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a parent's GUIDE 
TO INTERNeT USE

1300 737 060

Please remember...
•	 The	cyber	world	is	an	exciting	and	safe	world!		

It’s	how	people	use	it	that	creates	issues.
•	 Children	are	still	developing	real	life	skills	and	

mature	instincts.	Guidance	will	help	them	make	
sound	choices	and	identify	'red	flags'.

•	 Technology	will	always	change	but,	household	rules	
and	protective	practices	can	help	to	positively		
guide	children.

•	 Online	dangers	are	real.	It’s	important	to	educate	
children	on	what	these	are	and	how	to	respond	
when	they	occur.

•	 Always	consider	the	potential	risks	when	deciding	
what	programs	your	children	should	use.

•	 It’s	the	parent’s	responsibility	to	put	restrictions	
on	a	child’s	access	to	technology,	devices	and	
internet	use	outside	of	school	boundaries.

•	 Rules	and	boundaries	won’t	necessarily	stop		
children	using	technology	but	will	help	to	teach	
them	to	use	it	responsibly.

•	 Online	risks	aren’t	about	technology	–	it’s		
about	people!

A Parent's Guide to Internet use

•	 Using	technology	that	can	monitor	and	filter	online	
content	is	a	right	of	the	parent.	

•	 Every	time	a	child	logs	on	to	the	internet,	they	have	
access	to	everything	the	adult	world	has	to	offer.

•	 Whatever	a	child	puts	on	the	internet	-	whether	it	
be	via	social	media,	chat	forums	or	anything	else	
-	make	them	aware	that	parents,	principals	and	
everyone	else	can	probably	access	it!

For	more	information	about	cyber	safety,	contact		
The	Office	of	the	Children’s	eSafety	Commissioner.

To	find	out	more	about	how	CyberHound	provides	
innovative,	school-focused	solutions	to	over	400	
schools	in	Australia	and	overseas,	please	visit		
www.cyberhound.com	or	call	1300	737	060.

5 TIPS FOR PARENTS To HELP GUIDE A CHILD'S  
ONLINE DEVELOPMENT AND HELP KEEP THEM SAFE ONLINE:

1. Try to keep lines of communication open with your child
2. Consider monitoring and filtering software to help protect your child from online dangers
3. Take interest and have active involvement with your child’s internet use
4. Take control of the internet and devices
5. Have firm guidelines, rules and consequences around device and internet use

The cyber world will never be completely predictable or controllable - just like the real world!  
Parents can help minimise potential risks to children when they use the internet.



 Introduction // Julie Podbury & Sharron Healy

T he family-school partnership is an incredibly powerful 
relationship that can help students achieve some 
amazing results, not just academically but also socially. 
The benefits to the school are also enormous. An 
engaged school community is the best marketing tool 

any school can have. And while a great family-school partnership 
is what parents, principals and teachers want, it is not always 
easy to achieve. 

Like any important relationship, it takes a lot of 
work to establish and maintain it; sometimes 
it takes compromise. But compromising, and 
seeing the other person’s point of view, can be 
difficult when emotions are involved. Whether 
it is our emotions as a parent, wanting to 
protect our child, or as a teaching professional, 
where our expertise is being called into doubt, 
sometimes it can be very difficult to take a step 
back and see the bigger picture. 

That is why it is so vital to try to achieve a solid 
family-school partnership from day one. If parents 
and principals (and teachers) can have a mutually respectful 
relationship in place, then it is much easier to work through the 
tough times together, when they occur. 

The school (principal and teachers) and the parents want 
exactly the same thing for their child; the best possible outcomes 
in every aspect of the child’s life, not simply their academic life. 
There will be times in every student’s life when issues occur at 
school. How we approach the school as parents, and how the 
school or principal responds, has a huge impact on rectifying  
the issue. 

With an already respectful relationship in place, we are each 
more able to see the other person’s point of view, and to consider 
that when making our next move. If we can talk a problem 
through, each compromise a little and find the solution together 
it is much better than having the issue escalate out of control. 
It saves a lot of stress and anguish for all the parties involved. 
But most of all, it means we will all be doing the best thing in the 
interest of the student, and that, after all, is what we all want.

The majority of parents work with the school as partners in 
their child’s education. They involve themselves, they listen and 
they read material provided to them, and, when unsure, ask 

All players want 
the same thing, and 

that is the best possible 
outcome for the young 

people at the centre of the 
educational institutes 

involved.

Working together for the child’s best interests is what everybody wants.

THE IMPORTANCE  
OF RELATIONSHIPS

questions. However, at times things go wrong in a small number 
of cases, and when they do they seem to go spectacularly wrong. 
This can be caused by a parent making seemingly unreasonable 
demands of the school, or by a school not listening or being rigid 
in its approach to the administration of the school.

It can be so damaging, for the child in particular, when disputes 
happen between the school and the home. The ultimate 

consequences that emerge from these difficulties are 
at times, unbelievable. Careers are ruined, and 

untold psychological damage done to children, 
parents, teachers and members of school 

leadership teams. It is for that reason the 
Australian Principals Federation (APF) and 
Parents Victoria (PV) have been determined  
to collaborate on a project that aims to 
prevent, or provide early intervention in  

such matters.
This resource contains ideas that have worked 

successfully in many different school communities 
and have sown the seeds for friendships and positive 

relationships within which such explosive events might 
never occur. The APF and PV have contributed to this material 
and welcome further ideas at any time, so that this becomes a 
repository for best practice into the future. We want parents to 
be able to see the school’s side of issues and for schools to be 
able to see the parent’s side of issues. We have also included 
information about how to access Parent Guides to Drugs, Social 
Media and Sex, something we consider to be a vital part of the 
toolkit for parents in this very challenging society in which we 
live. We are very grateful to Cyberhound (Tony Dempsey) and 
Parent Guides (Eileen Berry) for the support they have provided 
in the production of this important resource.

The most important thing to remember is this: all players  
want the same thing, and that is the best possible outcome  
for the young people at the centre of the educational  
institutions involved.

Julie Podbury  
President 
Victorian Branch 
Australian Principals Federation

Australian Principals Federation, Parents Victoria and partners  
www.apf.net.au // www.parentsvictoria.asn.au // cyberhound.com // parentguides.com.au

Sharron Healy  
President  
Parents Victoria

Cover photo iStock. All other photo’s  
are iStock unless credited otherwise.
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// Gail McHardy is the executive officer of Parents Victoria and has long been one of Victoria’s leading advocates for parents of students  
in Victorian government schools. gmchardy@pvexec.com 
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THE SAME COIN
Parents Victoria viewpoint by GAIL McHARDY.

S ince 1925, Parents Victoria has provided public school 
parents with a voice, presenting an organised parent’s 
perspective to state and federal governments, 
educational bureaucracies and institutions, 
community organisations and media. The organisation 

is made up of parent groups from government schools and 
individual parents. We provide an ongoing forum for 
the discussion, development and representation 
of parent views on the wide range of issues 
relating to children’s education and their 
welfare. Parents Victoria is actively 
advocating and advancing the 
agenda on positive parent-school 
partnerships. 

Parents Victoria is contacted 
by parents and principals seeking 
support and assistance. In some 
instances, the relationship may 
be already fractured or have even 
broken down between the family and 
school. Sometimes school leaders just 
need a parent organisation like ours to 
facilitate a conversation between both 
parties to seek a solution or just clarify the 
issues (parent to parent).

