Engaging with parents who
have a mental illness
A guide for school staff

This guide is designed to help school staff engage with parents when there are
issues of mental illness. It offers ideas about communication concerning the
young person or where parental mental illness had not previously been known
about by the school.

Rules of engagement
Most parents respond well to a friendly, non-judgemental approach, which
assumes that teachers and parents have a common aim; in this case
furthering the best interests of the child or young person. The teacher and
parent try to work together as a partnership with this aim in mind.
In the best partnerships, each person is aware of the other’s unique position
and area of expertise (the teacher as teacher, the parent as parent) and
values the other’s contribution. There is an atmosphere that is positive and
task-focused with each person open to the input of the other. If a parent has
a mental illness, it is still more than likely that this atmosphere will prevail.
If it does not, the reason may not lie in the parent being diagnosed with a
mental illness but because of other factors such as, for example, that
parent’s relationship to schools, to authority figures etc.
This guide addresses those times when there are particular challenges in
engaging with parents. Although the emphasis is on parents with a mental
illness, it aims to be helpful in all those situations where teachers do their
best to establish a good working relationship with a parent/parents and find
it an uphill struggle, in which, despite the school’s efforts, the parent either
fails to come to meetings or, when they do, it is hard to have productive
discussions about the child/young person.

Summary of Key Principles
The following key principles are useful guidelines for successful engagement:
1. Think about your own assumptions and how you might come across to others
2. Assume the encounter will be productive
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3. Accentuate the positive
4. Stay curious
5. Assume the parents’ expertise
6. Negotiate in the face of hostility
7. Be open and transparent
8. Change position when you get stuck
9. Offer another meeting – even if this one does not go well
10. Think beyond the label of mental illness
11. Try to build a relationship before problems arise
12. Think about the parents’ culture and any language difficulties

Key principles in more detail
1. Think about your own assumptions and how you might
come across to others
It’s helpful to question ourselves on the assumptions we might make and to think
about the encounter with parents as one where each party comes with a set of
assumptions. These are some of the assumptions that it might be helpful to
consider:
Teacher’s assumptions
Self-questioning our own experience of, or beliefs about, mental illness (or about
bizarre, hostile or neglectful behaviour) can help us be more prepared and think
about how we ourselves may come across. For example, if we feel uncertain,
fearful, wrong-footed or criticised, what do we usually do? Get defensive?
Become critical in return? Try to take control? Talk more? Try to find common
ground? If we feel that a child is overwhelmed by responsibility, do we want to try
to rescue them? If a parent seems to put their own needs ahead of their child’s do
we feel critical or judgemental?
One common scenario might be when a teacher or another professional is really
trying their best to help, perhaps putting themselves out to do so (e.g. a parent
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might not have turned up to previous meetings, so we keep re-arranging). If the
response we get questions our helpful motives (e.g. suggests that we are being
interfering) or seems indifferent to the child’s difficulties, it is easy to feel
judgemental or critical. This may come across to the parent through the
language we use, through our tone of voice etc. Alternatively, we might try harder
and harder to persuade the parent of our point of view rather than take a step
back to find out where the parent is coming from.
Parent’s assumptions
A parent who has been diagnosed with a mental illness is likely to have feelings
of shame, feeling they haven’t been a good enough parent or that their illness has
damaged their child. Being invited to the school to discuss their child’s
difficulties may therefore feel like a catastrophe rather than finding a solution.
They may fear what the teacher knows about the their situation, a terror of being
judged, or a lack of confidence that the they can contribute. The relationship with
the teacher may feel as if it is totally unbalanced, with the teacher having all the
power and knowledge and the parent none.
When meeting with parents
•
•
•

Be mindful of your body language like your tone of voice and gestures
Be curious about the parents’ own experience and perspective
Find a confidential space to talk and, if necessary, find another member of
staff to join you - preferably, someone that the parent has a positive
relationship with and who the parent might not just see as a figure of
authority

Difficulty engaging with parents
When parents view a school negatively this could be because:
•
•

