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How to give good parents bad news: 
Communica6ng with parents 

throughout a behavioral crisis. 

Brian	Sims,	Ed.D	-	Assistant	Professor,		
Pi;sburg	State	University	

Kayce	Knaup,	Ph.D.	–	Director	of	Student	Services,		
Fair	Grove,	R-10	Schools	

Giving Good parents Bad News - Overview

•  Basis	for	Parent	CommunicaLon	
•  Pre-Crisis	CommunicaLon	
•  AcLve-Crisis	CommunicaLon	
•  Post-Crisis	CommunicaLon	
•  ESI,	Seclusion,	Restraint	Issues	
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	Historically,	schools	have	focused	li;le	on	
families	as	regarding	the	educaLon	of	
students	with	EmoLonal	and	Behavioral	
Disorders	other	than	to	place	blame	(Petr	&	
Allen,	1997).	

Being parents of student's with Disabili6es 
is Difficult!

Families	of	student's	with	disabiliLes	experience:		
•  Increased	stress,	
•  Poorer	relaLonships	among	spouses,	
•  Poorer	relaLonships	among	other	children,	
•  More	difficult	relaLonships	among	friends.	

Farmer,	Burns,	Angold,	&	Costello,	1997	
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Parent Involvement

•  Parents	who	are	more	involved	in	their	child’s	school	and	the	child	at	
home	have	a	posiLve	effect	on	their	child’s	achievement	regardless	
of	the	socioeconomic	status	of	the	family	(Department	for	School	
and	Family,	2008).	

•  Parent	involvement	in	the	classroom	through	volunteering	and	other	
classroom	involvement	has	been	found	to	be	associated	with	less	
frequent	student	behavior	problems	(McCormick,	Cappella,	O’Connor	
and	McClowry,	2013).	

Posi6ve Parent Communica6on

PosiLve	parent	communicaLon	is	important	because	it	helps	foster	
posiLve	parent/school	relaLonships.	

•  When	parents	have	posiLve	communicaLon	with	schools	they	were	
more	likely	to	perceive	that	the	school’s	acLons	were	more	
appropriate	(Parker,	Paget,	Ford,	&	Gwernan-Jones,	2016).	

•  EffecLve	parent	communicaLon	along	with	other	factors	is	important	
in	the	educaLon	and	support	of	families	of	students	with	EBD	
(Simpson,	Peterson,	&	Smith,	2011).	
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Nega6ve Parent Communica6on

•  More	oden,	school-parent	communicaLon	is	centered	around	
behavior	problems	(McCormick,	Cappella,	O’Connor	and	McClowry,	
2013).	

•  	Parent’s	report	their	experiences	with	the	Special	EducaLon	process,	
specifically	the	discipline	process	to	be	be	very	long	and	frustraLng	
(Parker,	Paget,	Ford,	&	Gwernan-Jones,	2016).	

•  NegaLve	parent/school	communicaLons	are	reported	to	escalate	
problems	and	lead	one	party	to	assign	blame	(Parker,	Paget,	Ford,	&	
Gwernan-Jones,	2016).		

Parent Communica6on (A legal Basis)

•  Sec.	300.501	Opportunity	to	examine	records;	parent	par9cipa9on	
in	mee9ngs.	

The	parents	of	a	child	with	a	disability	must	be	afforded	an	opportunity	
to	parLcipate	in	meeLngs	with	respect	to	--	
(i)  The	idenLficaLon,	evaluaLon,	and	educaLonal	placement	of	the	

child;	and		
(ii)	The	provision	of	FAPE	to	the	child.		
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Pre-Crisis Communica6on

	Prior	to	a	crisis	there	are	communicaLon	steps	that	must	
be	taken	to	build	school/parent	relaLonships.		

	
	These	communicaLon	and	relaLonship	building	strategies	
may	occur	at	either	the	Building/District	Level	or	the	
Classroom	Level.	

	

What steps can be taken at the school and 
district Level to promote posi6ve parent 

rela6onships?

