
Tennis Balls and Slippery Eggs:
How to Communicate with Families

“How was Sammy’s day today?”  “Oh, it 
was fine. He had a good day.  He seems 
to be feeling much better after that cold 
he had last week.  How are you?”  “I’m 
okay - ready to get home and get dinner 
in the oven.  We’ll see you tomorrow.”

This conversation can be heard in 
facilities throughout the area, at the 
close of each day.  It is one key way that 
providers and families communicate, 
sharing information at drop-off and 
pick-up. Of course, there may be 
less time to talk on that 
“challenging” day when it 
rained (again), the paint 
spilled all over the table 
(right before lunch), 
and the sink stopped up 
three times (from having 
paper towels stuffed into 
the drain) ... Yes, some 
days seem better than 
others, but this day-to-day              
conversation is the foundation for 
building provider-family relationships.

Tennis Balls
Conversations like the one above are 
“tennis balls” - a pleasant conversation 
of give and take.  The idea of “tennis 
ball” messages in communication 
is presented in The Leading Edge 
training in NAEYC’s Developmentally 
Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood 
Programs-Revised Edition 1998 (Sue 
Bredekamp and Carol Copple, Editors). 
In this training, “tennis ball” messages 
are described the following way. Easy 
messages can be called “tennis ball” 
messages.  They are easily tossed and 
caught.  They help foster the foundation 
of relationships.  Playing catch is where 
one learns the other’s style.

“Tennis ball” messages can be spoken, 
like the response to the question, “How 
was my child’s day?” They can also be 
written.  Daily notes that describe a 
child’s activities, eating patterns and 
sleep times are examples of written 
tennis ball messages.  A family bulletin 
board featuring information about 
your program’s philosophy, monthly 
calendar, menu or schedule is another 
way to present simple information.  
Newsletters, weekly information 
sheets and message centers are other 

appropriate places to 
exchange more specific 
messages.

Slippery Eggs
From day to day, a 
provider may be faced 
with having to present 
a developmental or  

behavioral concern, a 
notice of late payment, or ask 

questions about a  family-related issue.  
These conversations often make teachers 
feel nervous and family members upset.  
It is not uncommon for the discussion 
to become defensive, leaving everyone 
involved feeling frustrated that nothing 
has been done to help the child.  Unlike 
“tennis ball” messages, difficult messages 
can be called “slippery egg” messages.  
They are more difficult to toss and 
catch. (The Leading Edge, NAEYC, 
1998)

What are the “slippery egg” messages 
in your program? Reports of biting, 
cursing, and other aggressive behaviors 
are common examples of these messages.  
Inappropriate or negative behaviors 
from children can cause emotions to 
flare in both the children and adults in a 
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program.  Issues surrounding sexuality 
or anatomy also may create discomfort 
for staff and family members. Concerns 
about a specific area of a child’s 
development or ability also may be 
challenging topics to bring up with 
families; feelings of blame, mistrust, 
and lack of knowledge are common in 
such situations.

Often, providers ignore the behavior 
or concern, delay the conversation 
with the family, communicate the issue 
through a letter without face-to-face 
conversation, and/or remove the child 
from the program altogether.

While this represents a temporary 
solution to avoiding the tension 
surrounding a challenging issue, it 
leaves the problem unsolved.  Through 
lack of attention, the issue grows larger 
and larger until it either explodes or 
becomes unmanageable. The result 
is a frustrated provider, a disgruntled 
family member, and a child whose 
needs are still unmet by the program 
or family.  As The Leading Edge 
training explains, “It is best to take 
care of these “slippery egg’ messages 
by tossing them gently to be sure the 
catcher receives the communication as 
intended.”

Delivering a Slippery Egg

Delivering a “slippery egg” message is 
challenging. It requires a combination 
of timing, tact, and truthfulness; 
different situations may call for 
different approaches.  In general, 

“slippery egg” messages are easier to 
receive when they are spoken, rather 
than written. Although this may seem 
less comfortable for the one holding 
the egg, below are a few skills that can 
make any communication go more 
smoothly, so that your “slippery egg” 
will not break!

• Be clear and concise.  Juggling a 
“slippery egg” will not make it less 
slippery. Make your statement gently, 
but without a lot of extra padding.

• Ask for the other person’s 
perspective.  Avoid the “toss and 
run” tactic.  After presenting 
information to a family member, be 
open to his/her response.

• Acknowledge the response.  A mere 
nod of your head can acknowledge to 
the other person that you are interest-
ed in what he/she is saying.  Demon-
strate the same respect that you would 
like when you are speaking.

• Ask questions.  Whether to clarify or 
involve the family member in conver-
sation, open-ended questions encour-
age others to talk about an issue.

• Listen carefully.  Listening is as impor-
tant as talking . . . handle it with care.

• Reflect what you hear.  If in doubt 
that you and the family member 
are “on the same page,” restate or 
paraphrase what the other person 
has just said.

• Search out common ground.  Try to 
find ways that you both agree and 
build on those agreements.  It may 
be as simple as, “It seems like we 
both want the best for Sarah,” but it 
is a starting place for resolution.

• Make a plan.  How will you handle 
the “slippery egg” in the future? Of 
course, every relationship has the 
occasional “slippery egg.” However, 

some preventative efforts can keep 
you from having to juggle an armful 
of “slippery egg” messages.  Daily 
conversations that includes concrete 
information about the child’s day 
– the good and the not-so-good – 
are critical to building trusting, 
comfortable relationships with 
families.

• Detailed family handbooks that are 
explained at the time of a child’s 
enrollment, and are referred back 
to often, can present information 
regarding discipline/guidance, potty 
learning procedures, and other 
policies.

• Regular family conferences can be 
used to discuss both typical develop-
ment and developmental concerns.

• Family meetings provide 
opportunities for parents and 
caregivers to get together, share 
information about their children, 
ask questions of each other, and 
think of ways to support teachers 
and providers in their role as 
educators.

Beyond bringing your families 
together, you should help them find 
useful links to the community.  Use 
community resources to provide 
information, support, training and 
services to your families.  Many other 
community groups and agencies 
provide support groups, consultation 
services, parenting classes and more.

At every turn, involve families in 
your program.  Families may become 
involved through a variety of methods 
in your facility.  The more families 
feel involved, the more responsible 
they may feel for the program and the 
more openly they may communicate 
their needs as well as their abilities to 
contribute to the facility.  
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