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COPA
COPA is a Francophone not-for-profit organization offering ser-
vices in both French and English. Founded in 1995, we are a 
recognized centre of  excellence in the field of  violence and 
bullying prevention by advocating for equity and inclusion.

COPA provides schools and communities with unique mul-
timedia educational resources, as well as training, profes-
sional development and opportunities for capacity-building 
and consultation.

COPA works with provincial and local organizations and institu-
tions across Ontario, such as parent groups, schools, boards, 
teachers’ unions, women’s groups, cultural, health and com-
munity centres and settlement agencies.

COPA’s unique approach is based on individual and collective 
empowerment, founded on principles of  social justice to bring 
about positive change.

COPA cares deeply about human rights, especially those of  
children and all marginalized groups. We all belong.

To learn more about COPA, visit our website at infocopa.com 
and explore our related educational sites:

• safeatschool.ca (COPA/OTF site for educators)

• copahabitat.ca (COPA site for caregivers and families)

• changeourworld.ca (COPA site for youth)
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INTRODUCTION
All children need safe and inclusive school environments in 
order to flourish and reach their full potential. Encountering 
bullying, harassment, discrimination and inequity can consume 
young people’s energy and affect their well-being. Both learn-
ing and peer relationships can be undermined by this kind of  
stress and trauma.

Ensuring our children’s success and well-being at school and in 
all spheres of  their life is our top priority as parents. We may 
wonder what role we can play and how we can positively influ-
ence the school’s culture. We may hope to contribute to bul-
lying prevention and help promote the welfare of  our children 
and all children at school. And, should our children encounter 
or engage in bullying or other negative behaviours, we will no 
doubt want to be present, guiding them in a supportive way. 
We may also wish to be proactive, taking advantage of  teach-
able moments and helping to ensure our children’s safety and 
well-being in ways that are appropriate and respectful.
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COPA believes that schools are more likely to be safe and 
inclusive spaces when everyone feels like they belong—all 
students, school staff  and parents. Schools that facilitate and 
encourage the meaningful participation of  parents can moti-
vate us and ensure that we feel valued and included. In such a 
context we may be more able and willing to find realistic ways 
to participate.

Naturally, we all have differing ideas, capacities and amounts 
of  time to contribute. Still, there are many simple, daily ways 
we can help support the values and attitudes that are the 
foundation of  a safe and welcoming school culture. Our guide 
offers practical tools and strategies for parents to collaborate 
with their school in supporting their children, and in nurtur-
ing safe, strong and free1 classrooms and schools. Please note 
that whenever the word “parents” is used, it includes all forms 
of  caregivers.

This guide is funded by the Ontario Ministry of  Education 
and is part of  COPA’s We All Belong initiative for parents and 
schools. An online version is available on copahabitat.ca, 
COPA’S website for learning. To order print copies, visit our 
eBoutique at infocopa.com.

1. This trademarked slogan was first created for the Child Assault Prevention 
(CAP) Project in 1978 by staff  at Columbus, Ohio’s sexual assault centre. 
It remains relevant as an expression of  the fundamental human right to 
live free from all forms of  assault and discrimination. It represents the 
conceptual basis for COPA’s work.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BIG PICTURE
Bullying is a common form of  aggression among young people 
at school. Its negative impact is now recognized and under-
stood better than ever before. Understanding how it works as a 
toxic presence in the lives of  our children is an important step 
toward building a school culture that advocates the prevention 
of  all forms of  aggression and violence.

Bullying is aggression. Those who bully others are abusing 
their power. They create dynamics with the intention of  domi-
nating, controlling and humiliating others.

Bullying is harmful. We know that bullying has serious con-
sequences on the short- and long-term health and well-being 
of  all young people involved, including those who are bullied, 
those who bully and those who witness the bullying. Bullying is 
also known to have a negative impact on the well-being of  the 
classroom and the overall school culture.

Bullying is learned behaviour. Children are not born knowing 
how to bully. They observe their role models and peers and 
learn from them. Since they have learned this behaviour, this 
means they can unlearn it, too.
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Bullying is a social problem. Bullying among children is an 
expression of  powerlessness at an individual and societal level. 
Lacking power in their own lives, young people who bully others 
are attempting to impose their will over others who have less 
power than they.

Children of  all ages are constantly experimenting with new 
ways of  interacting with others and this includes ways of  using 
power. Those who bully notice and take advantage of  the power 
imbalances that already exist. The more they bully others, the 
more those imbalances are reinforced in their relationships in 
different social settings (e.g., at home, at school, online, etc.).

Bullying and Inequity in Our Society

Bullying is not restricted to school and does not only occur 
among children. When we take a look at the adult world around 
us, we can see many examples of  people in positions of  power 
who take advantage of  and abuse others. We see it at work, at 
home, online and in the media. We have all experienced or wit-
nessed some form of  aggression in our personal or work rela-
tionships. We have all seen countless examples among adults 
in the news. This is because bullying is a social problem that 
can occur anywhere in our society.

Being Left Out

In some cases, entire groups of  people are left out or are less 
visible in our society because they have less power. When we 
belong to a group that has less social power, we have fewer 
opportunities to make our voices heard. Our needs and expe-
riences can remain invisible or ignored or misunderstood by 
those who have more power. Our needs may be seen as inferior 
or one-dimensional. Sometimes our very existence is denied 
or overlooked.
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Example: A family celebrates an important religious holiday 
that falls close to a major Christian holiday. The next day, 
their child goes to school excited to talk about these cel-
ebrations. At school, no one mentions this very special 
and important holiday. Instead, everyone is busy getting 
ready for a special concert to celebrate the upcoming 
Christian holiday.

Whenever anyone overlooks, puts down or makes assumptions 
about what others need, how they live or who they are, we run 
the risk of  leaving them out. This is what is known as social 
inequity and exclusion.

The way we behave toward children and teens as a social group 
is an excellent example of  this. As adults, we often ignore or 
devalue young people’s voices, experiences, needs and opin-
ions. We might think that they are too young to know better, 
that they are just “adults–in–development”, that their feelings 
are not as important as ours.
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In fact, our society is organized to meet the needs of  
adults, sometimes at the expense of  children and teens; for 
example, we accept “adult only” spaces; something we would 
not tolerate in our society if  it were aimed at an ethnic or 
religious group. There are few places where we strive to or can 
actually hear young people’s opinions directly, without them 
being filtered through our adult perspective. This form of  ineq-
uity is known as adultism.

Reflection:

• Can you think of  examples of  adultism in your family, 
community or the larger society?

• Can you think of  other groups in our society that are less 
visible, less present and whose voices are not often heard?

Bullying Based on Differences

Schools are a microcosm of  our society, a place where children 
absorb ideas of  who is considered more and less valuable in 
the world. Those who bully are purposely searching for what 
they see as a person’s “weak spot” so as to better hurt them. 
Children tell us that being even the slightest bit “different” can 
make you a target. Being the victim of  cruelty because of  who 
we are is painful and also harmful. Ableism, adultism, classism, 
homophobia, racism, sexism, sizeism, shadeism, transphobia 
and all forms of  discrimination based on difference create a 
toxic environment in our schools and communities.

Naming the Problem

Recognizing that bullying is an individual as well as a social 
problem means that we must expect bullying to occur at 
school. However, expecting bullying is entirely different from 
accepting it.
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Schools and individuals are not perfect. Bullying exists and is 
perpetuated when it is ignored or swept under the carpet. It is 
important to identify and take measures to address it. When 
schools are pressured to appear perfect, they may try to hide 
or deny such problems.

COPA considers it to be very positive when bullying and ineq-
uity are named and exposed. If  we deny it we cannot address 
it. The most important thing is how we respond to problems, to 
prevent and stop them when we discover they are happening.

Example: In response to a bullying problem that is 
brought to light, a school’s Safe School Committee real-
izes there must be more going on than they realized. 
Committee members decide to conduct a confidential 
survey to find out how many students are experiencing, 
supporting or engaging in bullying, and explore ideas for 
prevention once the results are in. 

Everyone Has the Right to Be Safe, Strong and Free

Promoting equity and inclusion in schools (and in society at 
large) means we understand that everyone’s needs and lives 
are important and act accordingly. Simply put, this is the most 
effective way to prevent bullying.

Since everyone’s needs are different, respecting them does 
not necessarily mean treating everyone exactly the same; for 
example, children have needs that are different from those of  
adults, though both are equally valid.

The same is true for all groups and individuals who have less 
power in our society and may be seen as “different”. 
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Example: A child with special needs has an aptitude for 
math but difficulty reading. With a math test coming up, 
their teacher decides to offer additional support to the 
child. The teacher sets aside time with the child to do the 
test differently; the teacher reads the test out loud and 
the child gives their answers verbally. 

In all cases, someone who is targeted by bullying or harassment 
has lost a basic human right. Bullying prevention and equitable 
and inclusive education begin with this vision: all children (and 
all people) have the right to be safe, strong and free at home, at 
school and everywhere. 

Valuing our Differences and Similarities

Our society is diverse; made up of  many different individuals 
and social groups. The inclusion of  diversity adds richness 
and beauty to our human society. The same is true of  schools, 
where we will always find many differences, no matter where 
our community is located; for example:

• ethnocultural origin

• faith group (including those with no faith)

• immigration status

• intellectual and academic ability

• gender, gender identity and gender expression

• sexual orientation

• size, shape and ability

• skin colour

• socioeconomic status
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Reflection:

• What are some of  the differences in the members of  your 
school community? 

• Are there ways in which you feel that you, your 
children or your family are different from other school 
community members?