•
•

of bad experiences with this or other schools, either recently or in their
childhood
they feel that social or cultural differences between themselves and the
school staff make them feel inferior, looked down on, demeaned, or just
misunderstood
they feel guilty or ashamed of how they care for or present their children
(particularly in the case of poverty)
because when they are frightened or feel under threat and customarily
respond either with aggression or contempt because - perhaps as a result
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•

•
•

of a mental illness - they misconstrue and misunderstand positive
attempts to respond to them
due to illness or other experiences (such as war, persecution, abuse) they
are highly cautious about trusting anyone, and especially anyone in
authority
they fear their children will be removed from them
because (rarely) they have been treating their child/children badly and use
aggression or avoidance to attempt to hide it

When a school views parents negatively this could be because:
•
•
•
•

•

of target pressures - it is not the policy of the school to engage actively with
parents and particularly with those seen as difficult
parents are often viewed as aggressive and a threat either because of
actual experiences of aggression or just the fear of it
teachers may fear being put down or humiliated by parents, especially if
the teacher is young and the parent overbearing
the teachers may feel ill prepared to step outside of their relationship with
the child/young person, either through lack of training and experience, or
because of adverse experiences in their own lives
school policy encourages teachers to increase attention on disruptive
pupils at the possible expense of children of parents with mental illness,
who may remain ‘below the radar’.

2. Assume the encounter will be productive
•

•
•
•

•

Assuming the encounter will be productive means conveying a confidence
that the parent wants the best for their child (whether this is the
impression they give or not).
Don’t assume the parent will be difficult or hostile, whatever has been said
by other professionals or flagged up by the previous school.
Keep in mind that whatever diagnosis the parent has, the matter at hand is
to help the child and to share ideas about how to do so.
It’s not necessarily helpful to refer to the parent’s mental health problems
when discussing the young person’s behaviour. For example, let them
know how pleased you are that they were able to meet you and how much
you appreciate hearing how they think things are for the young person.
Show them that you are open-minded, and interested in getting to know
them and their point of view.
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•

•

If you bring up issues raised by the previous school, it would be helpful to
do so with a tone that communicates curiosity, interest and non-blaming.
For example, you have been told that the young person had difficulties in
their primary school and you wonder what the parents’ view is of these
difficulties.
If you are concerned about how a parent will behave during the meeting
you can let another colleague nearby know this and they can intervene if
necessary. If there have been previous situations when the parent has
become hostile/angry in meetings, perhaps you can ask a more senior
member of staff to join you in the meeting. Or the parent may feel more
confident if they bring along a friend or relative.

3. Accentuate the positive
This is especially important when parents expect criticism and equally
important when the teacher is aware of a whole list of serious concerns about the
child and what they may be having to manage. But accentuating the positive is
still a stance we take because it is most likely to produce a constructive and
productive dialogue.
It does not mean closing our eyes and ears to issues of risk. For example, if the
child is doing chores at home, you could start by commenting on how
responsible the young person is before exploring further the impact this might
have on them doing their homework, seeing friends etc. We find that if we stress
the strengths and positives, the parent will be less defensive and will be much
more likely to raise their own concerns, e.g. that their child having too much to
manage.
It might be helpful at this point to try and build an understanding about the
family’s resources and network of support, i.e. extended family, neighbours. Did
the parent have responsibilities at home and from what age? Was this an
expectation in the family of origin/culture? Would they like their child to be
relieved of some of the burden of caring?

4. Stay curious
Be interested in the parent’s own unique perspective, their cultural values,
beliefs and experience. It can be really useful to understand the meaning for the
parent of education, their previous interactions with schools or other
institutions. For example:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where did they go to school (where in the UK or in their country of origin)?
What were their teachers or head teachers like?
Did their parents (grandparents) go to school themselves?
What did they like and dislike?
Did they ever have difficulties at school themselves?
Did teachers ever call their parents to come to school and what was that
like?
How did their parents respond?

Obviously some parents may resent being asked questions about themselves so
this is a finely judged process. If the parent seems irritated or suspicious at being
asked about themselves when the meeting is about their child, then it is best
avoided.

