Engaging Parents in Anti-Bullying Initiatives

Dr Helen McGrath

Parents are a vital part of a school’s anti-bullying and anti-violence initiatives. When schools can form effective partnerships with parents to implement and maintain these initiatives the outcomes are always more positive.  However, many parents are unable to see that programs that prevent and manage bullying are of relevance to them if their child doesn’t have an issue around bullying. Therefore it is important to stress to parents what their family can gain from awareness programs, even if their child is not currently being bullied or involved in bullying. Here are some guidelines:

1. Take a positive approach and focus more on the overall picture of developing safe, caring and positive schools. Communicate that preventing and dealing with bullying are part of this picture. Highlight the ways in which the development of a safe caring school environment, based on pro-social values, positive peer relationships and a sense of community are of benefit to all students in terms of satisfaction, motivation, wellbeing and achievement.

2. Communicate an understanding that bullying is everyone’s problem, not just a personal predicament and that it has wider implications for the community as a whole and for their child’s future. After all, they may not be bullying or being bullied now but they may be involved later in their schooling or in different settings such as the workplace.
3. Involve as many parents as possible in the development and refinement of the school’s safe school policy. The process of consulting with parents and students is possibly more important than the actual policy outcomes. 

4. Organise parent workshops making sure that they are not only held during times when some parents are unable to be involved. Provide information on the specific details of the school’s overall program and procedures such as non-punitive approaches. Place the topic of ‘Bullying’ in the wider context of parent education and also organise forums on how parents can develop their child’s resilience, social skills, goal setting skills etc.

5. One strategy for encouraging parents to attend anti-bullying workshops is to work with students to develop and perform dramatic enactments around a theme of bullying and also around themes of respect, friendliness, bystander support and compassion. These can be performed at assembly or as part of a workshop or forum for parents on safe and caring schools.

6. Another strategy is to provide ongoing information in the school newsletter or on the school’s website. Parents can be provided with one-page ‘keep sheets’ about the different elements of the school’s overall safe schools’ program.

7. Encourage parents to take an active role in preventing bullying by regularly and firmly communicating to their children how much they disapprove of bullying and why. Ask parents to let their child know that they don’t want them to take part in mistreating another student even in a small way and that all forms of bullying are wrong.

8. Stress the importance of parents working with the school to handle bullying situations rather than trying to solve the problem themselves.

More information can be obtained from the book Bullying Solutions: An Evidence-based Approach to Bullying in Australian Schools. This book, is published by Pearson Education and will be available for purchase ($50 approximately) from the end of October,. It has been written by members of NCAB and a range of other Australian experts. For more details see:

http://www.pearsoned.com.au/newstores/styles/professional/titleDetails.asp?GroupItemID=47138&StoreID=37
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