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The Customer Service Classroom 

A teacher in northern England finished a long day, opened her email, and found a four-page 
complaint waiting for her. No one had been injured and no serious rule had been broken. A ten-
year-old had been told to stop talking and switch seats. By midnight she was reading about 
emotional harm, violated freedoms, and warnings that the education authorities would be 
contacted. Scattered through the message were legal phrases lifted from American websites 
and several paragraphs that had clearly been written by a chatbot. 

Teachers across Britain say this sort of thing has stopped being remarkable. Handling difficult 
students, they argue, is now the easy half of the job. The true exhaustion comes from the 
adults. Parents file formal grievances over routine discipline, tear into teachers online, and treat 
schools less like places of authority and more like customer service desks that owe them an 
explanation for every decision. 

The mood has shifted fast. Surveys from teaching organizations show that huge numbers of 
staff have faced verbal abuse, public attacks on social media, and threats of legal action from 
parents. Many describe spending hours on furious emails about tiny incidents that, a few years 
back, would have been settled with a quick word at the school gate. 

Artificial intelligence has poured fuel on the fire. A parent annoyed about a seating chart can 
now generate a long, polished, official-sounding complaint in seconds, stuffed with references 
to rights and policy. Teachers say these letters are hard to answer precisely because they look 
authoritative even when the reasoning falls apart. One headteacher recalled meetings where 
parents arrived holding thick stacks of AI-written documents about playground squabbles. The 
deeper cost is trust. More and more, teachers feel that any ordinary decision could blow up 
into a public fight, so they hesitate before making one. 

Inside the classroom, the behavior itself is getting worse. British schools report rising disruption 
and violence, including assaults on staff and other pupils. Some now train teachers to manage 
physical aggression from children barely old enough for secondary school. 

Plenty of educators trace this to a change in how families raise children. Over the past decade, 
styles often labeled "gentle parenting" have spread through the internet, leaning on empathy 
and emotional conversation rather than harsh punishment, on the belief that a child should feel 
heard rather than commanded. The instinct behind that is decent. The trouble, critics say, is 
how far it gets stretched. Some children turn up at school having rarely heard the word “no,” 
and basic requests like “sit down,” “lower your voice,” “hand over the phone” get treated as 
the opening move in a negotiation. A primary school assistant described pupils flipping desks 
and ignoring simple directions while teachers paused, unsure whether they were even allowed 
to impose a consequence. Everything turns into a discussion, she said, but at some point 
somebody still has to be the adult in charge. 
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Psychologists, though, warn against blaming every case on soft parenting. Not every difficult 
child is spoiled. Some genuinely wrestle with emotional control, empathy, or impulses, and 
patterns involving aggression and coldness can show up startlingly early, shaped by both 
environment and genetics. Teachers end up stuck between two stories: one demanding 
tougher discipline, the other expecting them to act like therapists who decode the distress 
behind every outburst. 

The pandemic tangled it further. Children who spent key years isolated missed the chance to 
learn classroom routines, social limits, and how to settle a conflict. Consequently, researchers 
find that many younger pupils now struggle more with focus, emotion, and peer relationships 
than earlier generations. Parents are under their own strain too. Money worries, long hours, 
and a steady stream of online parenting advice can make a small school dispute feel intensely 
personal. To some, any criticism of their child reads as criticism of them. 

The damage spreads outward. Many teachers say they are thinking about quitting, worn down 
by the hostility and the late-night emails. Discipline becomes nearly impossible when students 
already know their parents will challenge the school the moment a teacher enforces a rule, and 
the kids have noticed. They threaten to get their parents involved the instant a boundary 
appears. 

Almost no one wants a return to cold, authoritarian schools. The real argument is about 
balance: how to pair compassion with limits without leaning on fear. Education has always 
rested on schools and families pulling in the same direction, and that bond is fraying. When 
every detention becomes a legal case, schools spend less time teaching and more time guarding 
themselves. The irony is that both sides want the same thing, which is children who are safe, 
confident, and capable. Yet caught in the middle are the children, learning early whether rules 
are something to respect or just something to argue with until they go away. 

