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Effective Communication with Parents

As a child care provider, you soon discover that parents and children are a two-for-one deal: Developing positive 
relationships with parents is critical to providing the best care possible to their children.  

Even when your relationship with a parent(s) is warm and positive, sharing the care of a young child often stirs 
up strong feelings. It isn’t uncommon for parents, at one point or another, to feel a pang of fear that their child 
might grow to love her caregiver more. They may also worry, at times, that their child’s caregiver is better at par-
enting than they are.  Here are two fairly typical experiences that come up when sharing the care: 

Sarita got into her car, really angry. When she dropped off her 20-month-old, Malika, that morning, she men-
tioned to Angela who cares for Malika, how impossible her daughter has been in the mornings. She drags her 
feet, doesn’t want to get dressed, pitches a fit about which outfit to wear—it’s been practically impossible to get 
her out the door.  Angela seemed really surprised. “Wow, she is an angel here. I tell her it’s time to go out and 
she runs over to the coat hook, pulls down her coat, and puts it on. She is really cooperative.” Sarita thought 
she’d be relieved to hear how well-behaved Malika was, but instead found herself wondering if this means she is 
not as good at caring for Malika.

Aldo stopped by his mother-in-law’s house to pick up his toddler, Blanca. When he tells Blanca it is time to go 
home, she shouts, “No! Stay with Abuelita!” and goes to hide under the table. After calling to her, Aldo finally 
had to crawl under there and pull her out. Blanca was screaming the whole time. It was embarrassing, and made 
him feel like a bad father—like even his own child didn’t want to be with him. His mother-in-law told him it 
was just because Blanca has a hard time making changes. But it still was a rotten way to end a long day. 

Communicating With Parents:  3 Key Steps
When you have a challenging encounter with a parent, you can use the steps below to get things back on track 
in order to provide the best care for the child you all care so deeply about.

Step 1:  Notice how you are feeling. 
Tuning in to your feelings is very important. When you’re not aware of them, they often rear their ugly heads in 
ways that can interfere in building strong, positive relationships with parents.

Adele watches her niece’s son, Eduardo, each day, which she really enjoys. But her niece, Tasha, is often late to 
pick him up and never calls. Adele is really frustrated and angry. She feels it’s very disrespectful and that she is 
being taken advantage of. When her niece does eventually show up, Adele is very abrupt and annoyed in her 
tone. The two adults barely communicate. Eduardo glances from one to the other and looks very tense. Tasha 
whisks him away and Eduardo doesn’t even say good-bye to his auntie whom he adores.

Recognizing the impact on Eduardo, Adele decides to talk to Tasha about her feelings and to see about making 
a plan to help Tasha arrive on time, and at least to call to let Adele know she is running late. When Adele takes 
the approach of partnering with Tasha in solving the problem, versus blaming her, Tasha is open to discussing 
solutions.
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Step 2:  Look at the interaction from the child’s point of view.
Tuning in to the child’s experience can reduce tension and lead to joint problem-solving. Take the example of 
a child throwing a tantrum when his parent comes to pick him up. This situation can naturally make a parent 
feel incompetent and embarrassed. But if you look at it from the child’s point of view, you can reframe the issue 
in a way that doesn’t make the parent feel bad and that also helps him or her understand the complexity of the 
child’s behavior: “It seems like Stephanie is trying to tell you, I’m having so much fun with the dollhouse that I 
need a little time to adjust to the idea it’s time to leave for the day.”

In the cases where a child is more cooperative with you than the parent, again, help her see it from the child’s 
perspective: “Yes, Tony puts his coat on when I ask him to, but that’s because he knows I have to help the other 
kids too. Kids learn quickly that the rules and expectations at home and here can be different. He tells me all 
about how you make sure he is zipped up and how you always check that he has his hat. He talks about you all 
the time.”

Step 3: Partner with parents.
Developing a plan together with parents on how to handle a child-rearing issue helps you move forward as part-
ners, instead of competitors. For example, if you are trying to teach children not to hit when they are angry, but 
the parent hits her child to discipline her at home, you can: 

• Use “I” statements: I know we are both concerned about Erica hitting other kids when she’s here. I real-
ly work with the kids on finding other ways to show angry feelings. I don’t hit them because when adults 
hit children when they are angry, it teaches children to hit as well when they are mad.

