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Aims of this workshop 
 To raise awareness of different perspectives of 

parent and school staff in the situation of bullying 

 To identify responses which are more or less helpful 

in response to a complaint of bullying 

 To model and provide an opportunity to practise 

skills in responding effectively to an emotional 

parent complaint 

 To identify opportunities to improve children’s 

outcomes through involving parents 

 

Overview 
• Warm-up conversations: identifying challenges 

• The serious risk bullying poses to children 

• Teachers’ versus parents’ perspectives on bullying 

• Why we have different perspectives 

• How to proceed when there are different 
perceptions 

• Possible ways to address issues 

• Responding to an emotional complaint of bullying   

 
 
 
 

 
What are the challenges of 

managing parent 
complaints of bullying? 

 
 
 

 

 

The serious risk of harm that 

being bullied poses to children 

 
School bullying is the  

single-most important  
modifiable risk factor  
for mental illness  
in children  
and adolescents . 
(Scott, Moore, Sly & Norman, 2014).  
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Bullying causes severe consequences 

 

depression  lower self-esteem  anxiety 
 

loss of friendships   suicide   
behaviour problems 

 

health problems  school absenteeism 
 

Increased long-term risk  
of severe mental health problems,  

school dropout, involvement in criminal justice system 

Serious mental health risks from being 
bullied in primary school 

After taking into account previous emotional adjustment and family factors,  

 

being  bullied at age 8-10 produces higher rates of: 

• Depression and anxiety 2 yrs later (Arseneault et al., 2008),  

• Self-harm and psychotic problems by 12 years 
of age (Fisher et al., 2012; Schreier et al, 2009)  

• Depression and psychiatric problems in early 
adulthood and up to 32 years later (Sourander et al 2007; 

Farrington, Loeber, Stallings, &Ttofi, 2011).  

 

 

 

 

No one  

is more motivated  

to stop this harm  

than the parent  

of the child  

who is bullied. 

 

 

Keep in mind… it is the parents’ job 

to defend their young. 

School staff sometimes bear the 
brunt of parents’ emotions 

 

 

 

Teachers’ versus parents’ 

perspectives on bullying 
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What are the potential clashes? 
Parent Perspective 

Toby is being bullied at school 
by a group of boys in his class. 
They leave him out, call him 
names and make snide 
remarks. When they do allow 
him to play football they gang 
up on him and  have on 
occasion deliberately tripped 
him. When Toby has tried to 
defend himself, HE has gotten 
into trouble. You are outraged 
that the school has allowed 
this to continue. 

Teacher Perspective 

Toby has a problem with 
aggression. He has on several 
occasions hurt other students 
in your class. He seems to be 
the first to be physically 
aggressive. Toby needs to learn 
some self-control. You are 
surprised to learn that Toby’s 
parents think Toby is bullied. 
Toby is one of the worst bullies 
in the school. 

 

 

Why we have different 

perspectives on bullying 

A very common problem reported 
by parents when they approach 

school staff about bullying -> 

= 

Getting into an argument about 
whether it is bullying or not 

Bullying is… 

• hurtful behaviour  

• Can be verbal, physical, relational 

• Face-to-face or through technology 

• Typically repeated  

•  involves the misuse of power. 
 

 

Adapted from Bullying. No Way! (2013) Fast Facts: Bullying in Schools Retrieved 

from http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf 

on 30th January 2015 

 

Behaviour that is upsetting to one 
person may not be to another 

“Hi 
Turtle.” 

Is it bullying? 

How might 
your 
perspective 
differ as… 

 

perpetrator? 

receiver? 

observer? 

“Hey 
you f….  
..….” 

http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
http://www.bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/pdf/fast-fact-bullying-in-schools.pdf on 30th January 2015
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Is it bullying? 

How might 
your 
perspective 
differ as… 

 

perpetrator? 

receiver? 

observer? 

“A” suddenly jumps up and thumps “B”. 

A B 

Is it bullying? 

 

How might 
your 
perspective 
differ as… 

 

perpetrator? 

receiver? 

observer? 

“tap… 
tap … 
tap…” 

Whether it is perceived as bullying  
depends on… 

• History of relationship 

• Private meaning of behaviour 

• Whether the receiver finds it hurtful 

• Whether the perpetrator knows the received  
finds it hurtful 

• Intentions of perpetrator 

• ? 

• ? 

 

 

 

 

As observers 

we often don’t have  

all of the information  

to know whether it’s bullying. 

 

 

How to proceed when you and 

the parent have a different 

perspective 

How to proceed when  
there are differences 

• Recognise there will be some truth in both 
perspectives 

• Highlight areas of agreement 

• Ask yourself: Do you really need to reach 
agreement on differences to start improving 
the situation?  

• Explore underlying needs and concerns to find 
a way to start addressing the issue 
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The importance of considering 

information from parents 

• Most bullying occurs when staff are not 

around 

• Staff find out about less than 50% of 

incidents of bullying 

• Children are more likely to tell parents 

about bullying than teachers  

 

(Fekkes, Pijpers, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2005; 

Rigby & Johnson, 2016; Smith & Shu, 2002) 

Parent reports of victimisation predicts 

later internalising problems 

How to proceed when  
there are differences 

• Recognise there will be some truth in both 
perspectives 

• Highlight areas of agreement 

• Ask yourself: Do you really need to reach 
agreement differences to solve the problem?  