Understanding and respecting the vital importance of  identity 
for all human beings is one key aspect of  the overall goal of  
creating safe, inclusive and equitable schools where we all feel 
a sense of  belonging.
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CHAPTER 2

WE ALL BELONG
Our active participation is required to shape a school culture 
where all students, parents and school staff  feel safe and 
accepted. COPA calls this the cycle of  positive change. Initiating 
this cycle begins with recognizing and celebrating our differ-
ences while underscoring our connections.

We’re All Different, We’re All the Same

An inclusive school culture is rooted in an understanding that 
we can all have pride and confidence in our identities without 
needing to exclude or be superior to other groups. 

Sifting through our differences, we can separate out those that 
are part of  our identity from those that are common to us all. 
We can embrace those basic beliefs that we share as human 
beings, such as kindness, compassion and the value of  each 
person. At the same time, differences can be acknowledged 
and celebrated.
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Such universal values are at the heart of  a school environment 
where all our young people have an equal opportunity to learn 
and flourish. They help define the right for all of  us to be safe, 
strong and free, a fundamental right of  each and every person, 
accompanied (and limited) by the responsibility to respect that 
right in others. 

When schools promote positive universal human values, they are 
laying the groundwork for a safe, equitable and inclusive school 
culture. The Ontario Ministry of  Education’s Accepting Schools 
Act (2012) was developed in accordance with this vision.

As young people learn to expect respect and compassion from 
adults, they are more likely to behave in kind to their peers. 
They will also be more likely to seek guidance from adults in 
times of  difficulty, such as bullying.

In the same way, when all parents feel welcomed and included 
at school, we are more likely to develop a positive and con-
structive rapport built on trust.

Parents and children not only benefit from this type of  school 
setting, but they are also key players in its creation. As people 
with influence in our children’s lives, our input and support for 
the school’s efforts can have a positive impact.

What Gets in the Way

As parents, we all want to support our children’s education and 
well-being at school. Unfortunately, we are not all equally able to 
do so, for a variety of  reasons. Many parents are overwhelmed 
with feelings of  stress, often due to their responsibilities and 
a lack of  time.
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Some of  us may confront additional barriers that limit our 
ability to participate in our children’s school life. Oftentimes, 
these barriers can be the result of  our experience and social 
conditions resulting from inequity, known as marginalization.

Barriers Caused by Marginalization

Many people who have experienced marginalization in society 
may be afraid of  formal institutions. School staff  members 
may be perceived as figures of  authority and this may trigger 
difficult feelings due to past traumas or negative experiences, 
such as a history of  bullying or abuse. 

We may feel uncomfortable or ashamed at school, believing we 
are too different, perhaps expecting that we will encounter dis-
criminatory attitudes and behaviour—and at times we may well 
experience them. We may lack the necessary information and 
skills to know how to get involved. These experiences are likely 
to leave some of  us struggling with our basic needs. Those 
of  us who are marginalized may be concerned with our very 
survival as we cope with financial difficulties or economic hard-
ship, and we may have little energy left over for anything else. 
As a result, we may face a number of  practical barriers, such 
as a lack of  child care or transportation, working evenings or 
overnight shifts, lack of  a computer to receive emails or check 
the school’s website, as well as literacy or language issues in 
some instances.

Facing such challenges, it is not surprising that some of  us 
may experience intense feelings about our children’s school. 
These feelings may at times seem difficult to manage. We may 
be anxious or even fear that we will not be able to restrain our 
feelings, that we are causing trouble or will be perceived that 
way, that we will not be taken seriously or that we could make 
things worse for our children.
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Reflection:

• Is there anything that makes it difficult for you to be 
present at your child’s school?

• What could make it easier for you to be present?

Children’s Resistance to Our Involvement

In reality, our children often resist our getting involved at their 
school. This is especially true for teens who are trying to carve 
out an identity separate from their parents. Children may dis-
courage our presence at school, especially if  they are going 
through a difficult time; for example, if  they are being bullied. 
They may not understand the role we can play, or they may feel 
that our involvement will make things worse.

At COPA we believe that while they may lack experience in life, 
children are the real experts of  their own experience at school. 
We can learn much from listening to them and finding out what 
they feel and what kind of  support they want to receive. Because 
children so often lack power in their lives, it is important that 
we discuss our plans to become involved at their school before 
doing so. We are more likely to have a better result by doing so.

As adults, we need to question, recognize and be aware of  
our powerful social position in relation to young people. 
Acknowledging both their pain and their expertise, while 
sharing our wisdom and experience can be a powerful combi-
nation for building trust and positive change.

Power and Privilege

Just as adults are in a position of  power over children, some 
additional groups may also hold a dominant position in 
our society.
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Looking at our school communities, we may see that some 
groups of  people are more present and visible than others. 
This is also true in the larger community, where we may notice 
that certain groups of  people dominate in many areas of  influ-
ence, such as the media, politics, religion and business.

Those of  us who belong to a group with more social power 
may have advantages in society without even realizing it. This 
is what is called privilege. It may just seem normal (to us and 
others) that:

• when we speak, we are listened to;

• we are generally welcomed and well received in most 
public spaces;

• our experiences and viewpoints are usually reflected in the 
media where images of  people like us are more often seen; 

• members of  our group are more often found in positions 
of  power, leading and making decisions for others.

Reflection:

• Can you think of  any social groups with which you share 
things in common?

• What dimensions of  yourself  are important to you and 
why? Which are not so important and why?

• What are my privileges? Imagine yourself  outside of  the 
group (or groups) you currently belong to. What would you 
lose if  you no longer belonged? What would you gain?

As discussed, this kind of  power imbalance exists between 
adults and children in our society, leading to adult privilege.
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Here are a few examples of  adult power and privilege:

• when adults do not consult children or allow them to 
make decisions about that which affects them;

• when adults treat children in ways that would not be con-
sidered acceptable to treat another adult; for example, 
yelling at them in public or belittling and criticizing them;

• when adults consider that children expressing an opinion 
is nervy, precocious or even cute.

Of  course, in the case of  power relations between adults and 
children, it is impossible to avoid the reality—and even the 
necessity—that adults have more power than children. Adult 
protection is essential to children’s safety and well-being. This 
means it is different from other forms of  power and privilege; 
and yet on the other hand it means that we have all experi-
enced it from both sides.

That said, we can think about how and when we use our power 
as adults, when it is necessary to do so and when we do so 
for our own convenience or benefit or to meet our own needs. 
We can think about how we can reach out to children and offer 
them choices. Our awareness can help us make sure to use our 
power in positive ways allowing all young people to grow, learn, 
flourish and reach their full potential. 

Reflection:

• For one day this week, observe your child’s contact with 
adults in your home, school and community. Try to identify 
three forms of  adult privilege you noticed.

• What are ways that you demonstrate your respect for your 
child’s feelings and concerns?
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Those of  us with social privilege (as adults or in other forms) 
can choose to share our power with people or groups that have 
less power. We can try to set things up so that those with less 
power have more control and influence over their own lives. 
When we do so, we are acting as allies.

Example: A parent representative who is from a priv-
ileged social group leads a meeting for parents at her 
children’s school. She notices a small number of  family 
members from a marginalized social group. They are 
sitting quietly at the back. She decides to find ways to 
make sure they have an opportunity to speak out at the 
meeting and express their needs, if  they wish to do so. 
In case they are not comfortable speaking in the group, 
she approaches them on the break to speak with them 
individually, to help them feel more comfortable.

Reflection:

• If  you are a parent or caregiver who participates and speaks 
up more often at your children’s school, what are three 
things you could do to reach out to those who are excluded?

• If  you are reluctant to participate or speak out at your 
child’s school because of  your identity, what are three 
things that would make it easier for you to share your opin-
ions and ideas? 

Power-Sharing and Prevention

Power-sharing is an effective approach to fostering equity and 
inclusion among individuals and within groups or institutions. 
Bullying, inequity and all forms of  aggression are caused and 
defined by a loss of  power for the person who is targeted.
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It follows that prevention and intervention are most effective 
when those who are particularly vulnerable have the oppor-
tunity to reclaim their power and their voice; this is known 
as empowerment. This is as true for children as it is for other 
marginalized social groups. Members of  these groups tend to 
be more vulnerable to aggression and inequity due to social 
factors such as:

• lack of  information (not knowing the facts and reality 
about aggression and inequity and ways to prevent them); 

• dependency (due to a lack of  power, skills and resources);

• isolation (from peers and resources that could support us).

We can reduce our vulnerability and reclaim our power (as indi-
viduals and as a group) when we: 

• have access to information (evidence informed, informa-
tion about assault, inequity and their prevention); 

• build our capacity to stand up for ourselves and our rights, 
and increase our autonomy (through skill-building, training 
and access to resources);

• unite with our peers and connect with respectful resource 
people and services.2

Institutions and individuals in positions of  power can try to set 
things up so that socially vulnerable groups and individuals 
can take action to reduce their vulnerability.

2. This theory of  social factors that increase the vulnerability to assault of  
children, women and other marginalized social groups was first developed 
by the staff  at a sexual assault centre in Columbus, Ohio, leading to the 
creation of  the CAP Project by this group in 1978. Strategies disseminated 
through COPA’s programs and resources and through the Safe@School 
website are all based upon this analysis of  violence prevention.
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When schools reach out to children and marginalized parents 
and seek strategies to overcome barriers to their participation, 
they are acting as allies and facilitating their empowerment 
by sharing power. Power-sharing is the foundation of  a healthy 
relationship. When we are able to collaborate and work in part-
nership with the school, all of  our children reap the benefits 
and so do we.