Some of these situations can relate to ‘shared 
parental responsibility’, and for schools navigating and applying 
Department of Education and Training (DET) policy in this area 
it can be problematic. “Parents Victoria is well aware there are 
always two sides to the story: hyper sensitivity from both sides; 
high emotion; mixed messaging and misunderstandings from 
both sides.”

Looking through a parent’s lens, a parent expects to be treated 
equally and have the same access to their son or daughter’s 
educational journey as any other parent in the school. Unless 
the Family Court has ruled otherwise, there is a reasonable 

expectation by both parents that they will receive information 
accordingly and equally, and be treated fairly by school personnel 
when it relates to their child or children. 

PV urges schools to consider who on staff is best suited to liaise 
with family members and, if needed, who would make the parent 
feel at ease when a difficult conversation has to be had. Consider:

•  Has the school provided information before the 
conversation?

•   Has the school provided a couple of options 
on how and when to have the conversation 

and are those options at a reasonable time 
and accessible to both parties?
•  When a new family enrols, does the 
school ask the parents how they wish 
to communicate and explain that this 
information needs to be updated 
each school year? 
•  When a challenge has occurred 

does your school do a follow-up 
communication a few months later as 

a “check-in” on how the student/family 
are tracking?
Relationship building can be more 

challenging with some families, so engaging 
the student on how this will best work for his or 

her family is imperative. 
It is often said the success of family engagement is reliant upon 

parental school experiences. Parents Victoria would strongly 
advocate that schools need to consider how they set up the 
relationship opportunities for parents from their first interaction 
with the school. Set the tone in a positive manner from the 
beginning and make sure you know your community. Don’t be 
afraid to engage external agencies for support when necessary 
and, if able, fund a parent liaison officer in your school to foster 
family-friendly practices. Consider too, the role a parent club can 
play in engaging school community members.

TWO SIDES OF

4 www.apf.net.au



// Julie Podbury is president of the APF and a former principal of Brighton Secondary College (1996-2015). JPodbury@apf.net.au
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S chools try to tread very carefully when they need to 
deal with children from broken or breaking families. 
Schools are conscious that they are often dealing  
with wounded children and adults. While the child  
is the person they are most interested in, it can  

be about parents trying to win points against each other  
or trying to demonstrate to the school that they are the 
most responsible and sensible parent. All too rarely 
are schools dealing with parents who are  
not competing to win over the child or 
the school. 

Sometimes the school isn’t made 
aware of important information and 
can appear callous in some of their 
actions, such as cancelling meetings 
at the last minute because a key staff 
member is ill. This might seem as if 
it is no big deal, but if a parent has 
driven two hours to get to the school, 
because they are relocating, it can be 
infuriating to them.

In big schools, it is unusual for the 
principal to be involved in an enrolment. 
They have leading teachers, year level  
co-ordinators or registrars, who are more familiar 
with the timetable details, class vacancies, and the best 
student grouping that would suit. Parents often require a meeting 
with the principal before an enrolment and, while some try to 
meet this request, often it will be a waste of valuable time that 
can be spent with those who will more directly deal with the child.

Gail McHardy’s advice is very valuable. The additional advice 
the APF would offer to parents is:
•  Be honest about the family circumstances in relation to the 

child or children. Sometimes vital information is not provided, 

Australian Principals Federation viewpoint by JULIE PODBURY.

particularly about learning or medical problems.
•  It is often better to divulge difficult information out of the 

earshot of the child.
•  If court orders are pertinent then provide a copy to the school 

when enrolling.
•  If the arrangements or orders change, let the school know as 

soon as possible.
•   If absolutely no access is to be made and there 

are concerns for the safety of the child, there 
may be a need to provide photographs to 

the school and alert local police of any 
risks. 
•   Make it very clear to the school 

what your interpretation of that 
order means in terms of seeing the 
child, collecting them from school, 
provision of reports and newsletters 
and notices.

• If the children live in two homes, 
ensure they have a list of the items 

they need to move from home to home, 
or try to provide duplicates if that suits 

everyone better.
• If children do live in two homes, please 

provide information to the alternative parent as 
well as the school when the child is going on a camp or 

excursion, when arrangements change or the child is ill and not 
attending school.
•   If the child has a problem at school, try to work together to 

solve the problem with the school. Start by informing the class 
or form teacher or year-level coordinator about the issue. 
Putting your complaint in writing and sending it by email  
can often speed up the process of dealing with the matter  
at hand.

5www.parentsvictoria.asn.au



1. STOP
Identify where assumptions and fixed beliefs might be having  
a negative impact on your work.

2. THINK WELL
Assume positive intent first (mistake rather than malice; 
positive intent rather than harm; lack of clarity rather than 
withholding information). Most assumptions arise simply by 
not having the right conversations rather than being driven by 
any Machiavellian agenda.

3. ASK
Simply asking clarifying questions that can lead to a deeper 
understanding.
Questions for greater clarity:
1 /  I’m keen to make sure that we are on the same page.  

Can we discuss in greater detail what you are needing  
from this?

2 / What specifically would this look like?
3 / What do we all mean when we say ... ?
4 / Is this what you mean?
5 / Can you clarify for me what you mean by the term ... ?
6 / What exactly would you expect from me/us in this process?
7 / Do you mind if I test out my assumptions with you?

LADDER OF INFERENCE
Professor Chris Argyris (1923-2013), former Professor  
at Harvard Business School and Yale University, identifies  

how humans come to their beliefs via assumptions  
in his model The Ladder of Inference. 
The ladder journey travels like this:
•  I OBSERVE data (see, hear, feel)
•  I SELECT data from what I observe
•  I add MEANING (cultural, personal, cognitive)
•  I make ASSUMPTIONS based on my meanings
•  I draw CONCLUSIONS
•  I adopt BELIEFS about the world
•  I BEHAVE accordingly

This ladder often occurs in the blink of an eye. It is also 
something that drives our behaviour throughout the day. 
Imagine heading out to work in the morning. You step outside 
and observe the grey clouds, that it is June and so draw a very 
quick conclusion that grabbing your umbrella would be a wise 
decision – and behave accordingly.

Or a team member says to the team: “We need to ensure 
we make this a high-quality report”. No further clarification is 
made. A new team member goes about doing that and behaves 
accordingly, basing their work on their assumption of what high 
quality looks like to them. This team member is missing some 
vital data at the base of the ladder – what her/ his new team 
identifies as the criteria for high quality. 

This ladder can also lead us to fixed beliefs that mean we 
can get caught in what Professor Argyris calls “The Reflexive 
Loop”, which we means we can ONLY seek the data that 
confirms our belief. 

What ASSumptions are railroading you?

When you assume, you risk making an ass 
out of you and me, writes TRACEY EZARD. 

ASSUMPTIONS –  
LESS ASS, MORE ASK

// Tracey Ezard is a collaboration and learning expert who works with organisations and leaders to get ahead through engagement, 
authentic collaboration and dialogue. tracey@traceyezard.com

Most 
assumptions 

arise simply by not 
having the right 
conversations.

I f we dig down under the layers of misunderstandings, 
there usually lies a big mess of assumptions and 
erroneous beliefs. Something challenging 

happens with a team member and we can assume 
the worst. We see the world with our own map, 
filling in any details we are not sure about by 
our own meaning and conclusions. This can be 
dangerous territory for leaders and teams. Lack 
of clarity and understanding can mean we barge 
straight into dialogue that is driven by  
sketchy information at best.