• Ask for the parent’s perspective: Clarify the parent’s feelings and beliefs on the issue. Ask questions 
to learn, not to pass judgment: “What are acceptable ways to you for Erica to express her angry feelings? 
What do you do at home? What do you find works? What doesn’t work? Would you be open to finding 
ways to discipline her other than hitting?”   

Most important:
• Look for a place to compromise. Ask the parent if he or she has ideas for next steps. What can the two 

of you agree on? What can you both work on? For example, “We both agree that Erica needs to find other 
ways to show her anger besides hitting. One strategy that seems to work here is to have her stomp her 
feet as hard as she can to get her mad out. Are you comfortable with that? I also tell her that if she needs 
a break, she can curl up on the couch with her teddy bear.  Are these strategies you think you might want 
to try at home? (If not, ask the parent(s) what he or she would be comfortable with.)

Finally, don’t forget to check in. A relationship is a living thing that grows and changes over time. It’s import-
ant to check in with parents to see how things are going, how your agreed-upon plan is working, and where you 
might need to make some adjustments. Communication is the key to making any partnership work.

Adapted from: http://www.zerotothree.org/early-care-education/family-friend-neighbor-care/effective-com-
munication-with-parents.html
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Acknowledge, Ask, Adapt

 Strategies to Improve Communication with Family Members in Collaborative Relationships
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Step 1: Acknowledge

Take time to think about how 
you feel about the issue and get 
clarity on the reasons behind your 
feelings. 

Listen carefully to the other 
person’s concern.  If you bring 
up the concern, do it respectfully 
with an attitude of wanting to 
understand the issue. 

Step 2: Ask

Gather data; try to get to the 
real sources for the conflict or 
misunderstanding for the parent, 
the child, or you.  Ask questions 
that seek to clarify. 

Pay attention to verbal and 
nonverbal responses.  Restate 
what you think is being said; take 
time to be sure you mean the 
same thing in the language you 
are using. 

Step 3: Adapt

Once the issues have been defined, 
seek out the common ground 
by stating your areas of greatest 
importance to each other.  Listen 
carefully for areas of common 
agreement.

Negotiate around the areas 
of important agreements and 
boundaries.  Come to a resolution 
that addresses the real/major 
issues.  Sometimes we have to 
agree to disagree. 
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Practice Feedback Questions

Acknowledge
• How does the FCC provider recognize the need for communication with the parent?
• How does the FCC provider’s attitude convey sincere interest and response?
• What can the FCC provider say to the parent to communicate an awareness that there is a problem they 

need to jointly solve?

Ask
• What questions can the FCC provider ask the parents to get information that will help her/him understand 

more precisely the parents’ point of view?

Adapt
• How does the FCC provider work with the parent to define the issues and boundaries of the problem?
• Does the FCC provider seek “common ground” as the basis for negotiation?
• Does the FCC provider open up a negotiation with the parent about what to do?

Acknowledge, Ask, Adapt information and activity adapted by Domenica M. Benitez from Module IV, Culture, 
Family, and Providers, WestEd, The Program for Infant/Toddler Caregivers
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Non-verbal Communication

Interpreting non-verbal communication is not always straightforward. It is influenced and driven by context 
which includes the place and people concerned, as well as cultural norms.  

Can you think of examples of non-verbal communication that may be interpreted differently by different groups 
of people?  
 
How important is body language when you are communicating with someone whose language you do not 
know?
 
 
Non-verbal communication includes… 
 
Body Movements: hand gestures and nodding or shaking the head; 
 
Posture: how you stand or sit, whether your arms are crossed; etc. 
 
Eye Contact: may convey sincerity and a level of trustworthiness; 
 
Para-language: such as pitch, tone, and speed of speaking; 
 
Closeness or Personal Space: indicates the level of familiarity and intimacy; 
 
Facial Expressions: smiling, frowning and amount of blinking; and 
 
Physiological Changes: for example, sweating or blinking more when nervous. 