5. Assume expertise on the part of the parent
Parents know their child and will have ideas about what is best for them. They
may however need a lot of encouragement to give voice to these ideas, as they
may not expect anything they say to be valued. An enquiring, appreciative
attitude, which tries to build up a rich description of the child, is likely to yield
more material to work on.
If a parent seems indifferent, passive or overly compliant with the teacher’s
point of view, it is useful to explore alternative ways of looking at the situation so
that you can invite different perspectives. For example, let them know that in
your experience you value parents’ input as they know their children well, in a
way that can help teachers to get a better understanding of the child.
Sometimes it helps having written feedback from the teachers about the
strengths and difficulties of the young person. The written feedback holds the
school’s position and then the member of staff attending the meeting can take a
more neutral position, staying curious and exploring how things are from the
parents’ point of view, rather than holding the school’s truth.

6. Negotiate in the face of hostility
If a parent is very hostile, try to negotiate how the meeting will be, giving the
parents some choices. For example, if the parent has walked out of a previous
meeting, raise the question of what’s best to do if things get heated, e.g. ‘we’ll
take a short break’, etc. Remember that while we can understand where the
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parent might be coming from, no diagnosis absolves anyone from responsibility
for abusive behaviour.
•
•
•
•

•

•

‘Agree to disagree’.
Acknowledge that this might be a difficult thing to talk about.
Acknowledge that you might have different perspectives and that you
appreciate the parent attending the meeting.
Let them know you are not there to judge them but that you want to
understand better what is going on and that you have a duty to the young
person and the family.
It’s possible that the parent has a better relationship with another member
of staff at the school with whom they have spoken with in the past, and it
might help if this staff member joins you at future meetings.
Show the parent that you are there to support them and it might be that
initially you focus on helping to address a practical concern the parent has
about how things are at the school for the young person (i.e. getting their
ID card sorted or a planner or attending homework club). Often parents are
experiencing high levels of stress related to other family issues that are
going on, such as housing, and they might want support with this.

7. Be open and transparent
Be open and transparent (as you can be) about the information you have and
where it has come from. Secrecy, or the feeling that something is being withheld,
can induce paranoia in all of us. For example:
•
•
•

Let them know who at school has noticed what
Who is most concerned and who is less concerned
What they have noticed at school

If the young person has told you something in confidence and they don’t want
you to share it with the parent, this is an important issue to think carefully about.
It could involve discussing with the young person their concerns about what
might happen if the information is shared with the parent, what can be talked
about and what they do not want to be shared. This would need to be shared with
the safeguarding officer at the school.

Our Time ©

8

8. When you get stuck, try to change something in your own
behaviour
Notice when you get stuck, and try to change position or take a different tack.
This can be as simple as:
•
•
•
•

Moving from giving advice to asking for advice
Slowing down the pace
Expressing uncertainty
Moving chairs/physically sitting somewhere else like closer to the parent if
the parent is anxious.

For example, let them know that you understand from what they are saying that
the young person at school might seem different from the young person that the
parent sees at home. Take the stance that this could be puzzling for both of you
rather than try to convince the parent of the school’s ‘truth’ about the young
person.
It’s useful to monitor ourselves as we often get stuck when we find ourselves in a
‘default’ position. For teachers (who are used to teaching) this may include
finding ourselves being overly instructive, trying to tell the parent what they
should do, talking too much etc. Noticing our own tendencies, especially when
we are anxious or a bit scared, helps us become more flexible.

9. Offer another meeting – even if this one does not go well
At the end of your meeting it might help to make an appointment to meet again
to discuss/review how things are going for the young person – this is especially
helpful if at the end of the meeting you have not reached a shared perspective or
understanding.
The idea behind the meeting is to continue to think together about the young
person and the family circumstances, not who is right or wrong.
It’s helpful to hold in mind the concept of ‘partnership’ (family and school
working together) as the focus of the relationship.
You may mention how young people generally appreciate their parent and
teacher working together and that it helps them to feel secure.
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10. Think beyond the label of mental illness
It’s important to show the parent that the school is thinking about the family or
the young person in the round and not in terms of the parent having a mental
illness. This means in particular focusing on the strengths in the family and in
the young person.
Whilst the focus must be on the young person, care should be taken not to imply
that the young person is developing mental health problems, which are either
following in the steps of the parent’s mental illness, or his or her fault. A way to
avoid that is to stress that as a teacher you want to maximise the young person’s
potential and development.

