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Background 

The online environment can frequently present schools with challenges and criticism from 

parents.  This can be difficult to manage and can sometimes escalate potentially damaging 

the school, its staff, parents and pupils. 

Schools may need to carefully consider when to take action following a post and in many 

instances it may be sensible to quietly monitor postings without taking any action other 

than preserving a screenshot for use if the event escalates. 

Key Actions 

 Do not use social media to comment on the criticism; it is likely to provoke 
comments that are even more negative. – There may also be a consequence in 
responding  e.g.  subject to action in line with the schools Disciplinary Policy. 

 Keep screenshots of comments made. 

 Ensure staff also do not comment, but encourage staff to screenshot any posts 
which are damaging or defamatory to the schools or individuals in the school. 

 The school has a duty of care to its staff so ensure any staff being bullied are 
appropriately supported. 

 Staff should keep their personal media accounts private, and schools should help 
staff with this by providing appropriate advice. 

 

Cyberbullying-guid

ance2.pdf
 

See Childnet guidance on Cyberbullying  

  



Possible Actions - Summary 

ACTION COMMENTS 

Dismiss  

Monitor  

Newsletter Response Shows the school has recognised criticism and 
highlighted better ways to address issues 

General Discussion with Parent  

Formal meeting with COG Content is likely to be bordering on a malicious 
communication 

Report Content Content must infringe providers guidelines 

Standard Letter  

Individualised Letter Content likely to be a malicious communication 

Informal Police support  

Formal Police support  

Letter from Co Barrister Contact legal for advice, only issued in extreme 
cases 

Ban from School grounds  

 

 

 

It is in the best interests of the school, the children 

and its staff to try to resolve issues in an amicable 

way and resorting to legal action should only be done 

in the most serious cases.  Although the actions 

are in a sequence it does not follow that they 

should be worked through in order, for instance 

if the school has a good relationship with a PCSO 

that is working with a particular family then 

contacting the police might be the most appropriate 

action.   

  

The example comments may 

be useful to help give an idea 

of an appropriate response. 

Usually real comments are 

likely to have much more 

colourful language! 

 



 Dismiss – Some parents will comment on good days and bad 
days at school as well as taking selfies with their evening 
meal.  In some instances, it could be worthwhile noting the 
criticism implied, and perhaps quietly addressing it in a 
future newsletter. 
 

 Monitor – taking quiet notice of what has been said.  Social 
media can have the effect of magnifying ‘a storm in a 
teacup’, and this will frequently abate as quickly as it 
developed. 
 

 Response - Responding by putting general information in newsletter.  An example is 
shown in the box below. 

 

 Invite parent in for a general discussion.  This can be very effective with parents that 
will not be confrontational and the success of this approach will depend on the 
schools knowledge of the parent.  It is useful to have a screenshot showing the 
comments, and perhaps to start the discussion by asking the parent if that have any 
concerns about the school before discussing their comments on social media.   Many 
parents will be deeply embarrassed when they find their comments have been seen 
and noted by the school, and will usually readily agree to removing the post and to 
discuss issues with the school rather than posting their dispute on social media.  On 
rarer occasions, parents can be very confrontational and 
the meeting will not be productive.  It may be wise to 
have a second member of staff available or present at the 
meeting.  If the meeting does not have the desired 
outcomes it is likely that the school will need to 
formalise the process, either by writing to parents, or 
by having a formal meeting involving the chair of 
governors. 
 

Example… 

Not impressed with the 

school, I didn’t get a 

reminder about bringing 

swimming kit – again! 

Example… 

That new teacher Mr xxx 

has not heard Sonny read 

at all this week.  Think he 

needs to go back to 

college… 

Social Media 

At xxxxx school we aim for the best for all of our children, but we recognise that on some 

occasions you may feel that we could have done better.  We would like to encourage you to 

come in and discuss any concerns with the school by xxx or making an appointment to see yyy 

We would be grateful if you did not raise complaints about the school on social media but 

come into school so we can understand your concerns and help solve the problem.  Complaints 

on social media can be damaging for the school, its staff and most importantly the pupils.  

If you still feel that the issue has not been dealt with appropriately then we will provide you 

with a copy of the formal complaints procedure 

 



 Invite parent in to a formal meeting 
including the chair of governors, and 
treat the comments as a formal 
complaint about the school.  The 
contents of the posts should be 
available at the meeting, along with a copy of 
the schools formal complaints procedure. 
 

 Report the content either directly to Facebook or by contacting the UK Safe Internet 
Centre.  This may be most appropriate when an individual or school is being bullied 
and the page needs to be removed.  It is likely that without some further action the 
content could re-appear elsewhere.  Sometimes there may be a delay between 
reporting content in this way and its removal. ( See later section on reporting )  The 
fastest way of removing content is to ask the individual who uploaded it to remove 
it! 
 

 Send letter 1 to individual parents.  This is a letter produced 
by the county legal department, and is a general letter of 
advice to parents reminding them of their responsibilities.  It 
does not refer to any posts made by an individual.  