Bullying and Inequity at School

Bullying is as pervasive a problem in schools as it is in society. 
Recent media attention has exposed us all to frightening and 
dramatic incidents of  bullying. This may mislead us into believ-
ing that this is the only kind of  bullying that should concern us.

In fact, subtle and indirect forms of  bullying are common 
and probably occurring all the time at our children’s schools. 
Abusive power dynamics—even when they are subtle—cause 
pain for those who are targeted. When rating the impact of  
bullying, children consistently tell us that these subtle forms 
are much more worrisome and destructive for them than the 
more overt kinds adults tend to focus on.

Even if  our children are able to avoid involvement with such 
abusive relationships, bullying has a widespread impact on all 
of  them—as it probably did on us as at their age. Our children 
are likely to interact, in some way, with peers at school who 
engage in or are targeted by bullying behaviour. 

Whether they are silent or active supporters or passive or active 
allies, being a witness to cruelty and abuse can be damaging 
and upsetting for children both in the short-term and through-
out their lives. Influenced by their peers, they may absorb the 
values and attitudes associated with bullying. The school’s 
culture and environment are also affected by bullying.
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On the other hand, when young people are encouraged to 
develop courage, compassion, cooperation and respect there is 
a positive impact on their academic success, as well as on their 
emotional well-being that extends from childhood to adulthood.

It Takes a Village

Creating a safe and inclusive school culture in which all 
children can thrive is a community undertaking. A culture 
is based on collectively shared values, beliefs, attitudes 
and behaviours. Parents, like all community members, can 
help shape these.

Whether or not we are able to participate in school activities, 
we can all play an active role. We can become what COPA calls 
“ambassadors” for our school’s values and vision through con-
versations and role-modeling with our own children at home.

Building positive and collaborative connections with our 
peers, with school staff  and with our children is the founda-
tion of  a community. Teachers and all school staff  also need 
to feel that they are supported by a community in a mutually 
beneficial relationship.

Equity and Inclusion at School

Schools that place a priority on equity and inclusion reap the 
benefits by creating and maintaining a welcoming atmosphere. 
It may take courage to be present and participate in school 
activities, to trust that we will be respected and welcomed—
and building that trust can take time. The only way forward is 
to try it out. We may choose to take a small first step by reach-
ing out to another parent or caregiver we know or to someone 
at the school with whom we have had a positive encounter. 
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Example: A parent comes to pick up his child every 
day at school. As a gay man in a same-sex relationship 
who doesn’t know any of  the other parents, he is often 
uncomfortable and anxious while waiting for his daugh-
ter. The school secretary has always been very warm and 
friendly to him. He decides to chat with her, asking her 
about an upcoming school event. After that, he feels reas-
sured to know he has someone to speak with when he 
has questions and he is a little more comfortable being 
at the school.

This is the goal of  COPA’s resources and programming, and of  
government, board and school policies aimed at responding to 
and preventing bullying and inequity: to lay the groundwork so 
that children feel seen and heard at school and at home, and so 
that our children and their parents feel like they are welcome, 
valued, and belong at school.

A welcoming school is one where parents (and our children):

• see our own and our family’s culture and identity reflected 
in the school’s environment and activities;

• are part of  the school’s “mainstream”; 

• feel seen and heard and known;

• feel that our concerns and needs are recognized and 
taken seriously.

These feelings and experiences will not just come about natu-
rally; they will be the result of  careful planning and action on 
the part the entire school community.
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CHAPTER 3

STRATEGIES
School-wide practices aimed at promoting equity and inclu-
sion can help reduce incidences of  bullying. These practices 
will trickle down to individual interactions while positively 
shaping school culture. Efforts to promote equity and prevent 
bullying may also be indirect and woven into daily interactions 
and routines. School staff  working alongside students and 
parents can do much to make this vision a reality.

What Schools Can Do

As parents, we are not always sure of  what we can expect from 
our children’s school. The following general guidelines can help 
parents understand the scope of  what schools can do to do 
to create safe and inclusive school communities, and embed 
the principles of  equity throughout all aspects of  school life. 
Overall, schools foster safety and inclusion by treating equity 
and bullying prevention as seriously as academic life.
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The guidelines presented here will often be applied differ-
ently in an elementary school setting than in a secondary 
school setting.
 
Schools can build safe and inclusive spaces by:

• Actively welcoming students and their families from all 
backgrounds and making sure they feel a part of  the 
school community. This includes making a special effort 
to reach out and identify and remove barriers for margin-
alized families and those who usually do not participate.

• Creating an inclusive visual and physical environment 
through images that communicate the beauty and value 
of  diversity.

• Creating and sharing clear procedures and a code of  
conduct with input from all members of  the school com-
munity, ensuring that bullying and inequity are identified, 
addressed and prevented, and that language and behaviour 
are respectful of  diversity.

• Providing basic information about these issues, such as 
the definition, signs and impact of  bullying and the dif-
ference between bullying and conflict (see for example 
edu.gov.on.ca/eng/safeschools/ministry.html).

• Arranging for the presence of  trained resource people with 
sensitivity to issues related to equity and bullying preven-
tion, who can offer support if  there is an incident.

• Engaging in positive interactions with parents and all 
members of  the school community.

• Providing examples of  positive interactions that are char-
acterized by openness, a desire to learn from each other 
and positive language that includes everyone’s families, 
lives and experiences (that is, language that does not make 
assumptions about who or what is “normal”).
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• Asking about the needs of  individuals, families and groups 
within the school community and responding to these 
needs wherever possible.

• Conveying positive values and strength-based messages 
about diverse groups of  people in all projects, activities 
and communication.

• Providing educational opportunities for parents to acquire 
information and build skills, enabling them to better 
support their children through a bullying situation.

• Developing whole-school bullying prevention programs that 
build awareness and capacity and that include a compo-
nent for parents.

Contact between home and school can be encouraged by: 

• Facilitating ongoing and accessible communication by 
providing parents with information about relevant issues 
and situations, both generally and specific to the school or 
their child.

• Seeking the input of  parents (plus students and all school 
community members) when planning initiatives, policies 
and programs that affect school life.

• Being receptive and open to parents’ questions, interests 
and concerns.

• Informing parents about their children’s learning in areas 
related to equity and inclusive education and bullying pre-
vention and supporting their involvement when appropriate.

• Clarifying mutual expectations of  all parties’ roles in sup-
porting children’s learning and well-being.

• Normalizing parents’ involvement at school at all times—
not just when there is a problem.
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Schools can build a strong and vibrant community by:

• Weaving together entertainment, socializing and fun with 
positive messages around equity and bullying prevention 
(such as those contained in the code of  conduct) at all 
school events.

• Encouraging peer support by creating spaces where 
parents can find support, pool ideas and share challenges.

• Creating systems and structures (such as committees 
and working groups) that provide a clear framework 
for working with parents to create a safe and inclusive 
school community.

• Opening the school to the larger community; for example, 
by opening school spaces for community use.

Reflection:

• What does a safe, inclusive and accepting school 
community look, sound and feel like to you? 

• What suggestions do you have for ways your children’s 
school can foster a welcoming environment? 

• What else can your children’s school do to help parents 
feel welcome and valued? 

All Together

The primary role of  parents is to promote the safety, well-being 
and healthy development of  our children. The same is true of  
our role at our children’s school. The role of  parents at our 
children’s school includes:

• Acting as allies for our children, facilitating their 
empowerment and enabling their voices to be heard.
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• Fostering a collaborative connection between home 
and school, forming a web of  supportive adults working 
together with our children in their best interests.

• Supporting the school’s values and attitudes around bully-
ing prevention, equity and inclusion.

As discussed, parents live in varying circumstances and have 
diverse experiences that affect our relationship with our chil-
dren’s school. It is important to frame our participation in 
terms of  quality rather than quantity, as we do not all have 
the same time to give. What follows are suggestions for simple 
ways we can make a contribution.
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Information-Gathering

While we may not have the time to read up about all school 
policies and procedures, there is basic information that 
is worthwhile finding out about. We can take note of  these, 
knowing that they may be important should our child face a 
difficult situation, such as bullying or inequity. This informa-
tion also helps us gain a better understanding of  the school’s 
culture and vision; for example, we can: 

• Request a copy of  the school’s code of  conduct. It is a good 
idea to be familiar with this document and keep it handy in 
case a situation arises.

• Learn the definition of  bullying. This is often included in 
the code of  conduct. Having a clear understanding of  bul-
lying helps us offer support and guidance to our children 
when they tell us about difficult situations at school.

• Learn the differences between conflict and bullying. This is 
an important aspect of  understanding bullying. Should our 
children tell us about conflict they are experiencing, they 
will need strategies and support that are very different than 
those needed to resolve a bullying situation. It is natural 
that we feel a strong urge to protect our children when 
they tell us of  a difficult situation at school. It is important 
to take the time to listen carefully and help our children 
assess whether the situation is one of  bullying, which is 
unsafe and unacceptable, or conflict, which is a natural 
part of  life. Children can develop important life skills when 
they learn to navigate and resolve conflict.

• Learn the name of  your school’s parent representative. 
It can be helpful to take note of  this important contact 
person. At times, we may find it easier to phone another 
parent to ask for information rather than the school.



37

Being an Ambassador

As parents, we are constantly communicating, teaching and 
role-modelling values and attitudes for our children. We do so 
through our behaviour, our interactions and our responses to a 
whole range of  situations.