11. Try to build a relationship before problems arise
Often schools contact parents when problems arise but it’s helpful, wherever
possible, to start to build a relationship with a parent before this.
It’s particularly helpful if the same staff member is the one to have meetings and
contact the parent.

12. Think about the parent’s culture and any language
difficulties
It’s important to use interpreters (or other members of staff from the school that
might be able to help with language/a family friend) if English is not the parent’s
first language. These topics are particularly emotionally charged for families and
often they feel unable to communicate or understand without the appropriate
support.
These fluent speakers may also become a cultural bridge, for example, in
considering the stigma of mental health/mental health services or social
services. Some parents might think the school will interfere with their private
life, as schools and families don’t necessarily work together in this way in all
cultures.
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Case study
Kayla is a twelve-year-old girl looking
after her 42-year-old mother, Liz, who
has a deteriorating physical illness and
bipolar disorder. She also helps to care
for her four-year-old brother, Jay, who
it has been suggested may have ADHD,
and two-year-old sister, Kim. School
has been concerned that Kayla has been
having some difficulties with friends,
refusing to do some of her work in class,
not bringing in her homework and often
looking tearful and tired at the end of
the day. The learning mentor has heard
some of the issues raised by the class
teacher and agreed that it would be
helpful to speak with Kayla’s mother to
share some of these concerns.
Kayla’s mother agrees to come in to the school, but on the day of the meeting she
doesn’t arrive and leaves a message with the receptionist, suggesting that she is
unable to come to school. The learning mentor feels frustrated as this has
happened before – the mother, Liz, did not come to the recent parents’ eveningand she wonders if the parent is reluctant to come to school. She speaks with the
deputy head teacher who suggests arranging a home visit.
The learning mentor calls Liz and suggests a home visit and, to her surprise, Liz
seems grateful about this arrangement. But Liz wonders what all the urgency is
about and gets very worried about what school might be coming to tell her. It
helps when the learning mentor reassures her by saying that it’s part of their way
of working: to meet all parents so they have an opportunity to talk about their
kids and discuss how things are going for the child at school.
When the learning mentor arrives, it takes a while for Liz to open the door, which
makes her think initially that perhaps nobody is at home. She decides to wait a
bit longer and eventually Liz opens the door. Liz apologises and explains that she
has been feeling unwell recently due to her back problems and so it takes her a
while to get up and get to the door. Liz says that when Kayla is around it makes a
big difference as then she gets some help.
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The learning mentor tells Liz what her role at school is and reassures her that
she is coming so they get a chance to catch up on how things are for Kayla and
thanks her for inviting her to come over. She tells Liz what a great girl Kayla is:
she is bubbly and animated at school, a keen learner and mostly well behaved.
Liz tells her that she agrees; she has recently helped her mother to choose and
buy the Christmas presents for her younger siblings. The learning mentor says it
sounds as if Kayla is very resourceful, and Liz goes on to explain that Kim and Jay
are a handful and she couldn’t look after them without Kayla’s help.
The learning mentor comments how she has noticed that Kayla seems quite
grown up for her age. This helps Liz to go on to talk about how Kayla gets up on
her own in the morning, around 6.30am, and prepares breakfast for her and her
siblings, as sometimes Liz is too unwell and she can’t get up. However, Kayla is
now doing this everyday regardless of whether her mother is unwell or not as
she’s used to it. In a bad week, Liz cannot get to the shops and so she drives to
the supermarket and waits in the car with her other children while Kayla does
the shopping. Kayla enjoys it very much and ends up buying herself a sweet or
two.
The learning mentor talks about how impressed she has been with Kayla’s work
at school; she’s heard Kayla’s done pretty good work in her English and art
lessons. Then the learning mentor goes on to say she’s noticed that sometimes
Kayla seems a bit more tearful and upset with friends and wonders if Kayla has
spoken to her mother about this and if she thinks there are any difficulties? Liz
says that it’s been difficult for Kayla to have friends over, mostly because she is
helping her mother at home or because Liz feels it’s too difficult for her to deal
with other children coming around the house due to her physical issues. Liz
