
SESSION FIVE:

This session was adapted from presentations given by Dr. Catherine Finger, retired high-school 
superintendent and award-winning author, and current director of educational services for 

NaviGate Prepared, by Amy Shanler, Public Relations Director for Safe and Sound Schools, and 
Alissa Parker, co-founder of Safe and Sound Schools.

Approaching the School
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SESSION 5

ENHANCING ACCESS

Creating Powerful Parent-School Leader Partnerships

Advocating For Your Child is Your Job
Your job as parents is to serve as strong advocates for your children. It is important to 
listen to your gut and let your intuition guide you. Follow your urges to speak up and 
trust in the power of your voice!

Advocating For ALL Students and Families is your Administration’s Job
From a school administrator’s perspective, their job is to advocate for all their 
students and all families. Sometimes, this can be hard for administrators to balance 
the needs for an entire school community.

What It’s Like to Be An Administrator?

The world is changing.  Administrators, though well educated, did not go 
to college and come out with a degree in political understanding.  Today’s 
schools leaders need a high sophistication in power and advocating in the 
political process.  They also need to be highly informed and adept in the 
changing needs of school safety.  The threats have changed, the climate 
has changed, and the roles have changed.  The communication climate was 
different than it is today, which can presents entirely new obstacles. 

Things to consider:
• Some of the administrators we work with might be a little lost as it relates to the 

changing world 
• They might have their own fear and struggle, and a general lack of general expertise and 

knowledge
• It is possible they are growing, with developing skills, knowledge and abilities that aren’t 

evident at the service 
• There is a continuum of growth, and you won’t know where that person is on that 

continuum when you sit in front of them to talk about school safety  
• Some administrators are sensitive to how others perceive them, and may not be willing to 

acknowledge what they don’t yet know

“School leaders are our friends!  Think partnership - not battlefield.” 
Dr. Catherine Finger
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Building Partnerships to Break Down Barriers

Even though you may feel the administrator sitting across from you isn’t empathetic or listening, 
it is imperative for you to think differently.  They are our friends.  Let’s think about partnership as 
opposed to battlefields. 
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REMOVING
BARRIES

TO OPEN
DOORS

As school safety advocates, it is inevitable that you will encounter roadblocks with your school 
administrators.  Roadblocks can be discouraging simply because it might feel like the power to 
overcome these obstacles are out of your control.  However, if you shift your focus towards what 
you can control and influence, you can find a pathway to to open doors and remove barriers. 

There are administrators in different ages and stages who get their defensives up when 
engaging with parents.  We don’t know why.  But we do know that at end of the day, parents are 
the doors need to be opened for the school leaders to best serve the child.  The administrator, 
even a stubborn one, holds the key to that door.  It is important to ask yourself what can you do 
to remove the barriers that stand between you and success, or even getting your point of view 
across.

Be Mission Minded and Focus on What Matters Most

When meeting with your principal and superintendent, it is important to state clear objectives 
and goals you would like to accomplish in your conversation.  Without that direction, meetings 
can go four or five different ways, limiting your time to discuss what matters most.  We need to 
be mission-minded.  What is your goal and desired outcome for that meeting? Be clear in your 
focus and write it down so that you can stay on task.  This will allow your message to be delivered 
efficiently and with power.  

DEVELOPING A LITTLE EMPATHY
Consider the challenges your cause presents from multiple points of view. A little empathy is hard 
when you feel like the administration isn’t listening, but assume good intentions. Everyone cares 
about school safety. School leaders are as nervous as you are when it comes to school safety.  
Most are drinking from a fire hose, trying to take in as much as they can absorb.  Changing safety 
practices in today’s fast-paced world presents a unique set of challenges for school administrators 
to stay updated with current best practices and planning. Your role is to stay focused and narrow 
minded in your goal and objectives, but assume good intentions from your administration.
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Prepare!

Preparation will be one of your greatest assets that will enable you to effectively communicate 
your concerns or plans to your administrator.  

Here are some tips on preparation:
• Bring a notebook or agenda to your meeting.
• Prior to your meeting, write your points out so that during your meeting you can 

visually or symbolically focus on the ISSUE, not the person.
• Identify a potential point of conflict you might encounter in your meeting and write or 

type it out on a paper so it can be visible during your meeting.  If your administrator 
can see that you have considered their issues or concerns, the easier it is for you to 
create a feeling of empathy to generate a sense of team.

• Include in your notes your concerns and issues with your mission and goals defined.  

When done correctly, preparing properly for a meeting allows you to stay focused on your 
agenda, address your list of to-do items, prioritize the top issues/problems, and what solutions 
should be considered.
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BULLDOZER AVENGER RINGMASTER CONDUCTOR

MENTAL MODEL

Visualize a metaphor for who you are and how you are experiencing the world today. Are you 
a bulldozer? An avenging hero trying to save the world? Circus ringmaster? Or an orchestra 
conductor?  Your approach will often predict the type of working relationship you will establish with 
your school administrators.  

If you adopt a bulldozer mentality - you might finish your task - but would your school leaders 
want to work with you again?  Instead, strive to embody the role a conductor plays in an orchestra.  
Your job is to work to bring out the best in every individual you work with to create beautiful music 
together.  Remember, even if you are in front of someone squeaky or out of tune -  it isn’t the end of 
the road. The goal isn’t to work with perfect people, it is play the same song and work together as a 
team.  
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“No” Now is Not “No” Forever

If a school leader meets with you, hears and discusses your request, and ultimately does not 
agree, this does not mean they did not hear you. Not agreeing with your point of view does not 
mean they don’t respect and value your perspective.  It’s a decision for that moment in time on 
that issue - not a value statement.  