Our children are always observing us, so this process can occur 
without our awareness. Consciously transmitting the school’s 
positive values and culture is like playing the role of  an ambas-
sador. With this in mind, we can:

• If  we learn that equity or bullying prevention will be dis-
cussed at school, try to find a few moments to talk about 
it with our child.

• Let our children know that we place as high a priority on 
social skills and values (such as well-being, compassion, 
respect for differences, assertiveness, responsibility and 
cooperation), as we do on academic success.

• Share a relevant story or article about equity or bullying 
prevention with a teacher or the school. Positive stories 
about young people standing up for themselves against 
bullying or people acting as allies in support of  marginal-
ized groups can inspire and mobilize a school community.

• Offer to read a story (related to bullying prevention or 
equity) in our child’s classroom (if  this is appropriate and 
if  the teacher is open to this kind of  initiative).

• If  our family celebrates a significant occasion or holiday, 
we can consider finding a way to share this with our child’s 
classroom or school; for example, sharing traditional food 
or making and distributing cards to students. This helps 
transmit and reinforce a sense of  the school as a richly 
diverse and welcoming community. 
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Respecting Our Children as Whole People

The process of  teaching values and attitudes is most effective 
when we engage our children in discussions and exchanges. 
We can encourage them to explore, ask questions, agree or 
disagree and come to their own conclusions.

We contradict ourselves when we try to impose the notion of  
respect for differences while thwarting our children’s basic 
right to be safe, strong and free (including the freedom to think, 
believe and form one’s own opinions). Children are quick to 
pick up on such contradictions.

At times, we may need to be clear about what is and is not 
acceptable, setting limits on our children’s behaviour and 
ensuring that their words and actions are always respectful of  
people’s differences. We can still do so through exploring, con-
sulting and seeking to build their empathy for others. 

Ways to Say It

When our children behave or speak in ways that con-
tradict the positive values we are trying to instil, asking 
questions to explore this encourages them to question 
themselves, rather than simply obey us, while respecting 
their freedom of  thought; for example:

• “What is it that bothers you so much about the boy 
in your class choosing to wear a skirt to school?”

• “You said your classmate’s food was “weird”. Why is 
it that you think it’s better to eat food like ours?”

We are helping our children think through the process and form 
their own opinions and values.
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Our children are whole people who are evolving and growing 
with our guidance and support. It is their right to construct 
their own moral code, as long as they respect others. Our goal 
is to plant a seed that will grow into a belief  system based on 
kindness, compassion and respect for differences, as our chil-
dren define themselves and develop their own the moral code 
that includes all people’s right to be safe, strong and free.

Though they may seem small and simple, all of  these strate-
gies and gestures will contribute to creating positive change 
in a school environment. We are all living in different circum-
stances, with varying degrees of  time and energy to contribute. 
Nonetheless, we can all participate in creating a safe and inclu-
sive school culture.
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Voices of Parents

Oftentimes, our children’s experiences at school are connected 
with those of  all children in the school community. It may be 
logical, even unavoidable, for us to support our own children 
by striving to make things better for those around them. As 
parents, when we think beyond the needs of  our own children 
and band together for the good of  all young people in the 
school, we are acting as leaders. 

Schools often set up formal systems of  leadership for parent 
participation, such as committees. There are informal ways to 
contribute to this process as well. Any time we share an idea, 
voice an opinion or make a suggestion, we are helping shape 
the school’s culture in a way that benefits the whole community. 

Though it is not always possible, we may be able to participate 
either as formal or informal leaders in our children’s school; for 
example, we can:

• Find out about the school’s provincially mandated Safe 
Schools Committee and School Council or the board’s 
Parent Involvement Committee. We can contact these com-
mittees and request information about their meetings and 
activities and if  we are interested in regular participation, 
ask how we can join.

• Give ourselves permission to ask questions. We can contact 
our parent representative to find out about the school’s pol-
icies and procedures, its strengths and challenges or about 
school events and how we can take part.

• Talk to our peers about our interests, questions and con-
cerns. As parents, we are likely to listen to each other. We 
can support and have an influence on our peers as well as 
learn from them.
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Schools have a responsibility to seek our input and provide us 
with opportunities to work together, share our concerns and 
influence the school’s plan of  action.

It is up to the school to ensure that their approach includes 
the community of  parents, whatever our circumstances 
and limitations.

Power-Sharing in Action

Our collective attempt to create a safe and equitable school 
culture depends upon each individual. Those of  us with more 
power and privilege can have a positive influence on the school’s 
culture by examining, questioning and re-aligning our own and 
others’ use of  power.

We can act as allies by seeking and creating big and small ways 
of  sharing our power with those who are often excluded, includ-
ing our own children. In doing so, we may influence others by 
role-modelling inclusive attitudes and behaviour.

In order to share our power as parents in a position of  
privilege, we can: 

• Think about our privilege and seek to become more aware 
of  the ways in which we benefit from it; for example, notic-
ing who is left out and who is included in interactions and 
communications with our peers or between our peers, our-
selves and the school.

• Question and reflect upon our beliefs and assumptions 
about what is “normal”. Strive to be open to diverse expe-
riences and viewpoints; for example, what is a “normal” 
family, girl, boy, person, appearance, holiday, custom, 
home, etc.



42

Ways to Say It

After a long weekend based on a Christian holiday, such 
as Easter, instead of  saying, “How was your Easter?” you 
might ask “How was your long weekend?” In this way, you 
avoid making the assumption that the person is Christian.

• Seek to understand and learn from others who are perceived 
as “different”; for example we can be compassionate by 
making an effort to imagine what they may be experiencing 
from their point-of-view. We can listen carefully with an 
open mind, seeking to both understand and ensure that the 
other person feels understood. We can consider the context, 
seeking to find out about circumstances of  people’s lives 
and the barriers they face, rather than making judgments. 
We can remind ourselves that there is much we don’t know 
about peoples’ lives, including our children’s school lives.

• Observe power dynamics, staying alert to ways we may all 
misuse our power at times and looking for ways to do things 
differently. If  we are in a position of  privilege in a group or 
an interaction, we can observe who is speaking more, who 
is listening more and to whom, whose ideas influence the 
final decision most.

• Address inequity when we observe or learn of  it; for 
example, discriminatory comments and attitudes or bully-
ing behaviour. Silently witnessing bullying, discrimination 
or injustice has the same effect as supporting it, even when 
that is not our intention. Whether it is our own or others’ 
children, our peers or a staff  member, our impact can be 
significant when we say or do something to put a stop to 
such incidents. We may want to tell a staff  person about 
the incident or we may want to say something ourselves.
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Sometimes, a simple “I” statement or frankly naming the 
problem while speaking calmly and clearly can be enough 
to get our message across effectively.

Ways to Say It

“I’m not feeling comfortable with what I just heard. Those 
words hurt other people.”

 
Constructive and collaborative communication is essential. No 
contribution is too big or too small in fostering a safe and inclu-
sive culture at our children’s school—it benefits all of  us. 
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CHAPTER 4

COMMUNICATING
Parents communicate with teachers and other school staff  
members for a wide range of  reasons. Contact may occur over 
simple matters: perhaps we have forgotten to send a form or 
provide basic information. The stakes are higher, of  course, 
when the focus is our children’s safety and well-being.

During an exchange with a teacher, how can we be receptive 
and open to what they are sharing, while communicating our 
own perceptions? How can we get the information we need, 
while sharing information the school needs, so that all parties 
understand the full picture? How can we support our children 
while considering the school’s policies, limits and require-
ments? And how can we achieve our goals in a way that fosters 
a positive and collaborative relationship?

This chapter explores strategies for communicating with school 
staff  in a way that contributes to building a partnership. It 
presents tools that will enable adults to interrupt bullying and 
inequity among young people through healthy and constructive 
communication and interactions. 
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Getting a Call

Imagine this scenario: you’re relaxing at home, perhaps 
enjoying a cup of  coffee before dashing out the door to work. 
The phone rings, and glancing at the call display you see the 
school’s number. Your heart skips a beat and you nervously 
pick up the receiver. 

“Hello?” you say. “Hello,” says a voice on the other end that you 
recognize as that of  your child’s teacher. “Can I speak to Mr./
Ms. XYZ?” 

“Speaking.” You answer, making an effort to sound calm. 

“Hello, I’m calling about your child. We wanted to let you know 
that she/he has been seen bullying another student. We’d like 
you to come to the school to discuss this situation with us.” 

At this point, your mind goes blank and your heart is pounding. 
You are in a state of  shock and you vaguely remember jotting 
down the time and a date for an appointment before setting 
down the receiver.

Whether our child has led, supported or been targeted by bul-
lying or inequity, such a moment is never a welcome one for a 
parent. Reactions of  surprise, shock, grief, fear or anger are all 
very natural and human.

As is so often the case, our children may not have told us they 
were involved with bullying or inequity. In today’s world of  tech-
nology, children may be involved in cyber-bullying, all from the 
supposed safety of  their bedrooms. Their social landscape is 
often a world apart from their parents, so in all likelihood, the 
news may come as a surprise. In any case, such an interaction 
with the school can be difficult and will likely be upsetting.
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The Importance of Community

At such a time, parents who have been able to be part of  the 
school community and who feel a sense of  belonging may 
feel the benefit. We may be starting from a place of  trust and 
good will. We may have openly endorsed the school’s values 
and vision of  a safe and inclusive culture at home and school. 
These conversations with the school and our children can now 
serve as an anchor. 

If  this is our context, of  course it makes the situation less 
stressful. It will likely be easier to manage if  we have built a 
foundation and a network of  relationships at the school. 