thinks that perhaps this is not helping Kayla as she is often asking to see friends.
Liz also says she wants Kayla to focus on her homework when she has any free
time as she has many jobs to do at home. The learning mentor comments on how
this explains why sometimes she doesn’t bring her homework in, and Liz gets
very upset stating that she does ask Kayla to do her homework and that this is
very important to her. The learning mentor mentions how she can see that this
would be difficult and wonders if Kayla has been able to attend homework club or
any of the after school activities to have some fun, at least once a week. Liz thinks
that the homework club might be a good idea to start with and she might be able
to attend once a week the art club, but she is concerned about how she would
manage with Jay as often she picks them all up together or asks her neighbour to
do so. The learning mentor says she will speak to the head teacher to see if they
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can come up with an arrangement for Jay; perhaps he could attend the
homework club as well, and Liz feels this would help.
Kayla gets home with her brother Jay and sister Kim – Liz had arranged for her
neighbour to pick them up. Kayla seems very excited to see the learning mentor
at home but also wonders what this is about and if she is in trouble. The learning
mentor reassures her and explains that she is not in trouble and that she speaks
to many parents at school as part of her job.
The learning mentor tells her that she has noticed sometimes she seems a bit
tearful with friends and she wanted to talk with her mother about it. Liz and the
learning mentor tell Kayla about the plan for her to attend after school clubs and
Kayla at first seems very excited but then looks preoccupied. She says that she
often runs a bath for her mother after school and Liz reassures her that they can
do this a bit later. The learning mentor notices that Kayla looks worried and she
asks her if there are other things worrying her about it. Layla says that
sometimes she worries if her mum is ok whiles she is at school and she wants to
get home to check on her. She says that sometimes mummy gets very sad and
tearful and she makes her a cup of tea and lies down in bed with her, which
makes her mummy feel better.
The learning mentor asks Liz what she thinks about what Kayla is saying and Liz
explains that sometimes she has felt very low and that Kayla has learnt to notice
the signs of Liz feeling down. The learning mentor asks what the GP says about it
and Liz explains that she has been put on medication but sometimes things still
get on top of her and they do not have any extended family around – Kayla’s dad
left when Liz was pregnant with Kim – and sometimes if feels lonely for them.
The learning mentor tells Liz how she appreciates what a strong family they have
been and how difficult it must get at times when they don’t have support around
if they need it and offers to think further about agencies that might perhaps be
able to help out. Liz seems unsure about this and worries what she means by
agencies. Liz explains that there are several agencies out there offering support
to families such as ‘Befriend a Family’ and reassures her that they can think
further together about what would be helpful and which agencies might be
appropriate to refer the family to.
In the meantime, Kayla has been getting some food from the freezer and
warming it up for her siblings. She tells the learning mentor that she is tired and
looks forward to going to bed early today, 8pm if she can. The learning mentor
thanks them for having her and tells them how much it has helped her to
understand what things are like for Kayla and her family. They say goodbye.
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Comment
Most professionals would think that Kayla has far too much to cope with at home
and that this is affecting her at school. The learning mentor takes a positive
stance with the mother, which then allows the mother to raise some fot eh
difficulties herself. For example, the mother raises the difficulties of Kayla in
having friends over to the home or completing her homework. This does not
mean that the learning mentor is minimising the difficulties but she is at this
early stage prioritising the building of a relationship. The learning mentor is
holding on to the thoughts about the family’s difficulties and Kayla’s experiences
while she speaks with the mother and she might also need to share them with the
safeguarding offer at school in order to continue to think about the family’s
needs. This is all part of a process to engage families and to think together about
the support they need.
Material for this unit produced in partnership with: Gwyn Daniels: Systemic Psychotherapist & trainer at
Tavistock Centre; Dr Guinevere Tufnell: Child & Family Psychiatrist and Family Therapist; Marta Costa Caballero:
Family Therapist at Anna Freud Centre; Jess Streeting, School Nurse
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