Social Media - letter 

1 - generic letter to all parents about warnings of social media.doc 
 Send letter 2 to an individual parent.  This references the 

posts made on social media, the malicious communications act 
and asks them to be removed.  This letter would only be 
appropriate when the post is clearly indecent or grossly 
offensive, a threat or it contains information which is false and 
known or believed to be false by the sender 

Social Media - letter 

2 - warning letter to specific parent about social media.doc 
 Support from the Police – PCSO.  On some occasions a PCSO will have a good 

knowledge of the community and may be able to discuss the inappropriate posts 
with the individual concerned resulting in the posts being removed. 
 

 Formal contact with the Police.  For them to proceed the post will include :- 
o A threat of violence to a person or damage to property or 
o Targets an individual and may constitute harassment, stalking, blackmail or 

another offence or 
o Is grossly offensive, indecent or obscene 

It is notable that the bar for a conviction for abusive comments on social 
media is set at a very high level.  An example of a case that came to court is 
shown at the end of this report. 
 

 Letter 3 – Legal Contact legal (County Barrister) for strongly worded letter which 
includes a formal warning and advices the recipient to remove the content or risk 

Example… 

That headteacher Mr XYZ has not 

done anything about bullying.  I 

have reported this to him twice and 

still nothing has happened.  

Example… 

I’m going to 

come into school 

and xxx that 

teacher.  How 

dare they put 

Sonny in for a 

detention for *** 

swearing!   

Anyone else 

think Miss zzz 

needs sorting? 



prosecution. 
 

 Ban from school grounds Following advice from legal consider a ban on the parent 
entering the school grounds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Example Conviction using the malicious 

communication act.  (This gives an example of the 

degree of severity required for a conviction ) 
 

 

Andrew Rogerson at Skipton Magistrates’ 

Court last week found guilty of sending 

threatening messages to police officer via 

Facebook 

-Posted a message on Facebook to try and 

track down “scumbag” police officer  Gavin 

Dunkerley and his wife,  accused him of having 

an abortion with another woman and also 

making a false statement. 

-The court fined him £750 and ordered him to 

pay costs of £620 and a surcharge of £75.   

-Also agreed to a restraining order stopping 

any contact with PC Dunkerley or his wife. 

 



Appendix 1 Laws governing social media 

Obscene and Offensive Content including Hate and Harassment 

Obscene Publications Act 1959 and 1964 

Publishing an “obscene” article is a criminal offence and this includes electronic transmission. For 

the purposes of the Act an article is deemed to be obscene if its effect is to deprave and corrupt 

persons who are likely, having regard to all relevant circumstances, to read, see or hear the content. 

This offence can result in imprisonment for up to 5 years. 

Telecommunications Act 1984 

It is an offence to send a message or other matter that is grossly offensive or of an indecent, 

obscene or menacing character. It is also an offence to send a message that is intended to cause 

annoyance, inconvenience or needless anxiety to another that the sender knows to be false. 

Malicious Communications Act 1988 (section 1) 

This legislation makes it a criminal offence to send an electronic message that conveys indecent, 

grossly offensive, threatening material or information that is false; or is of an indecent or grossly 

offensive nature if the purpose was to cause a recipient to suffer distress or anxiety. This offence can 

result in imprisonment for up to 2 years. 

Protection from Harassment Act 1997 

This Act is relevant for incidents that have happened repeatedly (i.e. on more than two occasions). 

The Protection from Harassment Act 1997 makes it a criminal and civil offence to pursue a course of 

conduct which causes alarm and distress, which includes the publication of words, which he/she 

knows or ought to know amounts to harassment of the other. A person whose course of conduct 

causes another to fear, on at least two occasions, that violence will be used against him is guilty of 

an offence if he knows or ought to know that his course of conduct will cause the other so to fear on 

each of those occasions. 

The victim can also bring a civil claim for damages and an injunction against the abuser, although in 

reality this is a remedy that is only used by individuals with the financial means to litigate, and only 

possible if the abuser can be identified, which is not always straightforward. 

Communications Act 2003 (section 127) 

Sending by means of the Internet a message or other matter that is grossly offensive or of an 

indecent, obscene or menacing character; or sending a false message by means of or persistently 

making use of the Internet for the purpose of causing annoyance, inconvenience or needless anxiety 

is guilty of an offence liable, on conviction, to imprisonment. This wording is important because an 

offence is complete as soon as the message has been sent: there is no need to prove any intent or 

purpose. 

Public Order Act 1986 (sections 17 — 29) 

This Act makes it a criminal offence to stir up racial hatred by displaying, publishing or distributing 

written material which is threatening. Like the Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006 it also makes the 

possession of inflammatory material with a view of releasing it a criminal offence. 

Criminal Justice Act 2003 



Section 146 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 came into effect in April 2005, empowering courts to 

impose tougher sentences for offences motivated or aggravated by the victim’s sexual orientation in 

England and Wales. 

Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006 

This Act makes it a criminal offence to threaten people because of their faith, or to stir up religious 

hatred by displaying, publishing or distributing written material which is threatening. Other laws 

already protect people from threats based on their race, nationality or ethnic background. 

