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Building Trusting Parent Relationships
Session 1 – Working with Families and Professionals

Slide 1 – Title
Welcome to the first Spark in our new series: Working with Families and Professionals.
Across this series, we're going to explore how effective inclusion extends beyond what happens in the classroom.
We'll look at relationships with families, multi-agency working, difficult conversations, working effectively with outside professionals, capturing pupil voice and person-centred practice.
And we're starting with perhaps the most important foundation:
Trust.
Because when families and schools trust one another, we're much better placed to understand barriers, solve problems together and ultimately support pupils well.

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
As always, we begin with safeguarding.
At collection time, a parent quietly tells a TA:
“Things are really difficult at home at the moment. Please don't tell anyone – I just needed someone to talk to.”
The parent appears upset but then adds:
“It's nothing to worry about.”
Take a moment to discuss:
What should the TA do?
Think particularly about the balance between maintaining a trusting relationship with the parent and our professional safeguarding responsibilities.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Response
Trusting relationships with families are incredibly important.
But trust doesn't mean that staff can promise confidentiality when information may have safeguarding implications.
The adult should listen calmly and respectfully.
There's no need to investigate or ask unnecessary questions.
But equally, we shouldn't promise to keep the conversation secret.
Where appropriate, explain sensitively that some information may need to be shared with the right person in school.
The information should be recorded factually, safeguarding procedures followed and advice sought from the DSL where appropriate.
Being clear about our responsibilities doesn't undermine trust.
In fact, sometimes protecting trust means being honest and professional about the boundaries of our role.

Slide 4 – The Journey Ahead
This is the first of six Sparks looking at Working with Families and Professionals.
Today, we're beginning with building trusting parent relationships.
We'll then explore multi-agency working and how to have difficult conversations well.
We'll consider how we can use outside professionals effectively, before moving into capturing pupil voice and finishing with person-centred practice.
Throughout the series, we'll keep returning to one principle:
Effective inclusion isn't something schools do to pupils and families.
It's something we build with them.

Slide 5 – By the End of This Spark
By the end of today's Spark, you'll be able to explain why trusting relationships with families matter for inclusion.
We'll think about how everyday interactions can either strengthen or weaken that trust.
We'll consider what it means to genuinely listen to families, particularly when what they tell us doesn't match what we're seeing in school.
We'll explore how language can help us communicate concerns respectfully and clearly.
And importantly, we'll recognise the valuable knowledge that families bring.
Finally, we'll identify one very small way to strengthen a relationship with a family this week.

Slide 6 – Start With What Families Bring
Families know things about their children that we don't.
They may know what motivates them.
What overwhelms them.
How they communicate at home.
What helps them regulate.
What they're worried about.
What they're proud of.
What has worked previously.
And what their child says about school when they're at home.
That doesn't mean families and school will always see things in exactly the same way.
We won't.
But rather than approaching conversations from:
“We are the professionals.”
perhaps a more productive starting point is:
“We bring different expertise to the same conversation.”
The school brings professional knowledge.
The family brings deep knowledge of their child.
Both matter.

Slide 7 – Trust Is Built in Small Moments
When we think about parent relationships, we can immediately think of the formal moments.
Parents' evenings.
SEND reviews.
Meetings.
Or difficult conversations.
But trust is often built long before any of those things happen.
It's built through hundreds of small interactions:
“Good morning.”
“She was really proud of this today.”
“Thank you for letting us know.”
“I'll find out and come back to you.”
Or:
“You mentioned this last week – how is it going?”
These interactions might take seconds.
But collectively, they communicate something powerful:
We know your child.
We notice them.
We listen to you.
You can talk to us.

Slide 8 – Don't Let Every Conversation Be About a Problem
Now imagine that every time school contacts you about your child, it's because something has gone wrong.
Behaviour has deteriorated.
Work hasn't been completed.
There's been an incident.
There's another concern.
Eventually:
School contact = bad news.
For families of pupils with additional needs, this can become particularly difficult if communication is consistently focused on deficits and problems.
So deliberately look for opportunities to share something else.
Progress.
Effort.
Independence.
Kindness.
Participation.
Something the pupil enjoyed.
Positive communication isn't an optional extra or simply something nice to do.
It creates relational credit.
And that relational credit can matter enormously when we eventually need to have a more difficult conversation.