Adapted from:  http://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/nonverbal-communication.html 
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FCC Professional Self-Inventory: Demonstrating Respect in Communications with Families

Adapted from: http://ecmhc.org/tutorials/family-engagement/mod2_2.html
Section 2: Family Engagement and Support

Always

Always

Always

Always

Always

Always

Always

Sometimes

Sometimes

Sometimes

Sometimes

Sometimes

Sometimes

 
Sometimes

Not Yet
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Not Yet
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Not Yet

Explaining your role (including your relevant 
background, experience, training and 
education), discussing your expectations of 
the family, and encouraging parents to ask 
questions before enrollment.

Gaining consent from parents prior to 
implementation of services that require 
permission (e.g. applying sunscreen, 
transporting children, releasing children to 
adults besides custodial family members)

Using names when referring to enrolled 
children, family members and caregivers. 
Ensuring that family information is held 
confidential.

Being responsive to parents’ logistical 
constraints when possible (e.g., work and/or 
school schedules, transportation)

Showing up when you say you will, prepared 
for interviews or meetings with families

Being an active listener

Keeping the family in the loop through 
regular meetings, phone calls, and e-mails. 
Asking parents how they prefer to 
communicate and striving to accommodate 
them.
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Active Communication

Strong, clear communication strengthens partnerships. How we communicate with families both verbally and 
non-verbally sets a tone for how partnerships develop. Below are some practices that support positive and 
meaningful communication between partners. Choose one or two practices that you feel you do well and one or 
two that you would like to practice more often.
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Skills

1. Attending to 
others

2. Restating 
messages

3. Reflecting

4. Interpreting

5. Summarizing, 
synthesizing

6. Probing

7. Supporting

8. Checking 
perceptions

9. Being quiet

Explanation & Examples

Provide verbal or non-verbal awareness of the other, for example engaging in eye 
contact, facing the person speaking, limiting distractions, etc.

Respond to a parent’s verbal message. “I heard you say that you feel frustrated when I 
told you that your daughter couldn’t come back until her hair is free of lice and nits.”

Reflect feelings, experiences, or content that has been heard or perceived through 
cues. (reinforcing and supporting the speaker, clarifying meaning) “That must have 
been hard for you. I can tell by your tears that it is still upsetting to talk about.”

Offer a tentative interpretation about the other’s feelings, desires, or meanings. 
“What I am hearing is that this experience made you question your own parenting 
skills.”

Bring together feelings and experiences; providing a focus. “Let’s focus a bit on these 
questions around parenting.”

Question in a supportive way that requests more information or clarifies confusions. 

“Tell me more about some of the ways you feel successful as a parent.”

Show warmth and caring in one’s own individual way. “It sounds like there are many 
things that you do as a parent to support your child. Parenting isn’t always easy is it?”
Find out if interpretations and perceptions are valid and accurate. “You had a diffi-
cult time hearing that your son is struggling in school, you felt like maybe you hadn’t 
been doing enough to help him. It is clear you are passionate about being a mother 
and have much strength, yet are fearful that there is something you are missing, does 
that sound accurate so far?”

Give the other time to think as well as to talk.



CCIP Training

Module 3: Developmental Needs of Children

SECTION TWO: Family Engagement and Support

Handout 

Active Communication

Practices I use regularly to communicate with families: 

Practices I would like to use more often with families:

Adapted from:  http://ecmhc.org/tutorials/family-engagement/mod2_13.html 
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Toolbox Being Quiet Card
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Toolbox Interpreting Card
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Toolbox Reflecting Card
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Toolbox Summarizing Synthesizing Card
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After You Get What You Want, You Don’t Want It – 
Irving Berlin 
Listen to me, honey dear, something’s wrong with 
you, I fear 
It’s getting harder to please you, harder and harder 
each year 
I don’t want to make you blue, but you need a talking 
to 
Like a lot of people I know, here’s what’s wrong with 
you: 
After you get what you want, you don’t want it 
If I gave you the moon, you’d grow tired of it soon. 
 