1) Why do you think children are misbehaving more than previous generations?  
2) Why do you think so many parents now take their child's side instead of the teacher's?  
3) What's the most effective way to discipline a child?  
4) If children grow up undisciplined, how do you think they turn out as adults?  
5) How did your parents react when you got in trouble at school, and do you think their 

approach worked?  
6) Does gentle parenting give children confidence, or does it hand them decisions they are 

too young to make?  
7) How much of this problem comes from phones, social media, and screens, and how 

much from parenting?  
8) Why do some parents seem to take any criticism of their child as criticism of 

themselves?  
9) Is a child who never hears the word "no" being protected or being failed?  
10) Do children behave worse today because the world changed, or because adults stopped 

expecting more from them? 
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Scatter 
(v) 

to spread things out over a 
wide area in no clear order 

She scattered the photos 
across the table so everyone 
could see them. 

Lift 

(v) 

to copy or take something 
from another source, often 
without permission 

The student lifted whole 
paragraphs from a website 
and turned them in as his 
own. 

Remarkable 
(adj) 

unusual or surprising enough 
to be worth noticing 

It was remarkable how quickly 
the small town grew into a 
busy city. 

Grievance 
(n) 

a formal complaint, or a 
feeling that you have been 
treated unfairly 

The workers filed a grievance 
with management about the 
long hours. 

Tear into 
(phr v) 

to attack or criticize 
someone harshly and 
aggressively 

The coach tore into the 
players after they lost such an 
easy game. 

Pour fuel on the 
fire (exp) 

to make a bad situation 
much worse 

Shouting at an angry 
customer only pours fuel on 
the fire. 

Generate 
(v) 

to produce or create 
something, often 
automatically or quickly 

The app can generate a full 
report from your data in a few 
seconds. 

Fall apart 
(phr v) 

to stop working, holding 
together, or making sense 

His argument fell apart as 
soon as someone asked for 
evidence. 

Pupil 
(n) 

a student, especially a 
younger one (used mainly in 
British English) 

Every pupil in the class had to 
write a short essay about their 
summer. 

Command 
(v) 

to give a firm order, or to tell 
someone what to do with 
authority 

The officer commanded the 
soldiers to stop and wait for 
instructions. 

Stretch 
(v) 

to push or extend something 
beyond its normal or 
intended limits 

The team stretched the 
budget to cover one extra 
week of filming. 

Impose (v) to force a rule, punishment, 
or decision on someone 

The school imposed a strict 
ban on phones during lessons. 

Spoiled 
(adj) 

describing a child who is 
given too much and allowed 
to behave badly 

The spoiled boy cried 
whenever he did not get 
exactly what he wanted. 

Impulse 
(n) 

a sudden strong urge to do 
something without thinking 
first 

She bought the dress on 
impulse and regretted it the 
next day. 
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Shape 
(v) 

to influence something or 
give it its form and character 

Our early experiences shape 
the way we see the world as 
adults. 

Decode 
(v) 

to work out the hidden or 
real meaning of something 

Parents often have to decode 
what a crying baby actually 
needs. 

Outburst 
(n) 

a sudden, uncontrolled 
release of strong emotion 

His angry outburst in the 
meeting shocked everyone in 
the room. 

Strain 
(n) 

pressure, stress, or tension 
placed on a person, 
relationship, or system 

The long hours put a heavy 
strain on her health and her 
marriage. 

Wear down 
(phr v) 

to gradually exhaust or 
weaken someone over time 

Months of constant 
complaints slowly wore the 
manager down. 

Rest on 
(phr v) 

to depend on or be based on 
something 

The whole plan rests on the 
assumption that prices will 
stay low. 

Pull in the same 
direction (exp) 

to work together toward the 
same goal 

A company succeeds only 
when every department pulls 
in the same direction. 

Fray 
(v) 

to wear thin and begin to 
break apart (of fabric or of 
relationships) 

After years of arguments, the 
friendship finally began to 
fray. 

 