On the other hand, even difficult contact with the school can 
be an opportunity. It can serve as a launch pad for present and 
future collaboration. 

An Opportunity to Connect

Responding constructively to school staff  when approached 
about a situation where there is bullying or inequity can go 
a long way toward building a positive relationship. The over-
arching goal is to work collaboratively to end the bullying, 
harassment or inappropriate behaviour.

We can be partners with the school and allies for our children, 
whether they are leading, supporting or being targeted by bul-
lying. In all instances, our children’s well-being is at stake. 

Ultimately, each and every contact with our children’s teacher 
or school is an opportunity to strengthen our connection. In 
doing so, we can build a healthy partnership aimed at working 
together in the best interests of  our children.
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Reacting to the Call

While coping with our initial reaction to unexpected news, it 
may be difficult to see the situation in a positive light. It is 
important to remember that this is very human; in fact, the 
teacher or school staff  member is most likely expecting us 
to go through a period of  mental and emotional adjustment. 
Remembering some key points can help us during this phase.
 
Strong Emotions 

As mentioned, when a teacher tells us that our child is somehow 
involved in bullying or inequity, we may be flooded by intense 
feelings. We may be upset to learn that our child is suffering 
and be afraid for their safety. We might feel guilty and unsure 
as how to make things better for our child. We may be angry, 
believing that more should have been done or that too much 
was done or that it should have been done differently.

We can feel hurt, ashamed or outraged that our child has been 
bullying or involved in some other kind of  negative behaviour. 
We also may find that our own related trauma is surfacing. As 
we face this situation, the mental picture we create can help us 
reframe and cope well with this challenging reality.

Remembering the bigger picture. To offset our deeply per-
sonal reaction, it can be helpful to remember that bullying 
and inequity are social problems. There are many factors that 
contribute to bullying at school, and many players who share a 
responsibility to resolve the problem.

Choosing our response. Our first reaction is often to vent our 
strong feelings. If  we are able to, it can help to breathe deep 
and pause to reflect—reminding ourselves that our response 
will play a key role in helping or hindering a positive solution.
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Motivating ourselves to collaborate. Whether our child has 
been bullied or is engaging in bullying behaviour, our natural 
protectiveness is likely to surface. And yet, when our motiva-
tion to protect our children is combined with an openness and 
receptivity, the results can be remarkably positive.

Channeling our emotions into positive action. Our strong emo-
tions can get in the way of  healthy communication, but they 
don’t need to. Caring for and about our children can translate 
into constructive energy and tireless drive that can positively 
transform school culture.

Before any planning takes place, we need to listen carefully to 
the school’s perspective, while ensuring that the school under-
stands our own. To achieve this, it helps to be fully open and 
present during the conversation.

Ways of Doing It

Strong emotions are often experienced in the body. In the 
heat of  an emotionally charged moment, there are some 
physical techniques we can use to help us cope:

• Noticing our breath, following its movement.

• Breathing deeply and slowly, feeling our belly expand.

• Noticing areas of  our body where we are tensing up, 
such as our stomachs, our hands and our feet, and 
consciously relaxing those places.

Noticing and responding to our body’s response to stress may 
help us remain more present to what is happening.
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Other strategies that can help us cope with strong emotions 
during a difficult conversation are:

• Finding a reason to temporarily leave the room or take a 
pause in the telephone conversation, such as using the 
washroom or getting a glass of  water.

• Be honest about what you are going through by saying, 
“This is hard for me to hear and I’m finding it difficult 
to talk about. I’m committed to talking this through and 
finding ways to deal with it—I just need a moment to gather 
my thoughts”.

• Finding someone supportive to be present who is less 
directly affected and more objective.

Staying Open

Despite the difficult nature of  such an exchange, it is helpful 
to maintain an open mind and attitude. Equally important is to 
convey this attitude to the teacher. While we may end up having 
some different opinions or perspectives, our communication is 
more likely to foster collaboration if  we express openness and 
accept that there may be another perspective.

We cultivate and demonstrate an attitude of  openness when we:

• Choose to assume the best until proven otherwise—rather 
than making or expressing negative assumptions about 
others’ intentions or goals. 

• Try to make sense of  different perspectives and seek to 
understand how they fit into the big picture—rather than 
contradicting others. 

• Acknowledge the positive efforts and good intentions of  
the teacher or school staff  member.
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• Ask questions and collect information until the situation 
becomes more clear and the situation is fully described—
rather than blaming, criticizing, accusing or judging.

Ways to Say It

“I know we both/all recognize that my child has the right 
to be safe at school and that we’re working toward the 
same goal. Can you help me understand your ideas for 
how we’re going to get there? Right now that’s not my 
child’s experience.”

Adopting an attitude of  openness doesn’t mean not asking our 
questions or pretending to agree. It is important that we be 
true to ourselves, sincerely expressing our thoughts and per-
ceptions. Being open means stretching ourselves to consider 
and imagine the possibility that another’s perception may be 
equally valid. 

Power-Sharing Through Communication

The power dynamics during an exchange between a teacher 
and a parent in the context of  a bullying situation are bound 
to be complex. On the one hand, teachers and school staff  
represent an institution with legal authority. Many parents, 
particularly those of  us from marginalized social groups, may 
approach the school with some degree of  anxiety.

On the other hand, as parents, we may feel driven to assert 
ourselves on behalf  of  our children. At its core, collaboration 
is power-sharing. We foster collaboration when we establish a 
respectful and egalitarian dynamic in our exchanges.
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If  we are quiet and submissive, leaving the meeting without 
feeling heard and understood, this is not collaboration. 
Similarly, if  we dominate an interaction, speaking without lis-
tening or letting others speak, this too is not collaboration. 

Consultation, communication and dialogue are the hallmarks 
of  a healthy relationship. We can help move toward a relation-
ship of  power-sharing by:

Communicating our needs. If  there is something the teacher 
or the school can do that would help us play a supportive and 
collaborative role, we can express that need; for example, if  
we need them to repeat or to explain something, or if  we need 
help to find strategies to support our child.

Listening carefully and observing the interactions. We can try 
to get a sense of  whether some parties feel more comfortable 
in the exchange and others less so. If  we notice an imbalance, 
we can help ensure that each party has an opportunity to 
express themselves by asking questions, drawing others out, 
checking in, asking if  others feel heard and understood and 
creating space for ourselves.

Inviting our children to take the lead. If  our children have 
asked or accepted to be present during the conversation, it is 
important that they be supported to take the lead in describing 
their experience if  they wish. In our society, adults so often 
speak for young people. Sharing our power with those most 
affected by the situation is important.

Being prepared to be flexible. Power dynamics can shift and 
change many times during an interaction; for example, we may 
begin the exchange by doing a lot of  listening. If  at a later point 
we do not feel that our thoughts and perspectives have been 
heard or understood, we can shift our approach.
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Being mindful of  the personal tools, values and attitudes needed 
for power-sharing fosters collaboration and partnership. 

Fostering Collaboration

There are many ways we can communicate so that we build 
a healthy partnership with teachers and other school staff, 
while working in the best interests of  our children. These 
communication tools and concepts may also be helpful 
in a range of  situations. 

Setting the Tone

To help set a constructive tone and communicate in a collabora-
tive way, we can let others know of  our positive values — making 
it clear that we are on the same side as the teacher and the 
school and are working toward the same goal, including our 
opposition to any form of  cruelty, aggression or discrimination. 

Ways to Say It

• “I know we both/all agree that cruelty is never okay 
and that everyone deserves respect.”

• “I wanted to let you know that I take this situation 
very seriously. I admit that it’s not easy to hear about 
this. In our family, we believe strongly that it’s never 
okay to hurt others.”

Though there may be many things that we will need to clarify, 
early in the conversation, it will help to clearly state that we are 
willing to work collaboratively with the school, while supporting 
our own child. 
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Ways to Say It

• “I’m really glad you called me to let me know what 
is going on, even though it’s hard. I’m hoping I’ll be 
able to support my child and also help you make this 
situation better. The most important thing is to make 
sure that everyone involved is safe.”

• When our child has bullied or supported the bully-
ing: “I’d like to work with you to find ways of  helping 
my child understand the hurt and damage they’ve 
caused and learn new attitudes and behaviours.”

• When our child has been targeted by bullying: “I’d 
like to work with you to find ways of  making sure my 
child stays safe and the bullying or harassment ends. 
I’d like to know if  there are ways I can support my 
child from home throughout this situation.”

Listening to Learn and Be Heard

Communication is complicated. Whenever we take in informa-
tion from another person, we always do so from our own point 
of  view. This is especially true when we are in a state of  shock.

As human beings, we all can make an effort to see through 
our filters and fully understand another’s perspective. Doing 
so allows us to connect and that sense of  connection is the 
essence of  relationship building. By listening carefully we can 
make a connection with our child’s teacher and school staff, 
building a positive relationship that can enhance our child’s 
daily experience. When we are seeking to both understand a 
situation and to be heard, we are juggling two different needs 
that may sometimes conflict.
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At first, while we are taking in new information, we can make 
fewer statements. We can also ask questions, allowing us to 
better understand the situation. In order to fully take in difficult 
information and understand the situation, we can:

Respect the teacher’s pace. We can let the teacher take the 
time they need to tell us about the story; for example, we can 
avoid interrupting or interrogating them by waiting until they 
have finished; we can take time to ask questions and share our 
perspective when the teacher has finished.