•  Organize	acLviLes	which	encourage	parents	to	come	into	the	school	
and	classroom	on	a	daily	basis	(Staples	&	Diliberto,	2010).		

•  Organize	career	days.	
•  Plan	ader	school	events	that	allow	parents	with	day-Lme	jobs	to	

parLcipate.	
•  Through	the	use	of	monthly	award	ceremonies,	liberally	give	awards	

and	invite	parents	to	a;end	the	ceremonies.		
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What steps can be taken at the classroom level 
to promote posi6ve parent rela6onships?

•  PromoLng	posiLve	parent	relaLonships	begins	prior	to	the	beginning	
of	the	school	year.	

•  Provide	parents	with	procedures	of	classroom	expectaLons	and	
behavior	management	plans.	

•  Establish	a	regular	communicaLon	system	with	parents,	the	primary	
focus	of	this	communicaLon	system	should	be	posiLve.		

•  Engage	parents	in	the	planning	process	prior	to	IEP	meeLngs.	
	
(Staples	&	Diliberto,	2010)	

Crisis-Defined

A	crisis	is	when	a	student	physically	acts	out.		
	Physically	acLng	out	consists	of	a	student:		
	 	-	Trying	to	injure	others,	including	staff,	by	any	means	

	(hilng,	kicking,	throwing,	biLng,	etc.).	
	 	-	Trying	to	injure	themselves	by	any	means.	
	 	-	Possibly	severe	damage	of	property,	as	determined	by	

	each	State	or	District.		
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Ac6ve-Crisis Communica6on

Your	district	plan	should	consider	communicaLon	with	the	following	
enLLes:	

•  Other	crisis	team	members.	
•  The	student	who	is	in	the	crisis.	
•  Other	students	not	involved	in	the	incident	(innocent	bystanders).	
•  The	parents	of	the	students	who	are	involved	in	the	crisis.	
•  Law	Enforcement	personnel	and	outside	agencies.	

Ac6ve-Crisis Communica6on: 
Communica6ng with parents during the crisis. 

•  During	a	crisis,	parents	may	respond	with	anger,	
hosLlity	and	fear.		

•  This	communicaLon	during	this	Lme	is	essenLal	to	
maintaining	a	posiLve	relaLonship	with	parents.	
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Ac6ve-Crisis Communica6on:  
Ac6vity

Ac6ve-Crisis Communica6on  
(Ac6vity con6nued)
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Ac6ve-Crisis Communica6on  
(Ac6vity con6nued)

Post-Crisis Communica6on

Immediately	ader	the	crisis	you	should	follow	your	district	plan	for	
individual	student	crisis.	

Most	oden	these	plans	should	include:	
•  Staff	debriefing	and	support	
•  Medical	checks,	if	needed	
•  Wri;en	documentaLon	
•  A	determinaLon	about	the	immediate	status	of	the	student	whom	

was	in	the	crisis	(school	discipline	procedures).	
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Post-Crisis Communica6on 
(The Parent Pick-Up)

	Inevitably,	a	situaLon	will	occur	when	working	with	students	who	
exhibit	aggressive	behaviors	in	which	the	student	will	be	sent	home	
from	school	early	because	of	a	behavior	crisis.	In	most	cases	a	parent	
or	caregiver	will	pick	the	child	up	from	school.	It	is	important	to	
consider	the	following:	

1.  The	parent	is	also	in	a	crisis.		
2.  The	student	can	hear	and	understand	what	you	are	saying	(or	you	should	

proceed	as	though	they	can).	
3.  This	is	a	be;er	Lme	to	schedule	a	meeLng	than	hold	a	meeLng.	
4.  It’s	OK	and	most	likely	appropriate	you	tell	the	parent	you	are	sorry.		
	Sorry	for	what???	That	the	child	has	to	go	home;	That	they	had	to	come	
pick	the	child	up;	That	the	BIP	did	not	work	in	this	instance.	

Post-Crisis Communica6on 
(Informing while respec6ng confiden6ality)

•  Within	the	School	building/district:	”Need	to	know”	
•  Among	the	other	students	in	the	classroom.	
•  Among	the	parents’	of	the	children	in	the	classroom.		
•  Among	the	Community	

•  Grocery	Store	
•  Pick-up	Cha;er	
•  Facebook	
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Post-Crisis  Communica6on

•  DocumentaLon	
•  School	
•  District	
•  State	
•  Law	Enforcement	

Restraint Considera6ons

	“Students	with	disabiliLes	(served	by	IDEA)	represent	12%	
of	the	student	populaLon,	but	58%	of	those	placed	in	
seclusion	or	involuntary	confinement,	and	75%	of	those	
physically	restrained	at	school	to	immobilize	them	or	
reduce	their	ability	to	move	freely.”		
	(U.S.	Department	of	EducaLon	Office	for	Civil	Rights,	2014.	
p.	1)	
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Seclusion Defined - Kansas

Seclusion	(according	to	Kansas	Law)	is	“The	placement	of	a	student	in	a	
locaLon	where	all	of	the	following	condiLons	are	met:”	

1.  The	student	is	placed	in	an	enclosed	area	by	school	personnel;	
2.  The	student	is	purposefully	isolated	from	adults	and	peers;	and	
3.  The	students	is	prevented	from	leaving,	or	the	student	reasonably	

believes	that	the	student	will	be	prevented	from	leaving	the	
enclosed	area.		

*	Seclusion	does	not	include	Lmeout	so	long	as	the	student	is	only	
temporarily	removed	from	a	learning	environment	and	is	not	secluded.		

Seclusion Considera6ons (Kansas)

When	a	student	is	placed	in	seclusion,	a	school	employee	shall	be	able	
to	see	and	hear	the	student	at	all	Lmes.	
•  All	seclusion	rooms:	
•  Locks	must	automaLcally	disengages	when	school	employee	not	

present.		
•  Safe	place	with	similar	proporLons	to	other	rooms	where	

students	frequent.		
•  Free	of	any	condiLon	that	could	be	a	danger	to	the	student.	
•  Well-venLlated	and	sufficiently	lighted.	
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ESI Considera6ons (Kansas)

Emergency	Safety	IntervenLons	(ESI)	are	seclusion	and	
restraint	that	are	used	when	the	student	presents	a	
reasonable	and	immediate	danger	to	self	or	others.	(91-42-2)	
	

ESI required communica6on (Kansas)

WriCen	documenta9on	of	the	emergency	safety	intervenLon	incident	must	include:	
•  The	events	leading	up	to	the	incident;	
•  student	behaviors	that	necessitated	the	use	of	the	emergency	safety	intervenLon;	
•  steps	taken	to	transiLon	the	student	back	into	the	educaLonal	selng;	
•  the	date	and	Lme	the	incident	occurred;	
•  the	type	of	emergency	safety	intervenLon	used	and	the	duraLon	of	the	incident;		
•  the	school	personnel	who	used	or	supervised	the	ESI;	
•  Opportunity	for	parents	to	provide	wri;en	feedback	or	comments	to	the	school	about	the	

incident	
•  A	statement	that	invites	and	strongly	encourages	parents	to	schedule	a	meeLng	to	discuss	the	

incident	and	how	to	prevent	future	use	of	emergency	safety	intervenLons,	and	the	email	and	
phone	number	for	the	parent	to	contact	the	school	to	schedule	a	meeLng.		
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ESI Considera6ons (Kansas)

•  Mechanical	and	chemical	restraints	are	prohibited.	
•  Law	enforcement	may	use	mechanical	restraints	so	long	as	they	do	

so	in	accordance	with	law	enforcement	duLes.		
•  “Mechanical	restraints”	do	not	include:	seatbelts	and	protecLve	or	

stabilizing	devices.			

Wrap-Up
	
	


