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The angry parent email
How to respond to an angry parent email as a teacher starts before the folder does. The email is
short. The night is not. You are not answering a parent. You are answering a hearing you
scheduled in your own kitchen.

Before you reply tonight, write one sentence that says what you heard them say, and nothing
else.

If the email came at 10 p.m. and copies the principal, the reply can still wait until morning. A short 'Got
this. I will reply by noon tomorrow.' buys the night.

A two-line message arrives, and your reply is five paragraphs, three attachments, and a phrase about
the syllabus from the first day. You are building a record. The parent asked a question. The record is
for a person who has not arrived yet, a principal, a future complaint, a version of you that refuses to
be caught without paper.

You compose the reply in the shower. It opens with a phrase you would never say out loud to
someone standing in your room. You delete it before you are dry. You write it again on the couch.

The subject line breeds. A follow-up on the follow-up. You can feel the thread becoming the
relationship. The student is somewhere under the thread, getting smaller.

You have a file called something like final and calm. It is not calm. You knew that when you named it.
The name was a spell. Spells do not hold at 10:40.

You check the mail from home, "only to see," and seeing is enough to lose the evening. The not-seeing

would have been a boundary. The seeing is a choice you make with your own hand and then blame on
the inbox.

You send nothing, and you also do not rest, because the unsent draft is a live wire in a folder. Kim
moves hers to drafts with the attachments still on it, and makes a tally mark. One. She is not done.
She has stopped performing done.

It usually starts as the long reply, written to prove you were not what the short message implied, and
the proof was the problem. The parent did not need the innocence. The student needed a next step.
The long reply served the first hunger and starved the second.

Why do three attachments stay unsent?
Kim is 59. High school history. Building union rep. When the alarm runs her, the way of coping she
reaches for is the Knight: fight. In her hands, fight looks like a folder. She keeps the folder because a
record has saved her before, and because the record has become the way she knows she is real.
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On the third Wednesday she has a parent draft with three attachments. She does not send it. The
facilitator has asked for two letters that are not mail. Kim's pen, asked why she is still here, writes a
memo. Asked to write to a child, she writes "To the Parent of Record," because a heading that makes

the page official also makes it safe. The facilitator asks what the heading does. Kim says it protects
everybody. The question that comes back is quieter. Which ring is your worth in, the record's or
yours? The heading answered a different question from the one on the board. It answered: what if
someone comes after me?

That is the email at 10:00. It is a heading. It is doing protection while pretending to do communication.
Protection may be part of your job. A folder that cannot stop is not protection. It is the alarm, keeping
a file.

If you are unsafe, you use the school's own process, tonight. The three lines below are for the ordinary

angry email, the one that ruins the night and is not an emergency. They are a way to answer a person
without the folder that answers a court.

How do you respond to an angry parent email?
The form is a three-line reply. The order matters.

Before the first line, check the doorway. Which door is the email standing in? A Fight email argues, a
Freeze email goes quiet, a Fawn email over-thanks, a Flight email wants out of the conversation. Read

the moment, not the parent. Then slow your reply to match: shorter, calmer, one step. None of this
goes in the reply, the portal, or the folder.

What I heard. The charge, in their words, short. Not what you wish they had said. You are showing you
received the message. Reception is not agreement. Kim's fight wants to skip this line and start with
the correction. If you skip it, the rest of the reply is a wall, and walls get climbed.

What is true. One or two sentences. Notebook voice. What happened, what you did, what the record
shows. No adjective that prosecutes the parent. No adjective that prosecutes you. If a piece is the
building's, a policy, a schedule, a grade that is already posted, say the piece without a speech about
the policy. The speech is the attachment. The attachment is how the way she copes makes sure she

cannot be wrong. She can still be clear without the PDF.

What I will do, and when. A real next step with a time. Or a real limit. "I can meet Thursday after
school for 15 minutes." "I will not discuss another student." "The grade stands, and here is the one
revision I will accept, by Friday." Then stop. The fourth paragraph is the one where you win. Winning is
the alarm. The parent needed the next step. The student needed the temperature to drop. You
needed to sleep.

In the chapter called Conferences, Kim deletes four paragraphs of policy and sends three lines. What I
heard. What is true. What I will do and when. A father at another conference sits frozen and will not

talk. Penny receives the silence, mirrors it, and waits. The same shape, in a room instead of a message.
You do not fill the silence with your case. You let the other person arrive, and then you tell the truth
you can stand, and then you name the next step.
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What does one message look like in three lines?
Picture a short one. The kind that says you do not care, the child is failing, and a call was not returned.
The long draft in you already has the syllabus, the portal instructions, the list of missing work, and a
paragraph about how many students you have. That draft is the folder. Set it aside and write only this.

What I heard: you are worried about the grade, and you did not get a call back.

What is true: I called Tuesday after school and missed you. The missing assignments are listed in the
portal, on the class page.

What I will do, and when: I can talk Thursday for 15 minutes after the last bell, or you can send one
other time this week. We can go through the grade on the call, not in email.