Slide 9 – Listen Before You Explain
A parent tells you:
“He comes home exhausted every day.”
Our instinct might be to respond:
“But he's absolutely fine here.”
We're trying to reassure them.
But unintentionally, we may also be dismissing what they're telling us.
Instead, try curiosity:
“Tell me a little more about what you're seeing at home.”
Perhaps the pupil is masking difficulties during the school day.
Perhaps they're using significant effort to regulate.
There may be sensory overload.
Anxiety.
Or they may simply experience and manage demands differently across the two environments.
Different experiences don't automatically mean somebody is wrong.
Two things can be true.
So:
“We don't see that here” should be the beginning of curiosity – not the end of the conversation.

Slide 10 – Language Matters
The language we use can also change the tone of a conversation.
Compare:
“She refuses to work.”
with:
“We've noticed she finds it difficult to begin independent writing.”
Compare:
“He has terrible behaviour after lunch.”
with:
“We've noticed he becomes increasingly dysregulated after lunchtime.”
Or:
“She can't cope with change.”
with:
“Unexpected changes appear particularly difficult for her.”
The second versions are more specific and observable.
They reduce judgement.
They create space for shared problem-solving.
And they help us identify potential barriers.
A useful principle is:
Describe what you're seeing before interpreting why it's happening.

Slide 11 – When Families Disagree
Of course, trusting relationships don't mean families will always agree with us.
A parent might say:
“I don't think that strategy is helping.”
“I think my child needs more support.”
“That's not what we see at home.”
Or:
“I'm worried school isn't understanding them.”
Those conversations can feel uncomfortable.
But disagreement doesn't automatically need to become conflict.
Try:
“Tell me what you're noticing.”
“What would you like us to understand?”
“Let's look at what we're both seeing.”
“What could we try?”
And:
“How will we know whether it's helping?”
The goal isn't always immediate agreement.
Sometimes the goal is maintaining a relationship in which productive conversation remains possible.

Slide 12 – Every Adult Shapes the Relationship
It's also important to remember that families don't experience only the teacher or SENDCo.
They experience the school through lots of different interactions.
The office conversation.
The TA at the gate.
The lunchtime conversation.
The phone call.
The email.
The meeting.
And the response they receive when they raise a concern.
That means every member of staff has the opportunity to strengthen the relationship.
But equally, trust can be damaged through dismissiveness, jargon, defensiveness, inconsistency or promises that aren't followed up.
So building positive relationships with families isn't somebody else's role.
Inclusion extends beyond the classroom door.

Slide 13 – Trust Needs Follow-Through
Sometimes one of the most important things we can say to a family is:
“I'll come back to you.”
We won't always know the answer immediately.
That's okay.
But trust depends on what happens next.
If we say:
“I'll speak to the SENDCo.”
Do it.
If we say:
“We'll try that strategy.”
Try it.
If we say:
“I'll call you on Friday.”
Call.
If we say:
“We'll review this in three weeks.”
Review it.
We won't always be able to give families the answer they want.
But we can aim to be three things:
Clear. Reliable. Respectful.
Because trust grows when words and actions match.

Slide 14 – Spark Forward: One Positive Connection
This week's Spark Forward is deliberately simple.
Choose one family you don't usually communicate with unless something needs addressing.
Make one small, genuine positive connection.
Perhaps:
“They contributed brilliantly today.”
“I noticed how independently they started their work.”
“They were really kind to another pupil.”
“They've worked incredibly hard on this.”
Or simply:
“I thought you'd like to know…”
It could take 30 seconds.
A conversation.
A quick phone call.
Or a message through your usual school system.
Then consider:
How might this small interaction change the next conversation we need to have?
One positive connection.
One small investment in trust.
Small steps. Stronger practice.

Slide 15 – Evidence & Research
The evidence and further reading underpinning today's Spark are linked here.
You'll find the EEF's guidance on Working with Parents to Support Children's Learning, alongside the SEND Code of Practice: 0–25 Years.
We've also included the EEF's Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools guidance and resources from nasen.
Together, these reinforce the importance of partnership, communication and recognising families as important contributors to understanding and supporting pupils.

Slide 16 – Final Reflection
Families won't always agree with us.
They won't always see what we see.
And we won't always see what they see.
But strong partnerships aren't built on always agreeing.
They're built on:
Listening.
Curiosity.
Respect.
Clear communication.
Honesty.
And following through.
Behind every meeting, email, phone call or conversation is something we should never lose sight of:
A child we all want to succeed.
So don't wait until something goes wrong to build the relationship.
Say hello.
Share the success.
Ask the question.
Listen to the answer.
Because when difficult conversations eventually come...
Trust built in the small moments matters.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