If  we are flooded by thoughts and questions while the teacher 
is speaking, we might not be listening that well. We may be 
worried we will forget our thoughts if  we don’t express them 
right away. It can help to write them down as we think of  them.

Listen to our instincts. As we are listening, we may experience 
a range of  positive and negative feelings that may be dis-
tracting. These are our instincts and they are important. They 
provide us with information that there are issues that require 
further exploration.
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Though we may not want to express all these feelings early on 
while we are gathering information, we can take a mental note 
should feelings of  judgment, anxiety or uncertainty arise. Check 
in with ourselves later to see if  these feelings are still present.

Ask open-ended questions. We can gather more information 
and gain a fuller understanding of  the situation by asking 
open-ended questions. An open-ended question is one which 
does not require a “yes” or “no” as an answer.

Ways to Say It

We can ask, “How was my child involved?” instead of, 
“Did my child bully someone?”

Check our understanding. In order to avoid making any 
assumptions, or letting our own feelings cloud our understand-
ing, we can check out what we heard by “paraphrasing”, that 
is, echoing back what we think we heard in our own words. We 
may find it easier to take in information that is difficult to hear 
if  we view the process as information-sharing. 

Information-Sharing

It can be helpful to approach these discussions as informa-
tion-sharing, imagining the situation as a jigsaw puzzle with 
pieces missing. Together each player provides the missing 
pieces to complete the puzzle and get a fuller picture. When 
we see it this way, we are saying that no individual has the 
whole truth. As parents, we have something irreplaceable to 
share: information about our child’s behaviour, personality and 
life at home. Teachers and schools also have their own unique 
experience with our children, as well as a commitment to their 
well-being.
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Of  course, information-sharing cannot be complete until 
children have had the opportunity to speak out about their 
experience. Therefore, each party can approach the interaction 
as an opportunity to share information. We can offer concrete 
information and facts. This is more credible than assumptions 
or guesswork. We can also present our perspectives in a way 
that leaves room for the viewpoints of  others by asking ques-
tions rather than by contradicting or shutting others down.

Ways to Say It

Saying, “My child didn’t bully anyone. She/he just didn’t 
want to be friends with the other child,” may elicit a 
different reaction and greater resistance than saying, “I 
can see the other child is in a lot of  pain and it’s really 
important for us to make sure they get support and that 
it wasn’t deliberate. On the other hand, I’m sure we can 
agree that my child has the right to choose who they are 
friends with.”

We may choose to share information about our own and our 
family’s situation or identity. When making that choice, we can 
assess whether it is relevant or increases our sense of  safety. In 
a situation involving inequity or harassment, this information 
may be relevant if  our child is being targeted for that reason; 
for example, when a child is targeted because: 

• their parents are the same sex/gender

• their background or religion is perceived as different

• they are from a racialized group

• they are perceived to be or have “come out” as LGBTQ2+

• they have different physical or intellectual abilities
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While some of  these identities will be known to the teacher 
others may be unknown. Sharing such information can be 
helpful in resolving the situation.

Healthy Communication

For many of  us, communicating with school staff  can be a diffi-
cult experience. Even though we love and care about our child, 
we may feel so stretched to the limit in our lives that it is hard 
to imagine coping with another source of  stress. 

In times of  stress, when people feel threatened or powerless, 
we may resort to a communication style that has some nega-
tive consequences. The following simple definitions (developed 
as illustrations of  responses to bullying) can apply to commu-
nication in various situations. They can help us make conscious 
choices about how we communicate, and talk to our children 
about choosing healthy communication.

Passive. Sending a message that you have no rights and no 
power. The person who is bullying may think she or he is 
“in charge”.

Aggressive. Acting so that other people’s rights are unim-
portant, while you assert your own power over them. Those 
who are bullying may then fight even harder to maintain their 
unequal share of  power. Being aggressive often makes the 
problem worse, so that the bullying escalates, becoming a 
bigger problem.

Revenge. Using an indirect form of  communication to “get back 
at” someone who has hurt you so that they feel badly too. This 
form of  communication is also known as “passive-aggressive” 
because it is indirect while at the same time taking away 
others’ rights.
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Gossiping or speaking unkindly about someone behind their 
back are just two examples of  this. When anger turns to 
passive-aggressive behaviour, this can create a toxic environ-
ment at school.

Assertive. Sending a clear message that your rights are impor-
tant, while you respect others’. Those who are bullying will 
find it more challenging to maintain their unequal share of  
power. Being assertive often changes the situation so the bul-
lying de-escalates, changing the balance of  power so that your 
rights are respected, as are the other party’s. 

Assertiveness = Power-sharing

Focusing on our intent to foster collaboration through 
power-sharing can help guide us through the conversation. 
Even if  we believe that we or our children have been misunder-
stood or unfairly treated, we can find ways to express this using 
assertiveness.

The COPA approach to prevention and collaboration guides all 
members of  the school population toward assertiveness with 
the following key elements: 

• firm tone of  voice

• body language that communicates confidence (shoulders 
back, standing tall, facing the person directly, eye contact)

Sometimes, we may feel awkward or uneasy about stating 
clearly what we want and what we are thinking. Nonetheless, 
clear and direct communication makes us stronger, and helps 
us express our needs in a clear, calm and respectful manner, 
even though we may be feeling emotional.
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Ways to Say It

Here are a few examples of  clear and direct communica-
tion as strategies for assertiveness:

• “I” messages. “I don’t like the way you’re speaking 
to me” or “I feel frustrated when you interrupt me.”

• Naming the problem. “It seems the meeting is ending 
before I’ve had the chance to tell you how I see 
the situation.”

• Stating what you want/don’t want. “I’d like to meet 
again sooner—next week seems too long to wait” or 
“I’d prefer to be contacted by telephone rather than 
by email.”

• Asking a question. “My child is still afraid to come 
to school. Can you explain how the measures you’ve 
described will help her/him feel safe again?”

Problem-Solving

When we view problems as part of  life rather than as insur-
mountable obstacles, this can change our perspective. We can 
cultivate a reflex to find positive strategies to resolve a situation, 
rather than bog ourselves down with judgment, shame, blame 
and feelings of  powerlessness. 

Of  course, given the complexity and emotional difficulty of  
facing a bullying situation, especially one that involves our 
own child, this is easier said than done. Nonetheless, by focus-
ing our attention toward the development of  an action plan, 
we can help maintain a constructive, positive atmosphere in 
the exchange.
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When ideas or opinions are expressed in ways that shut down 
the conversation, this can create a defensive tone. The follow-
ing phrases have the effect of  closing down dialogue: 

• “You should/shouldn’t...”

• “You must/mustn’t...”

• “You have to/you can’t...”

• “Why didn’t you...”
 
Communicating with the goal of  problem-solving means invit-
ing all players to put all possible options and choices on the 
table. Examples of  language that facilitate problem-solving are: 

• “Perhaps you could...?”

• “Would you consider...?”

• “How about...?”, 

• “What would you think about...?”

COPA’s problem-solving approach has practical strategies for 
positive resolution. It is a strength-based approach, recognizing 
the value of  each party’s wisdom, input, skill and experience 
(including parents, children, teachers and other school staff). 

Problem-solving is as much a practice, a stance and an atti-
tude as it is an effective tool. It allows all parties to draw on 
their own experience and respective sources of  wisdom to con-
tribute to possible strategies. 

COPA has a booklet that expands on our Problem-Solving 
approach, available through our eBoutique. For a full descrip-
tion of  this tool and how it can be used in a range of  situations, 
see copahabitat.ca.
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Communicating as an Ally

As adults, we can be allies for all children (including our own) 
when we avoid blaming or judging them. When speaking to or 
about a child involved in a bullying situation, we should keep 
in mind that bullying and inequity are learned and social prob-
lems. We can do this by:

• Acknowledging that young people learn bullying behaviour 
and discriminatory attitudes from many places.

• Distinguishing between young people’s behaviour and their 
personhood, and communicate clearly that the behaviour 
is unacceptable without putting down or rejecting the child.

• Avoiding the labelling of  a child as a “bully”. Instead, trying 
to use language that focuses on their behaviour—commu-
nicating our belief  in their ability to change.

• Avoiding the labelling of  a child as a “victim”. Instead, 
trying to use language that focuses on their capacity and 
experience—communicating our belief  in their strength 
and resilience.

Being an ally for children means facilitating their empower-
ment, providing them with opportunities to express themselves, 
make decisions and engage in problem-solving. We will need 
to consult and listen closely to our children in order to learn 
about the context and the school culture. As adults, we cannot 
assume that “we know best”.

Finding a Balance

As parents, passionate about our children’s well-being, we can 
sometimes advocate single-mindedly for them. We may not 
take full account of  all aspects of  an incident, such as the 
well-being of  other children or the impact on the classroom.
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We may sometimes feel the urge to defend our children, perhaps 
justifying their negative role. This is a natural inclination for 
parents and caregivers, though one that can sometimes be at 
odds with the larger goals of  education.

Teachers are responsible for ensuring the well-being of  all their 
students. When considering the rights of  one student, teachers 
have the responsibility to weigh this against the rights of  the 
entire classroom. If  forced into a decision that puts the good 
of  all against the needs of  an individual student, teachers have 
a professional responsibility to opt for the former. 

Indeed, this dilemma is part of  life in our society. No citizen 
and no human being has unlimited rights. All of  our rights are 
balanced by our responsibility to respect those of  others. This 
applies as much in the school context as it does in the larger 
social context. Sometimes, when we are advocating for our chil-
dren, we may need to remind ourselves of  this basic principle.

