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S P E A K I N G  O U T C A R E Y  D A H N C K E

“I am done with you. I shouldn’t have 
to put up with you. Get out of my 
class.” 

We have all heard frustrated educa-
tors say similar things to students. The 
truth is, some children are just harder 
to teach than others. Unfortunately, 
every principal has seen teachers 
lose their cool and say things that 
exacerbate the situation. Nowadays 
we’ve developed some odd notions 
about our role as educators. Some of 
these beliefs place us at odds with the 
families we serve. In fact, what some 
schools assume is “best practice” may 
actually fuel the problem.

What if the crux of this disconnect 
between families and schools is pro-
gressive discipline policies? You would 
never implement a rigid multistep 
strategy at home that would lead to 
your disowning your own children. 
Casting out your child after a series 
of poor choices seems ludicrous. Yet, 
many schools implement this very 
strategy. The message to parents and 
children: be good, or we’ll get rid of 
you. Do we really want to suggest that 
some children are disposable?

Effective Discipline Plans
What would happen if schools became 
committed to implementing an effec-
tive discipline plan, rather than a pro-
gressive one? One that tells students: 
We won’t allow shenanigans, but at 
the same time we are committed to 
you? What if we treated other people’s 
children as if they were ours? What 
if we worked to bring children and 
families closer to us rather than drive 
them away?

Good discipline helps most students 
to understand the consequences of 
their choices. I am certainly not sug-
gesting that we abandon these systems. 
However, we know some students are 
indifferent to “normal” systems. These 
students require something unique.

So, how does “unique” look in 
practice? When children and families 
engage in counterproductive behav-
iors, schools must be willing to teach 
new, more productive replacement 
behaviors. Simply allowing students to 
progress through an escalating series 
of punishments makes no sense if the 
behavior doesn’t improve.

Principals must be willing to aban-
don the notion that to be fair, you 
must be equal and uniform. Not all 
children need equal things.  Some 
children need more than others.

Cultivating Relationships 
With Parents
Schools, particularly those that enroll 
disadvantaged families, must stop 
asking parents to do things they’re 
ill-equipped to do.

Parenting is an imperfect practice. 
While some parents know exactly what 
to do when the principal calls, others 
are clueless. For most educators, we 
expect parents to respond appropri-
ately to the school’s declaration of 
their child’s offense. The parents of 
children with behavioral struggles 
tend to get called often. But many 
of these parents are left to wonder, 
“What do you want me to do?”

How often has a parent told you, 
“She behaves like this only at your 
school”? We hear an accusation, yet 
that parent is probably right. After all, 
how often are there 28 other children 
in the house, and how often must 

children sit quietly with their hand 
raised, waiting to be called on, so 
that they can use the toilet at home? 
School is abnormal. So, of course the 
child acts differently in school. Educa-
tors know this, yet we expect parents 
to know this intuitively.

We must willingly invest the time 
to help parents understand the rules 
and rhythms of school. We must will-
ingly clue parents in about how they 
can support their child’s teachers. 
We must stop assuming parents know 
what to do. Schools must understand 
the strengths and limitations of the 
families they serve. The tacit message 
cannot be “fi gure it out, before we get 
rid of your child.”

But there’s a catch. No one wants to 
take advice from the enemy. The only 
way to get parents, particularly those 
who as children had poor school 
experiences, to hear and to trust you 
is to build strong relationships.

Show Parents You Care
Principal preparation programs focus 
almost exclusively on technical com-
petencies and knowledge of laws and 
principles. You might have a wealth 
of knowledge about the educational 
process and a mastery of the rules and 
regulations, but your students’ parents 
generally don’t care. Parents want a 
competent principal, but your degrees 
are meaningless if parents don’t 
believe you care about their children.

It is essential to personally commu-
nicate to the families of your most 
at-risk students that you care about 
them as people. Principals who can 
effectively convey love, compassion, 
and aspiration to children inevitably 
win the hearts and minds of the 
parents. Once you do that, parents 
are ready to hear what you have to 
say. Your words are heard not with 
suspicion, but rather as the efforts of 
someone who wants to help. 
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Disciplining Other 
People’s Children

“Your degrees are 

meaningless if parents 

don’t believe you care 

about their children.”

Principals, teachers, and other 
school personnel can recognize and 
honor K-12 students who have 
achieved high academic goals 
through their hard work and 
dedication to learning.

Each award includes an embossed 
certificate signed by the President of 
the United States and the U.S. 
Secretary of Education and 
congratulatory letters from each.

There is no charge for these 
certificates, and there is no limit on how 
many you can give as long as students 
meet the established criteria.

The award pins, inscribed with the Presidential Seal, signify recognition from the highest level. 
Reward students who accomplish high academic achievement with these pins— 

for just $3.50 each or $3.00 each for 10 or more.* 

Visit peap-aca.org or call 877-897-4784

ACADEMIC 
ACHIEVEMENT

ACADEMIC 
EXCELLENCE   

The President’s Education Awards Program for 
Outstanding Academic Excellence and Achievement

Sponsored by the U. S. Department of Education, 
in partnership with NAESP and NASSP.

Honor Your Students
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