 
Ain’t No Half Steppin – Big Daddy Kane 
I speak clearly so you can understand 
 
 
All I Really Want To Do – Bob Dylan 
I ain’t lookin’ to compete with you… 
Simplify you, classify you 
Deny, defy or crucify you…

No, and I ain’t lookin’ to fight with you…

I ain’t lookin’ to block you up… 
Analyze you, categorize you… 
Or disgrace you or displace you 
Or define you or confine you…

I ain’t lookin’ for you to feel like me 
See like me or be like me 
All I really want to do 
Is, baby, be friends with you 

Blue (Da Ba De) – Eiffel 65 
Yo listen up here’s a story 
About a little guy that lives in a blue world 
And all day and all night and everything he sees 
Is just blue like him inside and outside 
Blue his house with a blue little window… 
And everything is blue for him and himself 
And everybody around 
‘Cause he ain’t got nobody to listen to 
 
I have a blue house with a blue window. 
Blue is the colour of all that I wear. 
Blue are the streets and all the trees are too… 
Blue are the people here that walk around… 
Blue are the words I say and what I think. 
Blue are the feelings that live inside me.
 
 
Body Language – Roisin Murphy 
If you hear what your body says, learn body language 
If I could speak, I’d call your name 
If I could hear what your body says, I wouldn’t change 
it 
If you speak over to me 
 
But learn, speak it, that body language 
 
 
Body Language (Do The Love Dance) – Jackson 5 
Body language, body language 
Let your body tell the story if you can 
 
Now girls and boys around the world join hands 
Express yourself in any way you can 
 
You do it with your eyes 
You do it with your hands 
You do it with your feet 

Section 2: Family Engagement and Support
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Can We Talk? – Tevin Campbell 
Now I build up my confidence 
Next, next time you come my way 
I’ll know just what to say 
Can we talk for a minute? 
 
 
Can’t You Hear Me Knockin’ – Rolling Stones 
Can’t you hear me knockin’ on your window 
Can’t you hear me knockin’ on your door… 
Help me baby, ain’t no stranger 
Can you help me baby, ain’t no stranger 
Help me baby, ain’t no stranger

Can’t you hear me knockin’, yeah, throw me down the 
keys 
Alright now 
 
 
Danny’s Song – Loggins & Messina 
People smile and tell me I’m the lucky one,  
And we’ve only just begun… 
You bring a tear of joy to my eyes 
And tell me everything is gonna be alright. 
 
 
Do Right – Take 6 
Listen to me people 
 
I used to say love was just a game we played 
Now I see it in a different way 
So I wanna do right 
I gotta do right 
 
 
Don’t Let Go – Take 6 
You struggle for something to say 

Do You Hear What I Hear? - Noël Regney  
Do you hear what I hear? 
A song, a song 
High above the trees 
With a voice as big as the sea… 
Said the king to the people everywhere 
Listen to what I say… 
The child, the child 
Sleeping in the night… 
Will bring us goodness and light 
 
 
Entenderse (Understood) – Lila Downs 
 
 
Harmony – Take 6 
I’ll hold you up never let you down 
If we can work together that’s harmony 
So let’s get along everyone sing the same song 
No need to fight no right or wrong 
 
 
Hello – Adele 
Hello, it’s me 
I was wondering if…you’d like to meet 
To go over everything… 
 
Hello, can you hear me… 
 
There’s such a difference between us 
And a million miles 
Hello, how are you? 
It’s so typical of me to talk about myself I’m sorry. 
 
 
Hollow Talk – Choir of Young Believer 
 
 
If No One Will Listen – Keri Noble
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Hear Me – Kelly Clarkson 
Are you listening? 
 
Hear me 
I’m cryin’ out 
I’m ready now 
Turn my world upside down 
Find me 
I’m lost inside the crowd 
It’s getting loud 
I need you to see 
I’m screaming for you to please 
Hear me 
Hear me 
 
Hear me 
Can you hear me? 
Hear me 
 
I used to be scared of 
Letting someone in 
But it gets so lonely 
Being on my own 
No one to talk to 
And no one to hold me 
I’m not always strong 
Oh, I need you here 
Are you listening? 
 
