the enemy" or "difficult", and work 
together to help the child succeed.
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A project of Operation Survival

Operation Survival was founded in 1988 in the 
hopes of stemming the inevitable tide of drugs 
and alcohol seeping into the community.

Operation Survival provides evidence-based 
programming in the local yeshivas and public 
schools, art programs, rap groups, positive 
alternatives, and crisis assistance to thousands 
of students each year.

The program also networks with other agencies 
to disseminate information to educators, clergy, 
social service and medical professionals, and 
community agencies.

Operation Survival is the first program to 
combat alcoholism and substance abuse in both 
the Jewish and African-American communities 
of Crown Heights, and has been credited 
with bringing the racially diverse community 
together in common cause.

Dr. Shimon Waronker, Ed.D has been credited 
with turning around one of the most violent 
schools in NYC. He has garnered two fellowships 
and a doctorate: a Cahn Fellowship at Columbia 
University’s Teachers College, and both a 
Presidential Fellowship and a Doctorate at 
Harvard University. He has also been awarded a 
Knighthood from the French Government.
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How can teachers approach parents like this? Shimon 
Waronker, EdD, experienced a situation in which a 
team of teachers was having difficulty communicating 
with a particular parent whose child was troubled, 
both academically and behaviorally, and the parent 
maintained that the situation was all the teachers’ 
faults. The parent truly believed the teachers were 
ganging up on her blameless child. 

This parent was advocating for her child, though 
not in a constructive way. It was important for the 
teachers to understand what the parent was trying 
to do. The parent was being difficult because she 
felt afraid and believed the enemy was whoever she 
perceived as attacking her child. In this situation, it is 

easy for the teacher to begin to view the parent as the 
enemy as well. As soon as this happens, there will be 
no dialogue, and no one will be in a healthy position to 
help the child. 

 

The situation will be more 
successful if the teacher does not 
view the parent as the enemy and 
instead recognizes that the parent 
is trying to look out for the best 
interests of the child. The parent 
doesn’t exactly know how to do 
that, and what they need at the 
outset is empathy.  

Yes, the child has certain behavior issues and the parent is 
not being supportive, but that’s okay. Teachers need to tell 
the parent, “We understand why you are upset. You are 
upset because you feel your child’s needs are not being 
met. We need to work together for the benefit of your 
child. Your child is struggling. We want to help. Let’s have 
a conversation about how we can help your child.” This 
language prevents the parent from seeing the situation as 
‘me versus them.’ 

If a teacher is always calling parents about 
something negative that happened with the child, 
then the entire picture they have of the teacher and 
the school is negative. Teachers should be sure to 
call the parent when there’s a breakthrough or when 
the teacher sees something nice happening with 
this child. For this reason, teachers should reach out 
to all parents as early as possible in the school year. 
It is always better if the first communication with a 
parent is something positive about their child. 

This is critical because once a teacher shows the 
parent that he or she sees the good in the child, the 
parent’s defenses go down. The parent now looks 
at the teacher as an educator who really cares for 
the child and as a potential ally. If the only time a 
parent hears from a teacher is when 
there is a negative report, 
the teacher will 
never be able to 
establish a good 
rapport with 
the parent. 

IT is essential for teachers to understand where parents are 
coming from. They are simply protecting their children 

the only way they know how. Teachers must be empathetic 
to the parent and try to work together as a team. Teachers 
should make sure they send a good report as soon as possible 
when they see the child doing something correctly. If teachers 
implement these strategies, it will be much easier for them to 
deal with “difficult” parents.

A  

t some point in a school 
year, a teacher will 

encounter a difficult parent. 
A difficult parent is someone 
who doesn’t believe or trust 
the teacher and blames the 
school for any problem their 
child is having. These parents 
believe their child is perfect 
even though the child might 
be failing academically or 
having real challenges with 
behavior. 

Based on interviews with Dr. Shimon Waronker, Ed.D, for Prevention 101 series.