Basing our assumptions about a situation on little bites of 
information can lead to firmly held and potentially damaging 
beliefs. Sometimes we head into conversations simply to tell 

people what we believe and what they need to do about it.  
If we are on one track of belief and heading for one outcome,  
the conversation can turn for the worse very quickly.  
Instead of having an exploratory conversation to get more  
insight and information, we storm in on our high horse with 

major assumptions and judgments driving the very  
one-way conversation.

Assuming we’ve got it right, that we know what 
people mean and that their perspective must be 
the same as ours are all recipe for disaster. In fact, 
it makes us look pretty ‘ass-like’ if we launch into a 
tell-and-yell situation based on flimsy snippets of 

information that are driving our behaviour. 
We need to railroad those assumptions on to a 

more useful track – one that explores the situation and 
displays a willingness to being open to influence. Then we can 

gain far better insights and understanding on which to base our 
beliefs. We also set up a partnership conversation rather than a 
hierarchical one creating a space of curiosity. Less ASS, More ASK. 

// TIPS FOR TESTING ASSUMPTIONS

6 www.apf.net.au



Parents treated with respect and honesty can become your greatest 
supporters, write LEANNE McCURDY and GAIL McHARDY.

THROUGH A  
 PARENT’S LENS
S chools that can be open to the ideas and willingness of 

parents will reap the benefits. We encourage schools and 
their leaders to be open to various forums (traditional 

and non-traditional) of engagement at school. These include 
the parent association/clubs, parent ambassador roles to 
encourage other parents into the school or to assist more 
culturally diverse families, parents on the school council, parents 
on subcommittees or working project groups or classroom 
representatives. These are all great examples of how a school can 
do frequent temperature checks on how their home and school 
partnerships are tracking. Family engagement opportunities  
are endless, you just have to be proactive in knowing your current 
school community and trialling various ideas to see  
what works best.

We are aware of a principal who says: “If you have  
your parents on board that’s a huge number of advocates 
for your school!”

Parents Victoria encourages schools/leaders to use 
Department of Education and Training (DET) policy information 
when communicating and responding back to parents. It has 
come to our attention that parents become frustrated if they 
can see a policy is not being followed by their school. DET’s 
website information and external support agencies encourage 
parents to be well informed regarding policy. The internet gives 
great access to guidelines and policies that once were buried in 
manuals and loose-leaf folders. Parents become suspicious and 
untrusting if they can see policy and practice don’t match. They 
come to Parents Victoria to source information and for policy  

Communicate.  
It will save time  
in the long run.  

interpretation, which is a key role for the organisation. Parents 
Victoria encourages parents to use policy to have informed and 
meaningful discussion with their school.

The organisation is aware that parent enthusiasm might appear 
overwhelming to schools at times. So what are the best ways to use 
or accept that enthusiasm when daily life at a school is incredibly 
busy? Parents Victoria would encourage schools/leaders to, above 
all, communicate. It will save time in the long run.  
•  Make time to respond. If you don’t have the answers at the 

time, say so. 
•  Delegate if necessary, but make sure this person has been  

well briefed before speaking with the parent/carer directly  
to reduce any further anxiety or angst.

•   Pick up the phone or send an email to acknowledge a parent 
question, request, idea or suggestion. 

•  Be clear in your communications. Say you need time, if 
required, to investigate or to seek further advice from the 
department or an external agency.

•  Don’t forget to advise the next steps (i.e. an agreed timeline) 
so parents feel they have been heard and their feedback or 
concern has been received and noted.

•   If your response needs to be negative, explain why.
Parents Victoria notes that many problems and complaints 

arise when communication has been bad or non-existent. On the 
whole, parents appreciate honesty. 

Find out more at // www.education.vic.gov.au/school/principals/
spag/pages/spag.aspx

7www.parentsvictoria.asn.au
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This book is a must read for all parents and educators, says reviewer JULIE PODBURY.

EDUCATING  RUBY
T his is one of the most significant books of our time for 

educators and parents alike. This book, researched and 
written by Professors Guy Claxton and Bill Lucas, brings 

together the best work of educational experts over the last 
decade or more. It provides a sift and sort of what has been 
previously presented as to how education should be framed up 
and delivered, presenting a very readable and easily understood 
analysis of what has happened, what has not worked, what has 
changed in society and the workplace. It calls for a radical rethink 
on what we do to kids in our schools and school systems.  
Sir Ken Robinson rightly describes this book as “a  
powerful, heartfelt and expert analysis of what’s  
going wrong in the education of our children and 
how to put it right”.

As Professor Tanya Byron states so 
eloquently in her foreword to the book:  
“To thrive in the 21st century, it is not enough 
to leave school with a clutch of examination 
certificates. Students need to have learned 

“As a parent, what 
matters most to me is 
that my daughter feels 

good about who she is, 
come what may.”

 // Educating Ruby by Professors Guy Claxton and Bill Lucas

how to be tenacious and resourceful, imaginative and logical,  
self-disciplined and self-aware, collaborative and inquisitive.” 

Octavius Black, a parent and CEO of Mind Gym and Parent 
Gym, beautifully expresses what we educators know but may 
at times be so overwhelmed by “the job” that we forget. “Our 
nation’s leaders are responsible for building a workforce with the 
skills to secure good jobs and maintain prosperity for our nations. 
As a citizen I expect nothing less. But, as a parent, what matters 
most to me is that my daughter feels good about who she is, 
come what may: that she is psychologically healthy and robust. 
The primary duty for that falls with us, her parents. The science 

shows emphatically that how we talk with, respond to, 
set boundaries for and play alongside our children 

has the greatest impact on their emotional and 
psychological well-being. This responsibility we 

can all embrace.”
Professor Black also believes that … to 

help his daughter develop the traits she will 
need, schools need ideas, support and a bit 
of pressure. If we want to give our sons and 

daughters the best chance in life we need to 
work with their schools, principals and teachers. 
There is so much sanity, well-communicated 

rationale and evidence in this book about what 
education must become. It is an education bible for all 

educators and parents. If I was still in my role as a school 
principal, then I would be communicating this information to 
my parent body, bit by bit in our newsletter. It is something that 
school heads should do to help parents understand the work we 
do and the changes we make in schools. Bring them on board 
by informing them and ensuring they are partners in what is 
occurring in their child’s school. Newsletters should be more 
about the pedagogical journey of the children in their school, and 
less about uniform, attendance and where you should be parking 
when collecting the children from school.

This book is based largely on the UK situation, with some 
Australian examples dotted throughout. However, most 
importantly it is a call to action to make education relevant, 
purposeful, interesting with a capacity to develop the child’s 
character and real-world learning to ensure the development of 
confidence, curiosity, collaboration, communication, creativity, 
commitment and craftsmanship. Professor Byron rightly claims: 
“We can’t wait for the politicians and policy makers – they will 
always do too little, too late.” School principals and parents 
together must “help each other to regenerate what goes on in 
school via an alliance and a quiet revolution”.

8 www.apf.net.au



MINDSET OF CRUCIAL 
CONVERSATIONS

We need 
to drop our 

addiction to being 
right.

D eep and authentic conversations are key to building 
strong relationships that can talk through the tough stuff. 
Discussions that honour opinions and seek to understand 

each other better help us to achieve outcomes that support 
the most important reason for having them – the welfare and 
education of our children and students.

Unfortunately, things don’t always run smoothly when we 
are passionate about our point of view. This can mean we come 
to conversations determined not to move an inch on our own 
perspective but expect the other person to change their view 
completely to ours.