Then stop. No "as I am sure you understand." No count of how hard you work. The count is for your
exhaustion, and it will not help their fear. Their fear may stay. The next step is on the calendar anyway.

If the message that arrived was a threat, or a student is in danger, you are not in this example. You use
your building's own process before you compose anything.

The tally mark Kim makes, one unsent folder, is a practice you can use. Each time the long draft goes
into a folder instead of the send, mark the day. After a week the marks tell you whether the three lines
are in your hands. Send one short reply. It will teach you more than another evening of editing the long
one.

What if you put the sword down?
The overcorrection is predictable, and the book does not applaud it. Kim decides she is done fighting,
so she stops answering parent email at all for a week. A parent named Mr. Bowers goes to the
principal. The table's line is the one to keep. You can put the sword down and still hold the line.

Silence is not the three-line reply. Silence is the Flight way of coping turned inside out. The line is the
third sentence, the one with a time and a limit. If you send nothing, you have not become peaceful.

You have left the student and the parent in a hallway, and the hallway will find your principal. Hold the
line in three sentences. Do not hold it in a folder, and do not drop it on the floor.

Later in the book she calls the parent she has been fighting by email. Listening first. That is a finish, not
a script you have to perform this week. The week you have might only hold the three lines and a night
you get back. Take the night. The call can be a later chapter, when you are not writing it in the shower.

Whose is the mood, and whose is the reply?
Circle 3 is the parent's mood, their history with school, what they say about you at a dinner you are
not at, whether they believe you. You can write a perfect reply and still not control the belief. Stop
adding paragraphs in pursuit of a belief you do not own.
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Circle 2 is the principal you loop in when your building's own process says to, the colleague who will
read the draft and cross out the fourth paragraph, the counselor in the building if the student is the
one in distress. Influence. Looping someone in is not the same as hiding behind them. Hiding is the

attachment. A named next step is the line.

Circle 1 is the three sentences, the send, and the decision not to reread the thread at 11:00. Worth

lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. The worth is in the send and the stop.

What do you do with the draft that is open now?
Strip it to three lines before you add anything. If you cannot say what you heard in one sentence,
you are still prosecuting. Write that sentence first, even if it stings. Then the true piece, short. Then

the next step and the time. Delete the attachments unless one of them is a thing the parent asked
for and you already have. A policy packet is usually the sword. Put it down.

If the surge is in your hands, wait for one breath, then decide if it is morning work. There it is. In
for four, hold for seven, out for eight. An email written in the shower is the alarm's genre. Morning
Kim, with the tally mark already made, can send three lines. Midnight Kim sends the folder or sends
nothing and calls both of those strength. Neither is the tool.

Do not check for their reply as a way to grade yourself. You sent the line. Their next mood is
Circle 3. If you promised a time, keep the time. That is the floor. Everything after the time, the

rereading, the imaginary hearing, the second follow-up you write so you will not be thought cold, is
above the floor. You can put the sword down and still hold the line. Hold it once. Then make dinner,
or sit in the room you live in.

The feeling that one hard word on a form made you a bad teacher, which is the cousin of this email, is
on I feel like a bad teacher. The hours the thread steals from the evening are part of How to stop
taking work home.

The opening is on the teachers page: 88 essays, 14 done, 74 to go, 37 more hours, and one word,
adequate, near the bottom of an observation.

The book is the night Kim deletes four paragraphs and sends three lines.

Be first to know when Stop Grading Your Sundays is out

More reasons
Teacher Sunday scaries

How to stop taking work home

Why grading takes so long

Teacher guilt

Should I quit teaching?
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I feel like a bad teacher
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Before you reply tonight, write one sentence that says what you heard them say, and nothing
else.

What to do
Strip it to three lines before you add anything. If you cannot say what you heard in one

sentence, you are still prosecuting. Write that sentence first, even if it stings. Then the true
piece, short. Then the next step and the time. Delete the attachments unless one of them is
a thing the parent asked for and you already have. A policy packet is usually the sword. Put
it down.

If the surge is in your hands, wait for one breath, then decide if it is morning work. There it
is. In for four, hold for seven, out for eight. An email written in the shower is the alarm's
genre. Morning Kim, with the tally mark already made, can send three lines. Midnight Kim

sends the folder or sends nothing and calls both of those strength. Neither is the tool.

Do not check for their reply as a way to grade yourself. You sent the line. Their next mood is

Circle 3. If you promised a time, keep the time. That is the floor. Everything after the time,
the rereading, the imaginary hearing, the second follow-up you write so you will not be
thought cold, is above the floor. You can put the sword down and still hold the line. Hold it
once. Then make dinner, or sit in the room you live in.
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K E E P  G O I N G

When the book is out.
Stop Grading Your Sundays

Come home after the bell

Get notified
Be first to know when Stop Grading Your Sundays is out. We write once, when that book is out.

circle1living.com/notify#teachers

Send it to a friend
The person still grading at the kitchen table. Send this page. They can read it without an account.

circle1living.com/teachers/why/angry-parent-email
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