• Go back to underlying needs and concerns and 
find a solution that addresses these 

What is the common ground in Toby’s case? 

Parent’s 
perspective 

Teacher’s 
perspective 

How to proceed when  
there are differences 

• Recognise there will be some truth in both 
perspectives 

• Highlight areas of agreement 

• Ask yourself: Do you really need to reach 
agreement on differences to start improving 
the situation? 

• Go back to underlying needs and concerns and 
find a solution that addresses these 

 

If the parent perceives 

their child is being 

bullied, then - one 

way or another - this 

is a problem for the 

child and the school, 

and is a situation we 

should be seeking to 

improve. 
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Responding to parents who 

insist it is bullying 
 

“It may well be bullying. I don’t know enough 

about it to say as yet - but will look into this. 

Either way, it sounds like this situation is 

very upsetting to Ruby so we need to sort 

this. Let’s talk about some ways to start 

improving things.” 

 

 

How to proceed when  
there are differences 

• Recognise there will be some truth in both 
perspectives 

• Identify and highlight areas of agreement 

• Ask yourself: Do you really need to reach 
agreement on points of difference to start 
improving the situation?  

• Go back to underlying needs and concerns and 
seek a solution that addresses these 

 

 

The parent’s need will often be for their child 
to be safe (physically and emotionally). 

Make a plan 

Identify needs and 

concerns. 

Come up with a plan to 

address needs and 

concerns. 

Plan how to monitor 

progress. 

Arrange to meet again 

to review progress. 

Possible interventions 

Gather 

information 

Form 

Hypothesis 

Plan 

intervention 

Implement 

Kolb Action 

Learning Cycle 

Plan Interventions 

 

 

Intervention Examples 
Address 

inappropriate 

behaviour of 

alleged perpetrator 

 For subtle behaviours choose subtle methods 

 Address inappropriate observable behaviours 

calmly and respectfully 

 Report major behaviours and repeated minor 

hurtful behaviours 

Support alleged 

victim  

 Encourage student to develop friendships 

 Coach child in social and emotional skills 

 Enable the child to solve the problem 

 Address any behaviour which inadvertently 

provoke other students 

Seek to improve 

relationship 

 Help resolve misunderstandings 

 Provide opportunities to develop empathy and 

understanding 
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Ways parents can help their 

child with peer issues 
• Provide emotional support for child 

• Coach their child in solving peer problems 

• Help their child get to know other children 

from school 

• Teach the child how to get on well with 

others and ways to manage their emotions 

• Let the teacher know if there are any 

serious problems or if the child needs help 

Possible interventions 

Gather 

information/ 

Review 

Form 

Hypothesis 

Plan 

actions 

Implement 

Kolb Action 

Learning Cycle 

 

It will become clear  

whether it is bullying  

when you engage with the 

situation 

 

 

Responding to an Emotional 

Complaint from a Parent 

 

Reflection … remember some 

times when you have made a 

complaint about a problem that 

you were upset about 

When YOU made an emotional  

complaint… 
What helped? What made things worse? 

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________ 

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

___________________________ 
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If the other person is upset 
Receive 

 

Listen with respect to the other person’s 

communication of feelings. 

Notice 
 

Notice your own physiological response 

and feelings. 

Centre 
 

Tune into yourself. Breathe deeply. 

Listen again 
 

Listen to understand content and feelings. 

Reflect back 
 

Check for understanding by reflecting 

back in your own words.  

 Clarify and explore 
 

 Ask questions to understand the other 

person’s needs and concerns. 

 Repeat 
 

 Continue until other person is calm and 

feels heard. 

Move 
 

Address any misconceptions. Explain your 

needs and concerns. Suggest next step. 
Adaptation of handout from Conflict Resolution Network 

A Case Example: Kim 

Parent Perspective 

Kim is being bullied by two girls, one of whom 

used to be her best friend. Kim has been called 

names and deliberately left out. One girls has 

even told other girls not to be Kim’s friends. Kim 

said she has told her teacher and she just tells 

her “go play with someone else”. Kim is heart-

broken and you are very upset to see her treated 

this way. 

 

If the parent is upset 
Receive 

 

Listen with respect to the other person’s 

communication of feelings. 

Notice 
 

Notice your own physiological response 

and feelings. 

Centre 
 

Tune into yourself. Breathe deeply. 

Listen again 
 

Listen to understand content and feelings. 

Reflect back 
 

Check for understanding by reflecting 

back in your own words.  

 Clarify and explore 
 

 Ask questions to understand the other 

person’s needs and concerns. 

 Repeat 
 

 Continue until other person is calm and 

feels heard. 

Move 
 

Address any misconceptions. Explain your 

needs and concerns. Suggest next step. 

Adaptation of handout from Conflict Resolution Network 

Managing an emotional 

complaint 
What did you do well? 

___________________________________ 

What could you do even better? 

___________________________________ 

What to remember in a real situation: 

___________________________________ 

 

What will you remember to do  

dealing with parent complaints 

about bullying? 

• ___________________________ 

  

• ___________________________ 

 

• ___________________________
  

 

Thank you for your involvement.  

 

Best wishes to you all for your 

ongoing work in schools.  

 
Karyn Healy 

k.healy@psy.uq.edu.au 

 

 

 