If their views don’t align with yours, it does not mean they did not listen to you.  Today’s no is just 
today’s no. New information tomorrow or better understanding could easily change that point of 
view.

If you engage in a meaningful conversation and still get a no, then what? 
• Start the process over 
• Revisit your goal and what you hope to accomplish
• Evaluate your methods and communication choices
• Consider if there are compromises to be made

Most likely you will be working with the same school team and you need to evaluate your 
approach.  Perhaps you have ruffle some feathers along the way and you need to rebuild trust 
and cooperation.  Resist the urge to provoking change by skipping important steps and jumping 
towards more aggressive forms of action, like writing an op-ed.  Those methods should be 
considered last-resorts.  Remember, as an advocate, you are not done until you are hearing 
success.
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QUESTION:
Did I clarify my goals?

QUESTION:
Did I consider a no as no for now?

QUESTION:
Did I enter the conversation from a feeling of partnership?

REFLECTION ACTIVITY

Reflect back on my previous conversations with school officials. 
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Roadblocks and Solutions
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SOLUTION OPTIONS:
#1 - During your meeting, stay factual and to the point.  “I understand we don’t do this, and 
that’s actually not following state law. So my goal this morning is to find out our plans for 
adopting these laws for the future.” 

#2 - Prepare to ask questions that illustrate what’s wrong.  “Gosh, I hear you, I think I heard 
you say we won’t be engaging in safety drills at this time.  As a parent, that isn’t acceptable.  
I’m going to ask you, what can we do with this issue as a parent, because I’m not going to 
give up on making sure our students are safe.” 

#3 - Repeat their responses back to them.  “Here’s what happened today. I expressed my 
concerns…. I heard you say…. Before I go, do we have a plan for what to do next?”

#4 - If they respond, “Not at this time,” respond politely that you have an idea that you would 
be happy to bring to the school board instead. The goal is not to sound threatening, but to 
push for next steps.

#5 - Reframe to make it their idea, at your expense. At the end of the day, it only matters that 
the issue gets resolved.  

#6 - Point out all the positives they will receive by addressing the issue.  “I know parents 
would really get behind supporting whatever you need…” or “This could be an incredible 
legacy for you…”

ROADBLOCK #1:  The school leader has difficulty accepting ideas that are not 
his/her own and rejects offers of manpower or funding to help.

ROADBLOCK #2:  If you already have a reputation as a bulldozer and have been 
“black-balled,” how do you combat or fix that reputation?

SOLUTION OPTIONS:
#1 - Apologize. Sometimes we need to admit our approach wasn’t constructive, and that 
you are sorry for your methods. You understand the administrator has the students’ best 
interests and safety at heart. “How can we work together to make this more collaborative?”

#2 - Focus on small wins. Building trust with someone takes time and respect.  Once you get 
a “yes: to one solution, the likelihood of more successes increases.  
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Roadblocks and Solutions
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SOLUTION OPTIONS:
#1 - Urgent issues merit persistent action. If your building doesn’t even have locks, that is like 
a burning building. “Our district has no classroom doors that are lockable and our building is 
unlocked 90% of the time. You do know this is an actual dangerous place you are putting our 
kids in, right?”  Identify the issue and be clear. “I appreciate your point of view. I’ve pointed 
out X, I think I understand you said you won’t address this at that time. I need you to know, 
with all due respect, that’s not an answer I can receive. I think I’m going to bring this issue to 
the school board.”  

ROADBLOCK #3:  How do you change the minds of the “old guard” to 
understand school safety is important (e.g. no door locks, outdated fire plans, 

Helpful Tips

Follow-Up. Take notes throughout your meeting and follow-up with an email detailing the 
conversation.  Documenting these interactions will help ensure that there will be some level of 
accountability and follow-through.

• Begin with a simple “thank you” for taking the time to meet with you to address your 
concerns.  

• Mention the discussion points made throughout the meeting.  “We talked about… I 
said this... I heard this…here are our next steps...”

Create a Color Code for your Concerns. Take the time to prioritize your concerns and group 
them into color categories to demonstrate their urgency. 

• Green (low)
• Yellow (medium)
• Red (high)

Asking questions to evaluate the severity and priority of your request:
• It is breaking a policy?
• Does it put students, teachers, and staff in immediate danger?
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Helpful Tips

Find the Appropriate School Leader to Address Your Concerns. Identify what’s the issue and 
what is being done to address the problem.  For example, for a classroom concern, begin by 
addressing the teacher in charge.  For building concern, reach out to the school’s principal. 

Know the School’s Safety Plans. Remember, due to confidentiality, the school 
principal is often limited in what they can talk to you about.  However, some 
may use that as an excuse to avoid any and all conversations with parents 
about school safety. Operations, emergency management, and safety plans 
should not be available in the public domain, especially online.  If you are 
interested in understanding more about your school safety plans, request look 
at the plans your administrator’s office.  

If you are being told you can not see the safety plans, there are other questions you can ask.  For 
example, ask probing questions like, “What are our current requirements for school safety drills?” 
that allow you to gather important information that does not risk disclosing anything confidential.   

Be Kind.  You are advocate for school safety change. But you should not and 
could not do this along.  Being kind and respectful can allow you to build good 
relationships that will enable you to ultimately reach your safety goals and 
objectives.   
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SESSION 5 HOMEWORK A

ROADBLOCKS AND SOLUTIONS

Instructions

For this assignment, make a list of current and potential roadblocks you are facing as a 
school safety advocate.  Review Session 5 to find possible advice, tips, or resources to pull 
from to help you address your issues.  

ROADBLOCKS SOLUTION

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.