 
I Want To Hear What You Have Got To Say – The 
Subways 
I say these words aloud, they speak from the noise… 
I want to hear what you, what you’ve got to say 
I want to hear what you, what you’ve got to say 
I want to hear what you, what you’ve got to say 
I want to hear what you, what you’ve got to say 

I’ll Be There – Take 6 
I’ll be there whenever you call 
And I will be there for you 
I will be there for you 
I will be there for you if you let me 
 
I Try – Macy Gray 
And I may seem all right and smile… 
But my smiles are just a front 
Just a front, hey 
I play it off… 
And I’ll try to keep my cool, but I’m fiendin’

I try to say goodbye and I choke 
Try to walk away and I stumble 
Though I try to hide it, it’s clear 
My world crumbles when you… 
 
 
The Light – Common 
It’s important, we communicate 
And tune the fate of this union, to the right pitch 
Let’s stick to understanding and we won’t fall 
For better or worse times, I hope to me you call 
 
 
Listen - Beyoncé 
Listen to the song here in my heart… 
Listen to the sound from deep within… 
Oh, the time has come for my dreams to be heard 
They will not be pushed aside and turned 
Into your own all ‘cause you won’t 
Listen

Listen, I am alone at a crossroads 
I’m not at home in my own home 
And I’ve tried and tried to say what’s on my mind 
You should have known (oh) 
 
Oh, now I’m done believing you 
You don’t know what I’m feeling 
I’m more than what you made of me 
I followed the voice you gave to me 
But now I’ve gotta find my own…
I don’t know where I belong 
But I’ll be moving on 
If you don’t, if you won’t 
Listen to the song here in my heart
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Listen to Your Heart – DHT 
Listen to your heart 
there’s nothing else you can do… 
And there are voices  
that want to be heard. 
 
 
Listen Up - Oasis 
Listen up 
What’s the time said today 
I’m gonna speak my mind 
 
 
Long Distance Call – Muddy Waters 
Please, call me on the phone sometime… 
When I hear your voice, 
Ease my worried mind… 
If you only speak some good words about me 
 
 
Mama Said – The Shirelles 
Mama said there’ll be days like this 
There’ll be days like this mama said 
(Mama said, mama said) 
Mama said there’ll be days like this

There’ll be days like this my mama said 
Mama said, mama said 
Hey, don’t you worry 
Mama said, mama said

Hey, don’t you worry now 
Mama said, mama said 
Hey, hey 
 

Respect – Aretha Franklin 
R-E-S-P-E-C-T 
Find out what it means to me 
R-E-S-P-E-C-T 
Take care, TCB 
 
All I’m askin’ 
(Ooh) Is for a little respect

Not Exactly - Deadmau5 
Everybody hearing the sound of my voice 
Raise your hands and believe in love…

Listen children 
I wanna tell ya something real quick and real fast 
I need you to understand that sometimes 
We’re separated because of the color of our skin 
Or where we grew up from

But I want you to understand something 
That we need to embrace the word, “Love” 
Because love can bring all generations of people to-
gether 
All colors and creeds together in peace and harmony 
I want you to feel the love generation

I need all my believers that are listening 
To what I’m saying right now, if it had not been for 
love 
Everything that is in this world would not exist 
We need to understand right now that because of love 
Things happen.. 
 
 
Nothing Left to Say – Imagine Dragons 
They keep calling me 
Beckoning… 
Who knows what’s right? 
 
But I keep pushing on and on and on and on 
 
There’s nothing left to say now… 
I’m giving up, giving up, hey hey, giving up now… 
 
Even if my way is wrong 
I keep pushing on and on and on and on

There’s nothing left to say now… 
 
 
Say Something – A Great Big World 
Say something, I’m giving up on you 
 
 
The Sound of Silence – Simon and Garfunkel 
People talking without speaking, 
People hearing without listening… 
Hear my words that I might teach you 
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System – Dirty Revolution 
Crisis, Crisis, time to talk 
White noise crackles 
Everywhere I walk 
Sounds of the underground 
Rise and fall, stop 
Look, and listen 
It’s a warning to us all 
Everyone knows 
Surely everyone knows 
Peace, love and unity’s 
A better way to go 
Before the fire burns us all 
 
 
 
Talk – Coldplay 
I can’t, I can’t get through 
I’ve been trying hard to reach you ‘cause I don’ know 
what to do… 
Oh, I wanna talk to you 
I’m so scared about the future, and I wanna talk to 
you… 
Tell me, how do you feel? 
Well, I feel like they’re talking in a language I don’t 
speak 
And they’re talking it to me… 
So you don’t know where you’re going and you wanna 
talk… 
You tell anyone who’ll listen, but you feel ignored 
Nothing’s really making any sense at all, let’s talk 
Let’s talk, let’s talk, let’s talk 
 