DROP THE NEED TO BE RIGHT
We’re addicted to being right. It’s in our DNA, a driving force in 
our thirst to learn and to achieve success. Our brains give us a 
rush of dopamine when we are right – “See!” our brain shouts 
out as it provides us with a surge of the feel-good chemical – “I’m 
right and it feels GOOD!” If we have got into a strong pattern of 
receiving this rush, we can also experience strong feelings of 
frustration and even anger when we don’t get it.

The trouble is that when our need to be right overrides 
everyone else’s, we head into territory that is about 
win at all costs and is detrimental on many levels to 
trust, collaboration and partnership. It is the killer 
to people feeling that talking with us is worth it – 
why try to talk with someone who always thinks 
they are right? It ends up being a very  
one-way street and we either shy away from having 
the interaction or go in with a defensive approach, 
expecting an argument. 

If we are truly committed to working together, we need 
to drop our addiction to being right. We need real dialogue that 
dives into the diversity of thought in the room and explores it 
rather than shuts it down. The more we can self-regulate our 
need to be right, the more we can recode our brain to have 
different responses. We lose the fears of losing power, looking 
stupid and failing. We can teach our brain to find other ways 
to get our “hit” of feel-good chemicals through things such as 
connection, creating something new, building trust, valuing 
others and learning new ways to solve problems.

It also means that other people in the conversation are feeling 
better themselves – the culture becomes one where opinions 
count and people are valued. The dialogue becomes one of 
authenticity rather than power. New ways of looking at a problem 
are opened up and we are able to see the world from someone 
else’s perspective. Most of all, we build a culture of trust, and 
when we have that, anything is possible.

If you know that your need to be right can sometimes override 
your brain and the way you behave, here are some suggestions 
for next time the “need to be right” rises strongly. 

Here are a few steps that can teach your brain to step into  
a space of trust, collaboration and creation:

PAUSE 
Take an inward breath and increase your awareness of what is 
happening in your brain and body. Consciously awaken your 
awareness of how your drive to be right might be “hijacking”  
the way that you are interacting and thinking.

OPEN
Visualise an image that represents your mind opening to take  
on new learning.

LISTEN
Focus and be present to the others in the room and their 
perspectives.

CHALLENGE
 Push yourself to challenge your own thinking and judgments 
– “What if there is another way to look at this? Am I limiting the 

possibilities here? What do others think, feel and believe 
about this? What if I’m not right?”

ASK
Artful questions allow you to be curious and explore 
the thinking and perspectives of the other person, 
and your own: “Tell me more. What does that look 

like to you? I’m interested in finding more about 
what you think there ...”. ”Can I share with you my 

perspective?”
Collaborative and partnering environments are not win/lose 

or win/win. They are a gain for everyone – especially the students 
and children we are focused on.

The need to be right can kill reason, writes TRACEY EZARD.

9www.parentsvictoria.asn.au



Work together, not against each other, writes MARK ARKINSTALL.

Taking the time to 
really listen to parents 

is crucial in building 
a successful working 

partnership.

T eachers and parents both want the best for their children, 
but sometimes they go about it differently, and that can 
create misunderstandings and conflict. Here are some  

tips to help avoid this.

REMEMBER THAT PARENTS LOVE THEIR KIDS; BE 
RESPECTFUL
Parents love their children deeply, even if some don’t show it in 
the form of good parenting. Hearing criticism of someone you 
love deeply from someone you barely know can be extremely 
hurtful and unpleasant. The natural reaction is to fight 
back. Parents have an extraordinarily well-developed 
ability to take criticism of their child personally.

When dealing with difficult situations or really 
difficult parents, I often began the conversation 
by asking for their help in supporting their 
child to do their best at school. At all times be 
respectful. It will be hugely appreciated and 
make your life much easier.

NOT ALL PARENTS ARE THE SAME
Many parents have wonderful memories of school 
life and returning as a parent is seen very positively. These 
people view the school as a wonderful opportunity for their own 
child and are looking forward to being involved. Others had quite 
negative educational experiences and have a deep mistrust of 
authority figures. These people are quite anxious when they enter 
the school and are ready to defend their children. Smile when 
meeting them, thank them for coming and reassure them that you 
are both on the same side in wanting the best for their child. Be 
careful to avoid any comments that may be misconstrued as you 
not liking their child or making judgments about them as a family. 

AVOID DOING BATTLE
Listen and seek to understand. Taking the time to really listen to 
parents is crucial in building a successful working partnership. 
Let them tell their story, take notes, ask clarifying questions but 
do not be in a hurry to solve the issue or defend those involved. 
Parents need to know that they’ve had the opportunity to tell 
their story and will appreciate the fact that you listened. Finish 
with: “Is there anything else you think I should know?” Taking 
notes is important. It’s surprising how often you will find yourself 
referring back to these notes and how helpful this will be.

Meeting in person is often more beneficial, and if it’s a phone 
conversation and the parent is getting overly worked up, try to end 
the conversation diplomatically, offering to meet them in person 
instead. Having an assistant principal or classroom teacher with 

you during the meeting is beneficial. Finally, you don’t need to 
provide answers or solutions at the first meeting or conversation. 
Buy some time to do some research, speak to staff and prepare a 
comprehensive response. Focusing on the future will help make it 
a win-win situation for you. Follow up on any commitments made. 

BE SEEN AND WELCOMING
As a primary principal, taking the time to be seen and develop 
relationships with parents can be incredibly powerful. Get out 
into the yard in the mornings, when so many children are being 

brought in by their parents, and as well as at the end of 
the day, when they are being picked up by those same 

parents. This time provides a great opportunity to 
smile, chat and establish positive relationships 

without the presence of an issue to resolve. In my 
school, I invited parents into the staffroom for 
a cuppa once their children had gone to class. 
It quickly became a morning ritual and it wasn’t 

uncommon for there to be more than 20 parents 
in the staffroom. Lifelong friendships were formed 

and, most importantly, these parents developed a 
deep connection and loyalty to the school. 

EMAIL COMMUNICATIONS 
After receiving an email from parents, I always replied that day. 
Not responding in a reasonable time builds frustration and anger, 
which can only be harmful in getting the outcomes we want. If the 
email is anything beyond a simple request, it always makes sense 
to avoid a detailed email interchange and request a face-to-face 
meeting. I have found that it is reasonably easy to misconstrue 
tone and meaning via email, which heightens fears and emotions. 
Therefore if it is an important matter, phone to discuss or 
organise a face-to-face meeting if required. 

STAFF / PARENT COMMUNICATION PROTOCOLS 
It shouldn’t be surprising that a parent gets upset when at 8pm 
their child tells them they have a major piece of homework due 
the following morning and it is a long way from being done. My 
teachers used regular area newsletters and diary entries to 
ensure that parents were not surprised by school requests or 
requirements. Some posted assignments or events online that 
were easily accessible to both students and parents. Complete 
clarity around expectations is highly beneficial and there are few 
things that can hurt a teacher’s reputation more than being seen 
to be unprepared and disorganised. Besides this, parents should 
know what their child is studying and students should have a 
clear understanding of what they will be learning.

MAKE THE 
CONNECTION

10 www.apf.net.au



// Mark Arkinstall was a teacher for 38 years, including 16 as a primary school principal. He is now an industrial officer with the APF.

INVOLVE PARENTS IN THEIR CHILDREN’S EDUCATION
Great teachers welcome parent support and curiosity. I’ve lost 
track of how many wonderfully positive conversations I’ve had 
with parents about what our students are learning and doing in 
their classes. Often, those conversations morph into some other 
matter about the child. Sometimes, parents ask what they can 
do to help their child succeed – and it’s crucial that you lay out a 
strategy involving their direct action. Enlist their help as another 
coach, not as a replacement teacher.

SHARE GOOD NEWS
Parents rarely receive a positive call home. I encouraged my 
teachers to occasionally call parents and share good news about 
their child. Similarly, a nice note in the diary was always really well 
received and helped strengthen the home-school partnership. 
(You’ll know from your experiences of calling home that the initial 
response is real parent nervousness, as if a student had done 
something wrong.) They are all the more relieved and proud when 
it’s good news or a positive comment. 

These calls let parents know that teachers care as much about 
recognising success and improvement as they do about spotting 
any struggles and weaknesses. They also reassure parents that 
teachers are not out to make life more difficult for their child, that 
they are fair in their assessments and feedback and that schools 
genuinely want to see students succeed. The newsletter and 
school assemblies also give us great opportunities to celebrate 
achievement publicly.  

PARTICIPATE IN AFTER-SCHOOL ACTIVITIES
It is a wonderful demonstration of dedication and pride in the 
workplace when staff attend out-of-school activities. It could be 
as a spectator at a kids’ sporting event or to school fundraising 
events, etc. Parents seeing staff at these functions and getting 
to see them as normal people enjoying their community 
involvement strengthens the relationship enormously. 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING FOR STAFF
It’s easy to assume our staff will be as comfortable and skilful  
in dealing with parents as they are in dealing with their children.  
In truth, however, many lack skill in this area and some time  
taken to further develop their insights, attitudes and practices  
is time well spent. 

Little things such as beginning with a smile and a handshake 
and making the parent feel welcome are important to the parent 
but may not be obvious to the teacher. Some time spent planning 
for things such as seating arrangements (not facing each other 
over a desk), knowing their first name in advance, etc can all help 
make the experience more successful. 

THE BOTTOM LINE
Despite the positivity of the above, there will be occasions where 
school leaders will have to get to the “bottom line” of a situation. 
For me, the bottom line pretty much always came when we 
were nearing suspension territory. Absolute clarity is essential 
in these situations so the message was short and to the point. 
For example: “We’ll do everything we can to support you and to 
help Billy, but I need you to be absolutely clear, should Billy hurt 
anyone else at this school I guarantee he will be suspended first 
and then we’ll begin to work through the process again. Violent 
behaviour will not be tolerated.” At some point for a limited 
number of families, the bottom line is a must-have conversation. 
This conversation takes place in the context of no negotiation 
and this would also be made clear. For example: “This is not a 
negotiation. I commit to giving you the opportunity to tell me your 
story, but once that has happened I’ll review everything and I will 
make the final decision. This will not be a negotiated outcome.”

Finally, I always remembered my principal in my first year of 
teaching warning me, “Everyone wants more discipline for every 
child in the school … except their own.” Remember to be sensitive 
to the feelings of the loving parent and you’ll be much better 
placed to get the outcomes you need. 
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With the transition to high school, 
parent/teacher relationships become 
very important, writes JOHN HANDLEY.

A CHANGING
 PERSPECTIVE

I t is natural for the dynamics of relationships between the 
school, the principal and parents to change when students 
move from primary to secondary school. For one, it is common 

for adolescent students to “want more space” and in many cases 
this is supported by their parents. However, it is true that the busy 
parents of today continue to have an interest in their children’s 
progress at both a social and educational level in schools; they 
are keen to relate in some way to their children’s teachers and 
principal, and not just when there is a “problem”.

There are many ways to build such positive, trusting, 
purposeful relationships between a principal and the parents. 
Here is a sample of some that have proven to be successful. I’m 
sure there are many more that you and your peers may be doing.

PARENT BREAKFASTS
At minimal cost in time and money, a targeted group of parents can 
be invited to attend a principal’s breakfast. It might be from 7.30 to 
8.30am, once a month or twice a term. Each time a different cohort 
is targeted, maybe groups of parents from a particular year level. 
On each occasion you might have something special you’d like 
to share, and then invite questions and comment about how the 
school or some specific program is going from their perspective. 

ESTABLISHING AND/OR SUPPORTING A PARENTS 
ASSOCIATION
Having volunteers coming together periodically, such as once a 
month, to discuss how they might support the school is often 
enjoyable and rewarding for parents. Ensuring that the principal 
or sometimes an assistant principal attend and share their 
insights is powerful. Establishing some ground rules around 
“depersonalising” discussions so there is not just talk about “my 
son/daughter” is useful.  If something is wrong, contact your son 
or daughter’s class teacher or year level coordinator unless the 
school has given alternative advice. 

ATTENDANCE AT MUSIC, THEATRE, SPORTING 
EVENTS, AWARDS CEREMONIES
Parents are always proud of their children when they are 
performing or representing their school. For the school principal 
to be sharing the occasion, talking with the parents and generally 
showing their own pride in the students is again a powerful way 
to connect with the community. 

//  John Handley is an Industrial Officer with the Australian Principals Federation and the recently retired principal of East Doncaster 
Secondary College.

PARENT/STUDENT/TEACHER INTERVIEWS
These days are demanding for our teachers, yet so important 
for our parents. To have the opportunity for a brief conversation 
about school or other life with the principal in between interviews 
is a pleasant interlude for our parents and a ready opportunity 
for us to again show our support and interest in our students  
and their parents. It’s not uncommon to hear of principals using 
this time for catch-up on work in their offices. We do have a busy 
job, but such time spent on parent relationships comes back to  
us in spades.

GREETINGS AND FAREWELLS AT THE SCHOOL GATES
This one is perhaps the least common, as principals often attend 
meetings at the beginning or end of a school day and secondary 
school parents don’t tend to hang around for the “car-park 
chatter”. However, finding some time regularly to send off 
your students or greet them in the mornings provides another 
personal touch that reinforces your accessibility and interest in 
the students. And it is duly noticed by the parents doing the drive 
by pick-ups.

RESPONDING TO CONCERNS OR COMPLAINTS
With the increased use of digital technology and packages  
such as Compass School Manager, our communications can  
be so much easier and more “instant”. This presents advantages 
and disadvantages, depending on the circumstance and  
your perspective.

Hence the recommendation that principals and schools 
develop a set of protocols for communication and responses that 
all parties understand and have widespread agreement. 

Having said that, it is critical that we as principals always 
respond personally to direct communications from parents 
within a day, and usually more promptly depending on the 
importance of the issue. I’m aware there is a school of thought 
that others, such as sub-school co-ordinators, are delegated 
such responsibilities, and as such should be the ones to attend 
to parent concerns. However, if a communication is directed 
personally to the school principal, the building of trust and 
positive relationships with parents is best done through a 
personal response. It might be simply a reply thanking the 
parent for the communication, and acknowledgment that you 
will ensure the matter is investigated and responded to by such 
a coordinator; or it might be that you seek further clarification of 
the parent concern; or it might be that you seek clarification from 
your coordinators or assistants as to what is happening before 
you respond. But the point is the importance of your interaction 
being directly with parents and showing them you are responsive 
and interested in them and their child.
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We must work together to be the best we can be, writes by GAIL McHARDY.

BUILDING THE
 PARENT-SCHOOL 
PARTNERSHIP

L ike us, other education systems around the world are 
all aiming to develop and have the best school systems 
by valuing expertise, focusing on quality teaching and 

building the capacity of our school leaders. Victoria, like other 
jurisdictions, tries to ensure access to expertise is equitable 
across our rural, regional and local areas as well as manage the 
socioeconomic challenges we all face.  

In our view, what is often overlooked is how governments and 
their departments tap into the local expertise and experiences 
that already exist within school communities. The Andrews 
government under the Education State has certainly set the stage 
for us all to take an opportunity to work with the reforms (the 
script), to work on all our parts, to collaborate, learn from each 
other and perform our best.

To strengthen the partnership within school communities, 
we all need to consider our approach to will, skill and 
capacity so we all reap the benefits of building 
trust and confidence in each other. Parents 
want schools to be more family friendly and 
schools want parents to be more aware of 
the limitations and constraints on a school’s 

There are 
huge benefits to 
building better 
communities.

// FISO Twilight Series 2016: Parents as Partners.  
youtube/_MB7fqTJeEg  (Fastrack to 10 minutes 15 seconds for the first speaker).

capacity to meet everyone’s expectations at any given time.
We have an opportunity to provide feedback through the 

Regional Support Initiative, where multi-disciplinary teams will be 
working at the local level communicating between schools and 
the department/government on what’s working or not.

Under the Framework for Improving Student Outcomes (FISO), 
there are further opportunities across the four priorities and six 
evidenced-based initiatives for parents/carers and students to 
contribute and collaborate on their ideas and expertise. Parents 
Victoria has already presented at two Twilight Seminars at the 
Bastow Institute for Educational Leadership (December 2015 and 
June 2016) in relation to Community Engagement in Learning. 
These opportunities demonstrated that where school leaders, 
teachers, parents, students and other external agencies work 
together there are huge benefits to building better communities. 

As mentioned earlier, other countries are doing similar things, 
looking at systemic approaches to family engagement, and 

all school system leaders are looking for the answers. As 
this resource is designed to share ideas and insights we 
have also included some more links for you to peruse 
and potentially put into action.

SYSTEMIC LINKS 
The following links are articles from April and July 2016 

courtesy of the Harvard Family Research Project, Harvard 
Graduate School of Education.
www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-

publications/design-thinking-catalyzing-family-engagement-to-
support-student-learning

www.hfrp.org/hfrp-news/blog-new-directions-in-family-
engagement/three-lessons-in-developing-a-systemic-
approach-to-family-engagement

Australia (1) and Victoria (2) have had fabulous resources in the 
past focused on family engagement in learning and how to build 
stronger communities. 

1         www.partners4learning.edu.au/_uploads/_ckpg/files/
FamilySchoolPartnershipsFrameworkFINAL-1.pdf

2       www.education.vic.gov.au/school/principals/
management/Pages/familypartner.aspx

Without systemic approaches in going forward, we will 
continue to see only random acts and practices that are at risk  
of being unsustainable. 
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The Insider Program helps to break 
down barriers, writes JEAN HUNTER.

ON THE 
INSIDE
T he Insider Program was designed to give new parents of 

year 7 students an insider view of how the school operates 
and give them the information that would benefit their 

child starting a secondary school education. It ran over three 
Saturday mornings from 9am to noon and consisted of:
WEEK 1 // Introduction to the program, the principal and  
myself, our history and philosophies, homework, library and 
research, and literacy
WEEK 2 // Numeracy, and information technology
WEEK 3 // Social media, the internet and your child and  
student well-being

While each of these sessions were valuable and informative, 
the real benefits of the program for me as an assistant principal 
of junior school were many. It enabled me to meet and get to 
know the parents in an informal setting and learn about each of 
their children’s trials, tribulations and challenges over the years, 
through their parent’s eyes.  It allowed the parents to get to know 
key staff in the school on a personal level.  

They got to meet the principal and hear about her 
appointment to the school, and how it had evolved 
under her leadership along with her goals and 
aspirations for the school and the children.  The 
parents got to know and understand her as a 
parent and realise that she wanted for her own 
children exactly what they wanted.  

In the end it was very clear that they had, in 
their principal, a person of great integrity, who 
clearly intended to achieve the best they could for 
every child in the school.  This was someone they could 
rely on and could turn to if things went awry.  She had 
established a school culture, where all her staff were of one mind 
in respect to their students.

The number of participants in the program ranged from 80 to 
100, which represented half of our year 7 enrolment, so it meant 
that I had an intimate knowledge of at least half of those families 
enrolled.  Sometimes both parents attended, sometimes just one.  
Often, the program grew in numbers across the three weeks as 
parents talked to each other about what they were learning.  We 
often shared parenting tips for those difficult teen years.

Although this program only lasted three weeks, the benefits I 
obtained as an assistant principal, would last through the three 
years that the child was in junior school.  Parents said they felt 
it literally opened the door of the school to them and they felt 
comfortable raising any issue.

If an incident arose at school that involved their child, I would 

// Jean Hunter was assistant principal at Brighton Secondary College from 2010-2014.

ring and organise an appointment with the parent. 
Parents who had not done the program would 

arrive at interviews combative, defensive and often 
argumentative and angry. A difficult interview would ensue as  
I had to break down those barriers first before I could get to the 
issue at hand.

Parents who had done the program, on the other hand, 
would arrive at interviews pleasantly smiling, no barriers up and 
looking forward to hearing the whole story of what occurred, 
as they knew from the program that children often tell their 
parents very sanitised versions of events. Importantly also, they 
knew my philosophy and knew I wasn’t out to hang their child 
but work in the best interests of the child. Additionally, as I had a 
more comprehensive knowledge of the child I was dealing with, I 
may have been able to better tailor a consequence for them.

I commend this program as one that fosters good 
relationships with parents so that we can work together to 
achieve the outcomes we all want for children. 

“I had 
an intimate 

knowledge of at least 
half of those families 

enrolled.”
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For some parents 
it can take a very 

long time to get up the 
courage to speak to 

the school.

Parents need timely and positive feedback, writes JULIE PODBURY. 

WHEN A PARENT RAISES  
A CONCERN
R ecently at lunch, a girlfriend spoke to me about her 

frustrations in raising a concern she had about her son.  
She suspects he might be dyslexic. He is not enjoying school 

and often does not engage in his school work; he sits for hours 
not doing what he is supposed to be doing. He is a bright little boy: 
I know because I gave him an electronics kit for Christmas from 
which he built a solar-powered car. He focused on it for ages until 
he finished the car. When it was done he was jubilant.

She has raised the matter at school on a number of occasions 
and has had no response. Eventually, without informing her, they 
gave him what is essentially a York Assessment of Reading for 
Comprehension (YARC) test. He did very well on the reading 
part but very poorly on the writing part. So they put the 
two parts together and decided that he was average. 
The school sent another NAPLAN practice written 
test home, with no explanation, and it was 
covered in big red cross-outs. The student was 
demoralised. Mum was beyond cross.

She had written to the teacher, spoken to the 
teacher, left messages in the diary and when she 
got no response, she had written to the acting 
principal. She finally got a response. What my 
friend wanted was to have her son tested for dyslexia. 
Apparently the school had decided this was not required. 
Nothing further was communicated to mum. She  
works in another school as a business manager, so knows a 
bit about schools. We talked about what to do.  I urged her to 
be persistent and polite, but not to let go of this matter. Her 
son’s behaviour in class did not make sense and she needed to 
find out what was stopping him engaging in his education. She 
needs to find the answer so that he is not lost. He is in grade 3 
at the moment and time is marching on. As yet this matter is 
unresolved. She has to wait until next term before the school 
psychologist will be able to schedule a time to “fit him in”. In the 
meantime, it was recommended to follow through herself with  
a private paediatrician.

POINTS TO CONSIDER
•   If the school has a diary system for parent communication,  

it is vital that a process is in place to ensure that parent 
messages are read and responded to or followed up.

•   A reply is vital. If a parent sends an email or letter to  
the school, a rapid response of acknowledgement is of  
utmost importance. 

•  For some parents it can take a very long time to get up the 
courage to speak to the school about something they are 
worried about. When a parent makes contact, it is important  
to remember that.

•  All kids are different. While personalised learning may sound 
like a buzzword, it is a recognition of the fact that kids are 

different and have different learning needs and styles.
•  When information becomes known about a child, there must 

be a good system for that information to be passed on from 
year level to year level and teacher to teacher.  

ANOTHER CASE AND A RETHINK
A string of emails from a mother are growing increasingly fraught. 
Her son is getting poor results in PE at his primary school. He 
tries his best but has some sort of physical disability, which is 
not disclosed in the emails. The AusVELs standards that are 
being applied to him constantly return a “below standard” 

outcome. Mum has asked is it possible to make a “reasonable 
adjustment” to the standard applied to him. The 

principal has responded to all the emails very politely 
and engaged the mother in a positive dialogue. 

When it finally becomes the role of the class 
teacher to respond, he makes it clear that these 
are the standards that must be applied. Mum’s 
next email upsets both the teacher and the 

principal, and advice is sought about what to  
do next; he believes the mother’s comments  

are slanderous. The child is “at standard” in his  
most recent report. I read the emails a little differently.

This is part of my reply … Mum wants nothing but the 
best for her child. So do you (principal), and so does the teacher.  
After nearly a quarter of a century as a school leader I have  
learnt a number of things. The most important thing is that  
we all want the same thing for the children, and that should  
be our guiding principle. As a school principal I communicated 
that to my staff by saying “I want the kids to love school, love 
learning and love the subjects they are learning and the work 
they are doing. Please don’t ‘do curriculum’ to my kids, engage 
them in learning in a way that will make them love to learn for  
the rest of their lives.” 

The second-most important thing I learnt is this: getting 
a parent off-side wins you an adversary. You don’t need an 
adversarial parent, because they can do enormous damage to 
you, the school and school community (which is not why I take 
this stand this time … but it is worth considering), and the job as 
principal is hard enough.

I think it is a reasonable request that a reasonable adjustment 
be made for (the student). Get mum to engage with setting the 
appropriate standards. Each child is measured against their own 
progress in all reports, and that should be pointed out to mum. 
Mum’s last email may be offensive to you both, but I read an 
email from a frustrated mother. 

Over the past 12 months in this job, I have found fraught 
parents to be one of the most difficult challenges and, if not 
handled with finesse, you will end up with it escalating to  
region or beyond.
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Date

Dear Mrs Xxxxxx,
Thank you for attending and meeting with me last week, on (DATE) about (ISSUE).  (OR I wish to meet with you to discuss concerns you have raised about this school.)

It was good to have the opportunity to meet with you. (OR I would like to have the opportunity to meet with you). As we established in our meeting (OR we need to demonstrate to you that) it is vital that any concerns you may have about any matter to do with our school, (SCHOOL NAME) Primary School, are brought to me personally.  This will afford me the opportunity to properly and fully investigate the matter.  I can then advise you of a possible way forward.  If there are matters of consternation or possible impropriety, a formal complaint process will be instituted. We both want what is best for the children in this school.
Private individuals conducting campaigns in the public view, on social media, is not an appropriate way to air concerns, because this can inadvertently lead to matters that may be of serious concern being disregarded.

We have great pride in our school, in particular ………… (Talk about the good things that happen in your school…of which you are proud).  Anything that damages our school’s reputation can directly and indirectly harm our children and our staff.  It is my job to address any concerns that you may have and I am committed to doing so.
I have enclosed a copy of the Facebook pages you have created criticising this school to ensure we are clear about the issue.

Yours sincerely,

{principal name}
Principal

Criticism on social media requires a calm and reasoned response.

 LETTER 
TO PARENTS
// SCENARIO
The principal of a primary school in Victoria is made 
aware of a Facebook page that has been set up by a 
parent who has a daughter enrolled at the school.  
The purpose of the page is to condemn and criticise 
various people and programs at the school.  While 
there may be legal concerns if the material is 
slanderous, in general it serves no useful purpose.  
If there are genuine concerns about matters that 
need investigating or amending, then they must be 
raised at the school in the appropriate manner. 

The letter opposite was provided as a sample 
for a school to try to deal with the issue of a parent 
who had taken to attacking various aspects of the 
school via social media.

 // Social media
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We were 
partners in 

her daughter ’s 
education.

Home visits can be a great way to connect, writes JULIE PODBURY. 

BEYOND THE 
CLASSROOM 
A number of Australian schools have developed mentoring 

programs in their schools.  Mentoring programs are used 
to replace the traditional home grouping of students in 

forms, which usually meet for a daily form assembly.  
In a mentoring program, students have two or three  

students from each level, 7-12, making a family with their  
own mentor-teacher.  The students and the teacher remain 
together for their life at the school.  The mentor-teacher  
is the key contact at the school for the academic  
and well-being issues.  That teacher reads the  
reports and conveys to the parents the overall 
picture of development, and the students work 
together to support each other in the school, 
particularly if difficulties arise with other students. 
The relationship established with the teacher is  
the key to the success of this program.

As a mentor-teacher, I began conducting home  
visits to my mentees as a way of building my relationship  
with them as more than a teacher. After all, we would be  
together for up to the next six years. I would be their advocate 
when they struggled in their classes, the one who would write 
their letters of recommendation, discuss their reports with 
them and ask them about their day, and their life. Part of this 
relationship was an initial visit to each student’s home.  It is best 
to offer parents the option of a telephone call in lieu of the home 
visit, as some may not welcome a visit at all.

SEEKING HOME-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIP
To make home visits manageable, I only visited the homes of the 
year 7s or those who were new to my mentor group. The first year 
I did this, there was a lot of pushback from students who weren’t 
used to having a teacher visit their home, but in the second year, 
the older students were able to sell the idea for me. They’d say, 
“Yeah, she came to our house, too. It was good.”

Once there was buy-in from the group, the home visits were 
relatively easy to set up. The student would check with their 
parent and find a good time for me to stop by. Often the parents 
were relieved to hear that they didn’t have to get off work early 
or find time to come to me. In fact, some of my students’ parents 
began to request home visits, and I happily obliged. I always 
gave myself a full hour, but rarely needed it. I visited homes after 
school, in the evening, or on the weekend, whatever was best for 
the family. 

One time, when I was visiting the home of swim star Angela, 
her mum had prepared a full meal for me, and the visit lasted 
well into the evening when she invited me into the backyard to 
pick lemons for my own family. After that visit, whenever I saw 
Angela’s mum at school events or at parent-teacher conferences, 
it was more like seeing an old friend. We were comfortable with 
each other. She felt accepted by me, and I felt respected by her. 

Here are a few tips to get the most out of your home visit:

1  Make home visits a part of your classroom or school 
culture so that no one feels singled out.

2  Systematise who gets home visits to keep the practice 
manageable for you.

3  Set aside strategic times during the year for home 
visits.

4  Be flexible about when you do a home visit. Let the 
parent or guardian decide the date and time.

5  Be prepared to share one concrete example of a way 
that you’ve seen the student shine.

6  Don’t discuss grades or behaviour. This is a time for 
getting to know the family. Ask them open-ended 
questions. Ask your student to show you where they do 
their homework.