The Protection of Freedoms Act 2012 (2A and 4A) and Serious Crimes Act 2015 (section 76) - 

Stalking and Harassment 

 

The Protection of Freedoms Act 2012 was updated in 2015 and two sections were added regarding 

online stalking and harassment, section 2A and 4A. Section 2A makes it offence for a perpetrator to 

pursue a course of conduct (2 or more incidents) described as “stalking behaviour” which amounts 

to harassment.  Stalking behaviours include following, contacting/attempting to contact, publishing 

statements or material about the victim, monitoring the victim (including online), loitering in a public 

or private place, interfering with property, watching or spying.  The Serious Crime Act 2015 Section 

76 also created a new offence of controlling or coercive behaviour in intimate or familial 

relationships which will include online behaviour.  

 

Criminal Justice and Courts Bill 2015 (section 33) - Revenge Pornography 

 

Section 33 makes it an offence to share private, sexual materials, either photos or videos, of another 

person without their consent and with the purpose of causing embarrassment or distress, often 

referred to as “revenge porn”. The offence applies both online and offline and to images which are 

shared electronically or in a more traditional way so includes the uploading of images on the 

internet, sharing by text and e-mail, or showing  someone a physical or electronic image. This 

offence can result in imprisonment for up to 2 years. 

Sending images of this kind may, depending on the circumstances, also be an offence under the 

Communications Act 2003 or the Malicious Communications Act 1988. Repeated behaviour may be 

an offence under the Protection from Harassment Act 1997. This law and the term “revenge porn” 

only applies to images or videos of those aged 18 or over. For more information access: 

www.revengepornhelpline.org.uk  

Libel and Privacy Law 

These matters will be dealt with under civil rather than criminal law.  

Libel is defined as 'defamation by written or printed words, pictures, or in any form other than by 

spoken words or gestures' and as such could the author could be held accountable under 

Defamation law which was created to protect individuals or organisations from unwarranted, 

mistaken or untruthful attacks on their reputation. Defamation is a civil “common law” tort in 

respect of which the Defamation Acts of 1952 and 1996 provide certain defences. It applies to any 

published material that damages the reputation of an individual or an organisation, and it includes 

material published on the internet.  

http://www.revengepornhelpline.org.uk/


A civil action for defamation can be brought by an individual or a company, but not by a public 

authority. Where defamatory material is posted on a website, the person affected can inform the 

host of its contents and ask the host to remove it.  Once the host knows that the material is there 

and that it may be defamatory, it can no longer rely on the defence of innocent dissemination in the 

Defamation Act 1996. This means that the person affected could (if the material has been published 

in the jurisdiction, i.e. in England and Wales) obtain a court order (an injunction) to require removal 

of the material, and could sue either the host or the person who posted the material for defamation.  

If social media is used to publish private and confidential information (for example breaches of data 

protection act) about an individual, then this could give rise to a potential privacy claim and it is 

possible for individuals to seek an injunction and damages. 

 

 

  



Appendix 2 Reporting 

Facebook, and many other social media organisations consider that it is their duty to promote free 

speech, and they have clear guidelines about the content that they will host.  A critical comment 

about an individual or organisation is unlikely to breach their terms.  To remove content it needs to 

be reported, after this Facebook will review it and remove anything that doesn't follow the Facebook 

Community Standards.  

For most reporting Facebook don't include any information about the person who filed the report 

when they reach out to the person responsible. Please keep in mind that reporting something to 

Facebook doesn't guarantee that it will be removed.  

Headteachers may wish to encourage the member of the community who bought the concern to the 

schools attention to report the issue themselves. If the headteacher does not have a Facebook 

account then a report can be made via this form: 

https://www.facebook.com/help/contact/27445946261391  

The UK Safer Internet Centre runs a helpline ( 0344 381 4772) helpline@saferinternet.org.uk  

has a really good working relationship with Facebook as well as other social media sites and 

can frequently get content removed faster than an individual reporting it themselves. 

To report directly :- 

To report a Facebook profile: 

1. Go to the profile you want to report 

2. In the bottom right of the cover photo, click  and select Report 

3. Follow the on-screen instructions 

To report a post: 

1. Click  in the top right of the post you want to report and select I don't want to see 

this 

2. Click Why don't you want to see this? 

3. Choose the option that best describes the issue and follow the on-screen instructions 

To report a photo or video: 

1. Click on the photo or video to expand it 

2. Click Options in the bottom right 

3. Click Report Photo for photos or Report Video for videos 

To report a message: 

1. Open the message you'd like to report 

2. Click Actions in the top right 

3. Click Report Spam or Abuse... and follow the on-screen instructions 

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/
https://www.facebook.com/help/contact/27445946261391
mailto:helpline@saferinternet.org.uk


To report an abusive Page: 

1. Go to the Page you want to report 

2. Click  on the Page's cover photo 

3. Select Report Page and follow the on-screen instructions 

Facebook will review the Page and remove anything that doesn't follow the Facebook Community 

Standards. Facebook may also warn or disable the person responsible. 

 

To report a group: 

1. Go to the group you want to report 

2. Click  at the top right 

3. Pick Report Group from the dropdown menu 

To report a comment: 

1. In the top right, click  

2. Select Report 

 

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards

