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D   uring a problem-solving meeting 
involving parents, their middle school 
student, a special educator, and the 
assistant principal, the frustrated 
assistant principal began the meeting by 
saying, “I’m fed up with Ryan’s behavior. 
He’s nothing but a behavior problem. 
This is ridiculous. He just can’t seem to 
get his act together.”

Following these comments, Ryan 
and his parents abruptly stood up and 
walked out of the meeting, with the 
parents vowing never to meet again with 
the assistant principal. And they didn’t. I 
was the special educator in that meeting, 
and though it was some time ago, what I 
learned about the power of words and the 
importance of effective communication in 
that meeting remains with me today.

POWER 
IN YOUR 
WORDS!

BY GREG CONDERMAN

A critical responsibility of all teachers 
is to communicate effectively—with 
colleagues, parents, administrators, 
paraprofessionals, representatives from 
community agencies, and of course, 
students. However, frustration with a 
student or a situation, lack of experience 
participating in school-based meetings, 
or poor communication skills easily 
may impede the meeting’s outcome, 
deter success of future meetings, 
and influence how others perceive 
and receive verbal and nonverbal 
messages. Remembering a few basic, 
but important, communication tips 
can turn challenging situations into 
collaborative opportunities. Six critical 
communication tips help bring about 
that change.
 
Cool Off

Before you contact a parent or 
colleague with a concern, compose 
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Point Out Specifics
Describe the behavioral or academic 

concern in concrete terms, providing examples 
backed by data from your grade book, student 
work samples, and informal assessments. Also 
demonstrate gains made by students; charts and 
graphs work well. Documentation speaks for 
itself and substantiates the reason the meeting 
was called. In today’s age of accountability, 
it is important to use data rather than 
subjective opinions when making decisions and 
conferencing with parents (Gable et al. 1997).

When discussing behaviors, also avoid 
general or vague statements and terms such as 
unmotivated, hyper, and gifted. Their subjective 
nature may hinder communication. Illustrate 
your concerns with fact-based statements: 
“Rachel has handed in four out of 10 homework 
assignments,” “Roberto called out eight answers 
without raising his hand today in math class,” or 
“Greta performed at the 95th percentile on the 
state reading test.”  

Share a Willingness to Collaborate
Throughout the meeting, indicate a desire 

and willingness to be part of the solution. 
Incorporate “we” into solution-seeking responses: 
“I wonder what we can do to help Monica.” 
Ask open-ended questions that solicit parent 
or colleague suggestions and be open to ideas. 
Listen first—and then speak and act with integrity 
(Keil 2005). 
 Teachers need to be effective communicators. 
Stressful situations often cause a breakdown 
in communication, and when under stress, 
professionals may say things they later regret. 
These tips remind educators that there’s power 
in your words. These tips also help educators 
approach difficult situations with confidence and 
professionalism. 
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yourself. Don’t be like the assistant principal in 
the opening scenario, saying something under 
stress that you later regret. Never respond 
impulsively by entering into a heated argument 
(Pierce and Fields 2003). Similarly, keep one-
sided concerns and emotions from dominating 
the conversation (Ploessl et al. 2010). To ensure a 
sufficient “waiting period” before addressing the 
concern, reflect on the situation by talking to a 
colleague, journaling, or engaging in appropriate 
stress-reducing activities. Practicing what you will 
say to the parent or colleague before the meeting 
helps prepare you to respond professionally.

Carefully Consider Word Choice
When it’s time to share a concern, the words 

you use will shape the conversation. Neutral 
words, such as “concern,” “issue,” or “matter,” 
are better received by parents or colleagues 
than words with a negative connotation, such as 
“problem,” “trouble,” or “deficient.” Phrases that 
point a finger, such as “your child can’t” or “your 
child won’t” are communication inhibitors as well. 
Other words to avoid include: unable, always, 
refuses, and never. These negative terms, often 
considered communication blockers, deter others 
from fully listening.

Focus on Child’s Needs
Think of ways to express your concerns 

that bring out the student’s needs rather than 
weaknesses. For example, rather than saying 
“Margaret is reading below grade level,” share 
a statement such as “Margaret would benefit 
from additional support in reading.” Additional 
professional phrases that express concern include: 
“could profit from,” “needs reinforcement in,” and 
“at times finds it difficult.” Emphasizing the child’s 
needs moves the conversation away from blame 
and toward collaborative problem-solving.

Open with Positive Remarks
Start your meeting with positive statements 

about the student before addressing the concern. 
Even if the primary reason for your contact 
is to share a concern, begin the conversation 
with specific and sincere qualities or behaviors 
you have noticed. Then, gently bring up your 
concern. Parents and colleagues are more likely 
to listen to a concern when they realize you also 
acknowledge strengths.