7 Thank the family for allowing you in to their home. 

8  Be flexible to allow for a connection by telephone 
instead of a home visit.

// TIPS FOR HOME VISITING

We were partners in her daughter’s education.
Of course, it didn’t always go so idyllically. Once I visited 

the home of Ben, whose mum was volatile and even hostile in 
meetings. I had met her several times before the home visit 
because Ben was in trouble at school early and often. At his 
house, I was formally welcomed but felt out of place as we sat 
in the living room and his numerous brothers clamoured for his 

mother’s attention. I imagined that, as out of place as I felt 
in his mother’s home, she must also feel the same way 

when visiting the school. If nothing else, the visit 
allowed me to empathise more clearly with Ben and 
his family.

THE POWER OF A VISIT
Whenever I coach new teachers, I encourage 

them to visit the homes of students as early as 
possible. It’s just about the quickest way to understand 

a student better. Home visits should also be considered 
when a student is new to a school due to a transfer. While I made 
it a personal policy to visit the homes of all my year 7 students, I 
also recognised that the impact of home visits could have been 
multiplied had it been a school-wide practice. 
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After experiencing rejection after rejection looking for a job, 
KATHY LETTE’s autistic son Julius finds his true talent.

A CHANCE 
TO SHINE
‘‘W hen my autistic son was nine he came home with a 

sign sticky-taped to his back saying “Kick me I’m a 
retard.” Tearing up, he stammered, ‘The kids call me 

a retard. What is a retard?’
“You might as well have ripped my heart out of my chest 

and stomped on it. Going to school now became his second-
favourite thing, after stubbing his toe repeatedly until it 
went gangrenous. 

“Although by age eight Jules had an 
encyclopaedic knowledge of the Beatles, Buddy 
Holly and Shakespeare, including most of 
Hamlet’s soliloquies, the only school subject at 
which he excelled became ‘phoning in sick’. Being 
put on detention for misinterpreting homework 
and constantly being belittled by classmates meant 
that school became little more than a masterclass in 
low self-esteem. 

“By high school, while most students were striving to learn 
maths and grammar, Julius was striving to make himself invisible. 
Exiled to Social Siberia, his confidence was now so minuscule it 
could only be detected by the Hubble telescope. 

“But it was job-hunting that really brought religion into his 
life – now he truly knew what it was like to be in hell. Even though 
people on the autism spectrum often have a very high IQ – my 
own son is like Wikipedia with a pulse – less than 15 per cent are 
in the workforce, which is a much lower inclusion rate than other 
disabilities. As one employer after another rejected Julius for 
being different, how I longed for a self-help book for social lepers. 
Although wackily bright and quirkily charming, the only future I 
could envisage for Julius was living in a bedsit on benefits. 

“These daily rejections are why it’s vital to tell your special-
needs child that they really are special. There’s no owner’s 
manual for parents of autistic kids, but it’s imperative to find 
what they’re good at and encourage it. It doesn’t matter if it’s 
moth-wing fluctuations, igneous rock formations or Tibetan 
nose-fluting, because you never know what their obsession  
could lead to. 

“My own son wanted to study acting. I was dubious – how could 
someone with autism empathise with a character’s complex 
emotional nuances? Yes, he knew more about most actors than 
their own mothers, but was it possible to put the artistic into 
autistic? 

“Building down my hopes, I reluctantly enrolled Julius in 

// Kathy’s best-selling novel, inspired by her son, The Boy Who Fell To Earth is published by Penguin Random House and available online and 
in store. Copyright Kathy Lette.  
EDITOR’S COMMENT // this article is included to allow readers to see the challenges and frustrations for the parent when a child does not 
fit into the boxes both education and society create.

... it ’s not an 
ending, it ’s a 

beginning

an acting course. Amazingly, to my eyes, he excelled in class 
productions, though I suspected I was blinded by my mum 
goggles. Yet soon after he was cast in two short films and won 
an acting award. He then went for an audition for a major BBC 
medical drama called Holby City – and secured the part. Julius has 
been a semi-regular since last October, playing to 6 million people 
a week. (He gets stopped for autographs and has a fan page.) 

“As he basks in praise from BBC producers, cast and crew, 
I think back to those school bullies and allow myself a little 
moment of light gloating. 

“But my main hope is that Julius’s success will encourage other 
employers to think outside the neuro-typical box and hire the 
‘differently abled’. We should stop forcing autistic people to act 
normal, and help them to become their best autistic selves by 
focusing on what they can do instead of what they can’t. 

“For me, seeing my son personally thriving, well, it’s better 
than winning the Pulitzer Prize. Nor could I have written a happier 
ending. Except it’s not an ending, it’s a beginning. And that’s all 
autistic people need – a chance to shine. “
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HEATHER NORTON’s bayside secondary school is the first in Victoria to introduce  
Drugs 101, Social Media 101  and Sex 101.

PEER PRESSURE 
ON PARENTS TOO

‘‘It takes a village to raise a child – for me, that means it takes 
parents and a school to raise a healthy child. This program 
demonstrates our commitment to this. 

“We’ve been fortunate to get funding from our Parents 
Association to bring Drugs 101, Social Media 101 and Sex 
101 to our school and, to be honest, I can’t think 
of a better use of the Association’s money. 
It cements the fact that we are raising our 
children together – parents and the school.

“The program deals with topics that 
parents today are concerned about. Next 
year we hope to bring Mental Health 101 
and a few other key issues to the fore. 

“The information booklets and parent 
evenings allow us to get the right facts and 
tips directly from the experts. There is a lot 
of well-meaning information on the internet 
– and a lot of misinformation. There is nothing 
better than hearing the real and up-to-date facts 
from the experts, presented in a way that is specific to our 
students’ age group.

“We are lifting the veil on these topics and discussing key issues 
that parents know adolescents are going through. The benefits 
for our students are knowing that their parents are learning 
about the issues that matter. 

“And students know that, when the time is right, they can have 

a genuine and useful conversation with their parents about  
these topics. There might be something in the book that allows  
a young person to talk about their sexuality, to ask questions 
about drugs, or to ask for advice if they have a negative 

experience on social media. 
“The parent-only information nights with a qualified 
expert panel enabled parents to feel free to ask 

the questions that are worrying them. They can 
have the conversations they need to have. We 

are tackling some difficult topics and it’s not 
always comfortable but, in raising young 
people in this day and age, we have to have 
those discussions and ask those questions. 

“Through the booklets and information 
nights, parents also gain a sense of solidarity 

because the program starts conversations 
amongst parents, too. How many times as parents 

do we hear ‘well, her mother lets her do that’ or ‘so 
and so’s parents are OK with that – what’s wrong with 

you?’. I think there is peer pressure on parents too. So the 
parent-to-parent conversations are powerful and information 
evenings can foster those supportive and positive conversations. 

“We have received nothing but positive feedback from our 
parents. The program has been attended by parents from prep 
to Year 12 who’ve applauded our foresight in committing to the 
program - and we will continue that commitment.”

For more information and to access the Parent Guides visit // parentguides.com.au or contact Eileen Berry 0407 542 655
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I dreamt I stood in a studio,
and watched two sculptors there.

The clay they used was a young child’s mind,
and they fashioned it with care.

One was a teacher, the tools he used
were books, music, and art.

One a parent with a guiding hand
and a gentle loving heart.

Day after day, the teacher toiled,
with a touch that was deft and sure.

While the parent laboured by his side,
and polished and smoothed it o’er.

 And when at last, their work was done,
they were proud of what they had wrought.

For the things they had moulded into the child,
could neither be sold nor bought.

 And each agreed they would have failed
if each had worked alone,

for behind the parent stood the school
and behind the teacher the home.

 
Author Unknown

UNITY


