Built on trust and lots of
other stuff...

Building Trust

A practical guide for families and schools
Strengthening relationships to support every child
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Building Trust

A practical guide for families and schools

Why all this matters

Strong school communities are built on relationships—and relationships are built on trust.
When people feel embedded in a community, they feel “protected, respected, and connected”and this
generates enormous trust.

“Social capital is a capability that arises from the prevalence of trust in a society or in certain parts of it.
It can be embodied in the smallest and most basic social groups, the family, as well as the largest of all groups,
the nation, and in all the other groups in between!”

Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity

Trust often starts small
Trust is not built through one event or one conversation. It grows through repeated experiences where families feel heard,

respected, and included, and where schools feel supported by families in working toward shared goals for students.

Small actions can make a significant difference from the very beginning.

When trust is present:
- Communication is more regular, open, and positive
« Families feel safe and confident to engage with the school
- Challenges are easier to navigate together

- Students feel supported, confident, safe, and connected to their school community

Trust is not an “extra”—it is what makes everything else work.

What we’ve learned works best
Across schools, we've found that a few simple, consistent practices make the biggest difference in helping families feel
confident to engage:

- Start positive from enrolment - early interactions help set the tone for the relationship

+ Keep communication two-way - listening matters just as much as sharing information

« Be clear, not just informative - families need to know what matters and what action to take

- Keep communication simple — one key message and one manageable next step is often enough

« Be flexible and responsive — engagement looks different for every family and every circumstance

When communication becomes too complex and overwhelming, engagement drops—not because people don’t
care, but because it becomes harder to navigate and trust the process.

A shared commitment
Trust is built when families and schools commit to:
« Partnership — working together with a shared goal
« Clarity — making next steps easy to understand and act on
« Respect and care - valuing each other’s roles and perspectives
+ Responsiveness — addressing issues early

- Solution-focus — looking forward, not assigning blame %2
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Building Trust

A practical guide for families and schools

What this looks like in practice

Families can Schools can

Everyone can

Be up-front and share relevant
information about your child’s
learning needs and strengths, health
and family changes early or as soon
as able

Raise questions before they escalate.
If something does not sit right,

start with a question rather than a
conclusion e.g.“Can you help me
understand...?”

Check and follow school policy

and process when making

contact with the school e.g. which
staff to approach, methods of
communication

Understand schools may need time
to gather information so staff may
not be able to respond instantly
Acknowledge and respond to school
communications addressed to you
e.g."Thanks, received”

Let the school know if methods of
communication need to be adjusted
e.g. translated information, phone
calls/SMS instead of emails, flexible
meeting times

If unable to attend a parent-

teacher interview or scheduled
appointment, send a courtesy email
to advise change of plans or provide
relevant information

Keep communication focused on the
key concern or question to help staff
respond clearly and efficiently

Share successes and positives, not
only concerns or problems

Communicate

Explain how the school
communicates (who, when, how)
e.g. access to an organisation chart
on your communication portal or
FAQs for common questions from
families

Following on from the above -
unpack for parents how the school
works, they may not understand
what the areas of responsibility are
for different staff members

Ensure important communication
is accessible and not hidden across
too many platforms or apps (i.e.
one source of truth)

Speak and write in plain language
as some parents may not
understand or may have language
barriers

Check for parent understanding of
the information you provided and
invite questions or clarification if
needed

When sharing school policy or
instructions in newsletters include
a‘“go-to” contact

Be clear with communication
expectations e.g. deadlines, urgent
Vs non-urgent matters

Create welcoming opportunities
for families to ask questions before
concerns become bigger issues

« Recognise that some families
may have had difficult experiences
with schools in the past

Recognise that trust is built through small, consistent actions over time

Assume goodwill and care
intentions for the child’s wellbeing
and learning

Listen to what the other person is
saying. Seek to understand before
responding

Focus on problem-solving rather
than blame

Pause before responding when
emotions are high (e.g. take a deep
breath)

Be open to other perspectives,
even if they disagree with your
own

Ask questions, without making
assumptions

Treat each interaction as an
opportunity to learn and move
closer to understanding or a
solution

Keep communication concise and
purposeful — families and staff
are both managing significant
demands on time and attention

What this can look like

“What helps your child learn best?”
“What do they find tricky?”

“Is there anything youd like us to
understand about your family/
context or culture?”

“What would you like us to notice or
nurture in your child?”
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What this looks like in practice

Families can

«  Value educators’ professional
expertise

+  Recognise that schools and
staff work within professional
responsibilities and boundaries,
legal obligations and time
constraints that may not always be
visible to families

«  Beopen to the teacher’s
perspective and recommendations
for action, even if they are different
from your own views

- Stay engaged and informed while
allowing teachers professional
space to do their work

«  Remember that children and
young people notice and are
influenced by how adults talk
about schools and staff — in
person and online

- Raise concerns with respect
and care through appropriate
school channels rather than
through social media or informal
community discussion

Schools can

Respect and care

«  Value families as a child’s first
educators

«  Recognise and respect cultural,
linguistic and family diversity

+  Respond to concerns carefully,
respectfully and with an open mind

«  Welcome family perspectives, even
when views differ

«  Recognise that families may be
balancing significant pressures
outside school

«  Ensure families feel heard, not
dismissed, when raising concerns

«  Be mindful that schools can feel
intimidating or unfamiliar for some
families

«  Acknowledge when communication
or processes could have been
handled differently

«  Create opportunities for respectful
feedback and constructive
discussion

Everyone can

«  Keep communication polite,
constructive and focused on
solutions

«  Respect preferences that have
been expressed for times and
methods of communication

«  Follow through on commitments
or agreed actions (advise if any
delay)

«  Acknowledge mistakes when they
happen

«  Respect confidentiality and privacy

«  Assume positive intent where
possible — most issues are easier
to resolve when conversations
begin this way
Recognise that disagreement can
still happen respectfully

«  Speak to each other in ways that
model respect for children and
young people

“Respect alone does not necessarily ensure care or careful attention. ‘Care’ brings a more enabling

and positive quality to relationships — one that encourages kindness and the intention to help.”

John Hendry OAM

Respect is shown through everyday actions, especially when challenges arise

0.0
Parentsm.j\ﬁctoria

Schooling

One word. Lots of stuff.



What this looks like in practice

Families can

«  Stayinformed and open to learning
new ways to support your child’s
learning and wellbeing

«  Reinforce school learning and
routines at home

«  Engage with meetings, events or
school opportunities where possible
and in ways that work for your
family

«  When challenges arise, work with
the school to resolve concerns
directly and constructively rather
than escalating them publicly

«  Celebrate your child’s effort,
progress and growth, not just
achievement

«  Encourage your child to gradually
develop independence and
responsibility

Schools can

Working Together

Invite families to engage in their
children’s education in substantial
and meaningful ways (e.g. ask
parents to contribute their
knowledge and skills to the school)

Make participation accessible
where possible e.g. flexible times,
online options, translated materials

Recognise that family capacity to

engage may look different across
households

Offer practical and realistic ways
families can support learning

at home (e.g. Sharing helpful
resources like Understanding
Phonics: a guide for parents, carers
and families)

Engage families early when
support or intervention may be
needed

Everyone can

«  Share responsibility for each child’s
learning, wellbeing and success

«  Keep the focus on what will best
support the student moving
forward (e.g. Asking: “What will
help from here?”)

+  Begin with the assumption that
everyone wants the best for the
student

«  Follow through on agreed actions
and next steps

«  Recognise that trust is built
through consistency, not
perfection

«  Approach challenges with
patience, flexibility and a
willingness to work together

«  Parent Clubs (Parent Associations)
reflect families, carers, school staff
and volunteers working together
to share ideas, build relationships,
and strengthen a connected and
inclusive school community

Strong relationships are built through communication, respect and shared commitment over time
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https://www.academy.vic.gov.au/resources/understanding-phonics

What does all this stuff mean?

At its core, this is not about doing more.
It is about how we show up in the everyday moments that shape schooling:

. The quick emails

. The unexpected phone calls

. The meetings that feel easy — and the ones that don’t

. The assumptions we make when we are stressed, rushed, or unsure

This is where trust is either strengthened or stretched.

In school communities, trust is built in small, often unnoticed moments:

. The email that is answered with care

. The concern that is acknowledged early

. The meeting that stays respectful even when it is hard

. The follow-up that actually happens

. The willingness to listen again, even when it's uncomfortable

And over time these moments accumulate - they shape whether people feel safe to stay in a con-
versation or whether they withdraw.

At its simplest, this is what all of this work is about:

. Helping students feel safe, seen, and supported in their learning
. Helping families feel informed, respected, and included
. Helping staff feel trusted, valued, and able to focus on their work

The basic elements of a quality relationship are trust, forgiveness, integrity, hope (optimism),
and compassion. Each of these are important individually, but in concert they substantiate the
relationship. Refer page 6 of Relationship-Based Education.

Further reading
Explore practical tools and guidance to support strong family-school partnerships:

+ Relationship Based Education (RbE) Resources and examples from Parents Victoria on building strong
relationships at the centre of learning

- Think, Wait, Communicate - Tip Sheet A practical resource from Parents Victoria to support positive
and effective communication with schools

- Strengthening family-school partnerships
Insights from Dr Deb Pushor’s work on family engagement, highlighting how trust grows when families
are recognised as essential partners in children’s learning

« Respectful, safe, engaged: shared expectations to support student behaviour Department of Education
guidance outlining behaviour expectations and how families can support positive engagement
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https://www.parentsvictoria.asn.au/issues/think-wait-communicate/
https://www.parentsvictoria.asn.au/issues/think-wait-communicate/
https://www.parentsvictoria.asn.au/page/2/?s=Dr+Deb+pushor
https://www.vic.gov.au/respectful-safe-engaged-shared-expectations-support-student-behaviour