Being an ally for our children need not contradict our goal 
of  collaborating with the school. In fact, it is in the best 
interests of  children when all the adults in their world are 
able to work together to facilitate their empowerment and 
healthy development.

As allies for our children and partners with our children’s 
school, it is important (though undeniably difficult for all of  us 
at times) to consider the validity of  the teacher’s or school’s 
perspective and to be willing to question ourselves.

At the same time, we need to feel that we can clearly, openly, 
respectfully and constructively voice our own needs and pers-
pectives and those of  our children.
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Ways to Say It

• “I understand that you are not keen on the idea of  
my phoning the parents of  the child who bullied my 
child. Can you tell me about your reluctance?”

• “I’m concerned about your sharing our conversation 
with the principal. Why is that necessary?”

Considering the concerns, priorities and responsibilities of  
teachers and other school staff  and seeking to balance these 
with our own and our child’s concerns is the essence of  
problem-solving, power-sharing and collaboration. 
 
Whatever our type of  contact and involvement with our chil-
dren’s school, we can foster a spirit of  collaboration through a 
communication style based on power-sharing. This approach 
can have an impact on all our interactions with school staff, 
carrying us through the entire process from problem identifi-
cation to problem resolution and beyond. 

The end result—a safe and inclusive school culture—is in part 
the sum of  countless such interactions, supported and shaped 
by an ensemble of  concrete practices, planning and policy.
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CHAPTER 5

PARTNERSHIPS
There are many ways we may learn about our child’s involvement 
in a situation involving bullying, harassment or inappropriate 
behaviour other than through school staff. 

Perhaps our child has confided in us—most likely because they 
have been targeted. If  our child has initiated, led or supported 
the bullying, we may learn this directly from them, perhaps 
as a result of  an off-hand comment. We may learn about it 
second-hand, perhaps from our child’s schoolmate or from 
another parent.

When we learn that our child is involved in bullying or ineq-
uity at school, this can feel like a crisis. We may initially spin 
our wheels, searching for solutions. If  we have not learned 
about the situation from the school, we may feel alone with the 
problem. We may wish to consider approaching the school for 
help, but are unsure whether, how and when to do so.
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Facing Our Fears

For many of  us, approaching the school is not easy, partic-
ularly when the reason is such a difficult one. We may feel 
fearful, angry or uncertain of  ourselves. When our child is bul-
lying others or watching it happen we may blame ourselves 
or fear judgment from the school. If  our child is targeted by 
bullying or other forms of  inequity, we may feel afraid to get 
help, worried we may make things worse or ashamed of  not 
having intervened.

Yet schools have the responsibility to support families at chal-
lenging times such as these. In many cases, seeking help from 
the school is an effective strategy. Most importantly, whatever 
action is taken, our children need to feel that they are sur-
rounded by caring adults who are taking their needs seriously.

Approaching the School

Ideally, the decision to approach the school will emerge out 
of  a problem-solving process that occurs in dialogue with 
our child. Initially, the child may resist doing so and later 
decide that it is a necessary step. Respecting our child’s 
pace and enabling them to take the lead is an important way 
of  facilitating their empowerment. Nevertheless, there are 
important things to consider when deciding when to approach 
the school.

If  we learn that our child is involved in a bullying situation, 
whatever their role, it is important that it is resolved quickly, 
before the bullying dynamic becomes entrenched. The more 
time elapses, the more harmful the power imbalance becomes 
and the more difficult it can be to reverse. We may experience 
some tension between the need to contact the school, while 
still doing so in consultation with our child.
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If  our child is supporting or engaging in bullying or inequity, 
the passage of  time becomes more pressing. In this situation 
particularly, it is usually best to contact the school sooner—
even immediately—since the targeted child may be living with 
a growing problem.

Even if  our child has stopped the hurtful behaviour, the tar-
geted child might still be suffering. Furthermore, we may need 
the help of  the school to know for certain that our child has 
stopped the problematic behaviour. 
 
Again, we need to involve our children in this decision—
discussing, explaining and listening to them. Ultimately, if  we 
continue to disagree, we may need to use our adult power by 
making a decision. We still can do so in a way that respects our 
own child’s dignity and self-esteem.

Who to Approach

As we consider a first step, the most direct route to resolve the 
problem might seem be contacting the parents of  the other 
children involved. In fact, this course of  action is actually quite 
risky and a less effective approach, because the other parents:

• will likely be most concerned with their own children’s 
well-being (just as are we);

• do not have an objective understanding of  the situation 
(nor do we);

• are missing information about the big picture (as are we).

Only the school is able to bring all parties together to help 
uncover the complete picture. For this reason, once you and 
your child have decided that there is a need to get outside help, 
it makes most sense to do so through the school. 
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Next, we may ask: Who is the most appropriate person to 
contact at the school? Approaching the parent representative, 
the school council or the safe school committee is an appro-
priate avenue for raising and dealing with whole school issues. 
However, in the case of  a specific incident of  bullying or ineq-
uity, it is most appropriate and efficient to approach the person 
most closely involved in the situation. That person is usually a 
teacher, though in some cases it may be another member of  
the school staff, such as the principal or vice-principal, depend-
ing on where, when and how the bullying took place.

Making Contact

Once we have decided whom to contact, we need to consider 
how we will communicate with them. Depending on our circum-
stances, we may decide to use the phone or email. We may 
wish to use the initial contact to explain the purpose of  our 
communication, without going into too much detail. This is a 
good opportunity to set up a meeting time to fully explain and 
present the issue. This ensures that the teacher has sufficient 
time to reflect on the problem at hand. 
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We can request a meeting in person, over the phone or with 
Facetime or Skype. Though it may not always be possible due 
to work or transportation issues, meeting in person to fully 
explain the problem can make for a warmer encounter and a 
clearer exchange. 

Again, by offering our child the choice to be present, we can 
provide them with an opportunity to learn skills, build confi-
dence and help exercise control over a situation that affects 
them most directly. During the meeting, we can introduce the 
situation by providing concrete examples of  behaviour or inci-
dents. We can encourage our child to describe their experience 
and actions, adding our own details and information.

It can be helpful to relate this information to the school’s code 
of  conduct or other policy documents (if  we have had a chance 
to read these). This shows that we have assessed the situation 
with some objectivity. 

Ways to Say It

• “When my child heard these words from the other 
child, they felt afraid for their safety. At our school, 
our code of  conduct states that any behaviour that 
makes another person afraid is not tolerated.”

• “When I heard from my child that they had invited 
everyone to play the game they had invented except 
one child, I was concerned that child may have 
felt excluded. I know the school’s code of  conduct 
states that excluding someone is a form of  bullying. 
I was concerned about how the other child might 
be feeling.”
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If  we have not read or obtained a copy of  school policies, we 
can still expect help from the school. The essential information 
is the fact that our child’s well-being is at risk.

Ways to do it

When we approach the school to inform them about a 
situation involving bullying or inequity, we can:

• Make sure we do so in consultation with our children 
as much as possible;

• Provide concrete, clear and factual information 
about the situation;

• Provide information about our child’s role;

• Document and present dates and times of  incidents;

• Provide a list of  people who are witnesses or aware 
of  the situation, when appropriate;

• Cite any relevant sections from the school’s code of  
conduct or other policy documents that shows how 
this situation is a problem (optional).

What to Expect

Once we have made contact with the school, we can expect 
the teacher or other staff  members to respond with respect 
and encouragement. School staff  can let families know they 
are not alone and have the support of  the school. They can set 
aside time and provide a private space for a conversation about 
the bullying or inequity. We can expect the school to involve 
us in the short-term and on an ongoing basis as the bullying 
situation evolves and possibly recurs.
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Schools can do so by:

• Nurturing open and positive lines of  communication with 
the parent;

• Informing the parent of  all actions or changes to the 
situation to date and of  all future actions or changes, espe-
cially if  the situation is recurring and evolving;

• Providing us with relevant information about the school 
structure, communication systems, policies and procedures.

In some cases, a parent (perhaps from a marginalized group 
themselves) who feels particularly vulnerable due to bully-
ing or inequity that affects their child may be able to remain 
anonymous. However, schools may not always be able to take 
appropriate action while allowing a parent and their child to 
remain anonymous. 

As parents, we may decide to take action to ensure our chil-
dren’s well-being. In all interactions, no matter the situation 
and the role our children have played, all players belong and 
have the right to be treated with full respect, and to retain their 
personal power. 

Safety First

When we engage with the school to resolve a situation involving 
bullying or inequity, we all understand that the safety of  our 
children needs to be our first priority. To this end, here are a 
few measures we can expect from schools:

• Identifying and communicating measures to ensure 
children’s safety;

• Informing parents of  the immediate actions they plan to 
take and of  their long-term action plan; 
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• Acting quickly in the short-term to reduce or eliminate neg-
ative contact between the child who is targeted and the 
child who is engaging in bullying or inappropriate behaviour 
(and informing us of  this); 

• Involving and consulting both parents and our children in 
the development of  these plans; 

• Maintaining the anonymity and confidentiality of  the 
children involved, as much as possible. 

In addition to an immediate response, an action plan for the 
medium- to long-term can identify, articulate, assess and reas-
sess strategies to ensure the safety of  the child who has been 
bullied, particularly for those who have been bullied on a con-
tinuous basis.

Going Forward 

To facilitate information-sharing on an ongoing basis, we can 
develop a communication plan with the school from the outset. 
Such a plan could include when communication will take place 
and what form of  communication will be used; for example, by 
telephone, in-person meeting or email. This decision can be 
made based on whatever is most convenient and accessible for 
both parties. 