 
 
Talk of the Town - Pretenders 
…I said it out loud 
Out loud in a crowd 
Everybody heard 
It was the talk of the town 

Talk to Me – Joni Mitchell 
Oh I talk too loose 
Again I talk too open and free 
I pay a high price for my open talking 
Like you do for your silent mystery 
 
Come and talk to me 
Please talk to me 
Talk to me talk to me… 
 
Is your silence that golden? 
Are you comfortable in it? 
Is it the key to your freedom 
Or is it the bars on your prison? 
I’m always talking 
Chicken squawking 
Please talk to me 
 
 
Talk to Ya Later – the Tubes 
 
 
 
Tell Me Something I Don’t Know – Selena Gomez 
 

Til I Hear It From You – Gin Blossoms 
As far as I know, nothing’s wrong 
Until I hear it from you… 
Til we’re talking about it, not stepping around it… 
I’ll just figure everything is cool 
Until I hear it from you… 
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Tin Cans & Strings (Help Us Communicate Better) 
– O Pioneers!!! 
…Well I’m the lion and your mouse 
It’s not functioning, it’s not functioning 
We talk rhythms and move in moments 
I guess I’m falling out of touch 
I guess I’m falling out of reach 
You are falling away from me… 
 
…And you don’t communicate 
No, let’s just say we have changed 
This is a failure in communications 
Radio is down 
I’ve lost connection 
Not getting through well 
 
 
Whatever You Say – Martina Mc Bride 
You think I’m always makin’ 
Something out of nothin’ 
You’re sayin’ everything’s okay

You’ve always got an answer 
Before I ask the question 
Whatever you say

Now we can change the subject 
Pretend I never brought it up 
Same old story anyway

Later we can work it out 
Right now you’re talked out 
Yeah, whatever you say

Oh I know you can hear me 
But I’m not sure you’re listening 
I hear what you’re sayin’ 
But still there’s something missin’… 
 

What’s Up? – 4 Non Blondes 
What’s going on?
And I say, hey yeah yeah, hey yeah yeah 
I said hey, what’s going on?

Why Can’t We Communicate - Johnny Rivers 
Well I can’t talk to _______ 
Without giving me a big debate 
I can’t talk to _______ 
Because he’s always running late… 
Come on and talk to me now… 
Tell me why can’t we communicate 
I wanna tell you all about me 
I got so much deep down inside 
I wanna know more about you 
Open up you got nothing to hide 
 
 
Yakety-Yak – The Coasters 
Yakety-Yak (Don’t Talk Back) 
Yakety-Yak (Don’t Talk Back) 
Yakety-Yak (Don’t Talk Back) 
 
 
Words – Hawk Nelson 
They’ve made me feel like a prisoner 
They’ve made me feel set free 
They’ve made me feel like a criminal  
Made me feel like a king 
They’ve lifted my heart to places I’ve never been 
They’ve dragged me down back to where I began 
 
Words can build you up 
Words can break you down
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You Told Me Baby – Bonnie Raitt 
Told me baby, 
You were just too tired to try, 
There was nothing left for you to give 
And no more tears to cry… 
After all we’ve been through 
There’s no one left to fool;  
Nothing left for us to do… 
Told me baby,  
To find somebody new. 
Do you really think that I’d come this far, 
Just to lose…you? 
You know you’ve got to take a chance, 
If only you will stay. 
And if you’ve got the time baby, I’ve got the love, 
We might just find the way. 
 

You’ve Got to Talk to Me – Lee Ann Womack 
How will I ever know what you’re feelin’ 
How will I ever know what to do 
If you simply refuse to tell me 
What’s goin’ on inside of you 
Have a little faith in me… 
You’ve got to talk to me 
 
How can I even  know how to help you 
How can I ever know what to say 
If every time your heart is hurtin’ 
You turn from me and walk away… 
 
You don’t have to feel alone 
Let me share the load 
There’s nothin’ more I’d rather do 
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