The plan can also provide guidelines about what kinds of  new 
situations or circumstances could trigger communication 
between the parties involved; for example, if  a new bullying or 
behavioural incident were to occur. 

Ideally, parents will have opportunities to continue our involve-
ment. There are many ways we can engage with the school 
to ensure the most positive outcome possible for everyone 
involved. We can do so in a way that enhances collaboration.
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Engaging with the School

Making the choice to engage with the school to resolve bullying 
or inequity is a natural and very valuable role for parents. This 
way, we directly support our own children, while participating in 
the creation of  a safer and more inclusive school for everyone. 

Schools have a responsibility to welcome our efforts, provid-
ing support along with opportunities to play a meaningful role 
in problem-solving and decision-making. When adults work 
together, we are acting as positive role models.

Involving Others

When we engage with the school to resolve a bullying incident, 
others may need to be involved.

Legal Obligations. The need to involve more people may arise; 
for example, the principal may have to become involved as is 
dictated by government regulations, acts and directives.

School and Board Policies. In addition to government laws, 
schools and boards often have their own, more detailed pol-
icies and procedures. Some aspects of  the responsibility to 
report a bullying situation to the principal can vary from school 
to school.

Additional Support. Either school staff  or parents may bring in 
additional support when resolving a situation involving bullying 
or inequity. In some instances, parents may request the pres-
ence of  a friend, family member or community worker. 

Teachers may also suggest additional support; for example, in 
the case of  parents who are newcomers and learning English, 
interpretation may be necessary. 
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In other cases, a team approach may be adopted, perhaps 
involving support staff  (such as social workers or guidance 
counsellors) who have supported our children or other school 
staff  whose input may be sought. 

Confidentiality. Whether additional school staff  or support 
people from a parent’s family or community are involved, all 
participants need to understand that they are bound by a 
requirement to respect confidentiality. In some cases, mea-
sures to resolve bullying or inequity may require the sharing of  
information; however, this needs to be explicitly explained and 
discussed in advance with all parties.

Being an Ally

Being an ally is not only an ethical stance aimed at countering 
adultism through power-sharing; it is also an effective strategy 
for interrupting bullying and inequity at school. Whatever our 
children’s role in a situation involving bullying or inequity, we 
can be their ally: 

• If  our child has been targeted, we can ensure they are in no 
way blamed or expected to change and that their safety is 
at the centre of  any action plan. 

• If  our child has participated in bullying or inappropriate 
behaviour, we can act as their ally by ensuring that the con-
sequences they experience are constructive. We can help 
identify consequences that enable them to learn new atti-
tudes, values and behaviours, rather than measures that 
are punitive, demeaning or belittling. 

• We can ensure that their voices are heard and that all mea-
sures taken facilitate their empowerment and respect their 
dignity and self-esteem, whatever role they have played in 
the bullying or inappropriate behaviour.
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Working with Differences

As we engage with the teacher or school staff, we may learn 
about our differences. Sometimes, we may discover that our 
values conflict. This is natural, as human society is diverse and 
comprised of  a wide range of  belief  systems. It is inevitable 
that this will play out in the school context.

These conversations can be difficult and delicate, as we are all 
deeply attached to our values. We can cope with the situation 
by naming it, articulating our own values and child-rearing 
principles while acknowledging those of  the school or teacher. 
We can identify the ways they overlap and the ways they differ. 

We can discuss these differences neutrally, focusing on the 
impact on our child and identifying those that are enshrined 
in school policy. When it is a matter of  school policy, we will 
need to accept that these areas of  difference are not subject 
to change; for example, respect for differences is considered 
a basic human right. This would not be negotiable no matter 
what our personal values or beliefs may be. 

In such a discussion, we are not trying to change the teacher 
or the school, nor would we expect them to try to change us. 
Our goal is to find ways of  working together to avoid confusion 
or difficulties for our child. In this way, we can support the 
creation of  a positive learning environment for our child.

Taking Action Together for Positive Change

The details of  an action plan to end bullying or inequity will 
vary according to the situation. Ideally, all players involved will 
provide information that will shape the plan, along with the 
school’s values and policies related to equity, inclusion and 
bullying prevention. 
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As adults, we increase children’s resistance to bullying and 
inequity when we equip them and give them as much control 
as possible over the situation and its resolution, while offering 
our support and providing backup when necessary. Parents are 
crucial players in this process. We provide unique input and 
are able to amplify the plan’s effectiveness with our support 
from home. 

It is important to note that an effective action plan is based on 
the notion that bullying and inequity are learned behaviours 
that can be unlearned. We are most likely to succeed at inter-
rupting bullying and inequity among children when this kind of  
positive, optimistic outlook prevails, as opposed to an approach 
based on shame and blame. 
 
Such an approach promotes and models education aimed at 
increasing awareness and changing attitudes and behaviours, 
rather than on punishment or humiliation. Those who bully or 
support bullying hear the message, “We believe you can change 
and learn new behaviour and attitudes—we believe in you”. The 
focus is first and foremost on responsibility and safety. 

Concern may arise for us if  our child is in some way perceived 
as “different” and is then bullied; for example, a young person 
who has come out as gay or lesbian, has a learning disability, 
or has recently arrived in Canada from another country. We 
may wonder if  there is something our child has done to draw 
this treatment from their peers.

An action plan to interrupt bullying and inequity needs clarity 
in this regard. To those it is directed to, it sends the message, 
“You are not to blame. You did nothing to deserve such abuse 
and you need change nothing to stay safe. The responsibility 
for your safety lies with those who have bullied and with the 
adults in your life.”
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Positive Messages

By working in partnership with the school and the children 
involved, we send the following messages:

• young people—and all people—have the right to live without 
discrimination, violence and abuse;

• all forms of  cruelty, exploitation, domination and 
humiliation represent a negative form of  power;

• abuse is never the fault of  the person who is targeted;

• it is necessary to break the secrecy surrounding abuse by 
telling someone about it and getting help;

• schoolmates can be important allies in breaking the code 
of  silence by offering and finding support;

• adults are important resources, providing support while 
playing an active and constructive role;

• there are many positive alternatives to inappropriate and 
abusive behaviour;

• there are many positive strategies for interrupting and 
addressing abusive behaviour.

Following Up

Parents can expect schools to follow up with everyone involved. 
Follow-up is an essential part of  the process:

• it helps ensure that the situation has been addressed and 
the young person who was targeted is safe; 

• it sends a message to all involved that bullying and inequity 
will be taken seriously and not tolerated;

• it sends a message that there is ongoing support and com-
mitment to putting a stop to it.
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Including parents during the follow-up period is critical. When 
we receive regular updates, we can provide schools with vital 
information about the effectiveness of  measures adopted to 
ensure our child’s safety. Additionally, the parents of  children 
who have supported or engaged in bullying behaviour can 
reinforce and support appropriate consequences applied by 
the school.

Our children benefit when we remain involved, offering ongoing 
support to measures aimed at ending bullying and inequity and 
ensuring the well-being of  all students. That said, young people 
and particularly older students are sometimes reluctant for 
their parents to be involved. Within the limits of  the law and the 
school’s policy, and considering the well-being of  all involved, it 
is important to respect their choices whenever possible.

Throughout the steps leading to the development of  an action 
plan to end bullying or inequity—from the first approach right 
through the problem-solving process—we can foster a healthy 
and collaborative partnership with the school. Parents’ con-
structive engagement with the school to resolve bullying or 
inequity is one significant way of  contributing to the creation 
of  a safe and inclusive school culture.
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CONCLUSION
Safety and belonging are the right of  every person, both inside 
and outside of  our school system. Everyone’s rights are com-
promised when anyone’s rights are threatened. A school has 
only achieved a welcoming community when all its members 
feel safe and included. Reaching out to those who face the 
most barriers and challenges furthers that goal.

Creating a safe and inclusive school culture is a collective effort 
and we can all play a role in achieving a climate of  fairness and 
belonging. All our contributions, big and small, are valuable 
and important; they help connect us to the school and build a 
sense of  community that is at the heart of  inclusion.
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Those of  us who are in a privileged position can develop those 
all-important skills needed to become an ally, such as listening 
and compassion. We can seek ways to question our assump-
tions and share our power with those who experience inequity 
and exclusion in our society, starting with our own children. 

By living out important values that promote equity and prevent 
bullying, being role models for our children and encouraging 
them to reflect on these values, we model positive behaviour, 
become ambassadors and show our support for the school’s 
equitable and inclusive culture. By supporting our children in 
respectful and empowering ways, being present and taking 
action with them—not for them—we act as their allies while 
helping to address bullying and inequity at school.

Weaving these values, attitudes and tools into all our inter-
actions and exchanges with the school is a powerful way to 
take action and promote equity and inclusion. In these simple, 
daily ways we can all support our school’s efforts to create a 
safe, welcoming and inclusive school culture.





BELONGING AT SCHOOL
This guide is part of  COPA’s We All Belong initiative designed for 
parents and caregivers. Use this guide to build effective home 
and school collaboration, while strengthening your capacity to 
support your child’s well-being. We All Belong is funded by the 
Ontario Ministry of  Education.

COPA is a Francophone non-profit organization founded 
in 1995. We provide students, families and schools with 
multimedia educational resources, as well as training 

in the area of  abuse prevention, and equity and inclusion. 
COPA’s unique approach is based on individual and collective 
empowerment, founded on principles of  social justice to bring 
about positive change. COPA cares deeply about human rights, 
especially those of  children and all marginalized groups.


