Ann’s Guidelines for Parents of Children Receiving Special Education Services

· Communication, communication, communication!
· Establish a written method of communication with the classroom teacher(s). This can be a back-and-forth book, checklists, email, notes of telephone conversations, or any other method that is mutually agreed upon. Ask the teacher(s) what method is easiest for them and establish how often the communication will take place. 
· Establish a written method of communication with the special education personnel. This can be the same as the classroom teacher or different depending on the frequency of contact and preferred method of communication. 
· Have the frequency of the communication documented on the IEP. Example: Staff will provide parents with written communication of significant milestones and any issues or concerns at least once per week. 
· Keep the focus on your child
· Always start the meeting with your child’s strengths. Look to your child’s strengths to help with their needs. 
· It is well known that teachers are overworked, underpaid, and under a lot of pressure from numerous sources. These needs can sometimes overpower the needs of your child at the IEP meeting. Recognize that the staff wants to do what is appropriate for your child. Acknowledge that there are staffing issues but encourage the team to work around them to meet the child’s needs. Try to be creative with solutions and be clear on the specific need rather than the desired service. 
· Do not sign the IEP at the meeting.
· Even if everyone agrees, it is usually better to take the IEP home, read through it and process the information. 
· Signing the IEP implies agreement with the rest of the team. However, not signing is not the same as not consenting. Depending on the type of IEP meeting (triennial, annual review, etc), some require a parent’s signature and others do not. If you disagree with the rest of the team, you need to either convene another meeting to try to work out the differences (also provide written reasons as to why), or investigate what your rights are if you disagree.  
· Always treat the staff with respect and model appropriate behavior.
· When there is a high degree of frustration, there is a tendency to be uncooperative and not open to new approaches. Remember that when there is disagreement, the anxiety level is going to be higher for everyone involved. Numerous maladaptive behaviors tend to surface. Think of the relationship at this point as much like a marriage headed for divorce. You will not have any control of how anyone else behaves but you will want to model appropriate behavior and remain professional for the sake of your child. 
· Bring a friend and/or advocate to the meeting. 
· It is often difficult to discuss your child and remain calm and rational at all times particularly when discussing your child’s needs. It is also difficult to remember everything that was said, not said, etc. It is always helpful to have a friend and/or an advocate at the meeting to help you process information and keep things on an even keel or to have the advocate argue some of the more difficult issues and deflect some of the pressure off of the parent. 
· Be prepared for “stock” statements or questions. 
· Often some standard issues come up at IEP. How would you respond to these statements by staff?
·  “That’s a medical issue not an educational issue”. Ask yourself if it is a medical or educational issue. Ask the staff if they have written guidelines for making the determination. Also, look for national school organization guidelines for services.

·  “We’d like to help but your child doesn’t qualify for this service”.  What do the assessments show for the particular need? Ask what data they are basing the decision on (to gain understanding). What guidelines are they using to make the determination?

· “Parents expect Cadillac services and they are only entitled to Chevy services”. Ask yourself is your request reasonable? What is the basis for your request? Are you trying to move your child from Chevy to Cadillac services or trying to move your child from skateboard to bicycle services?

· “Your child is functioning fine in the classroom. I don’t see any problems”. Good communication between home and school should help with this issue. Keep the focus on school based issues (homework, reluctance to attend school). Sometimes pictures, tapes, or videos can help the team see the differences in the child in the different environments.

· “What has changed at home?” Try not to get defensive about this statement although it may be difficult. Rather – turn it into a problem-solving mission. Take a 24-hour segment of your child and go through everything that is the same and everything that has changed. Ask the staff to document the school portion. 

· “Every child gets 30 minutes of speech” or “We only do group therapy – not individual”. Ask again what they feel your child needs in order to make reasonable progress. It is sometimes helpful to have a trial of what the staff proposes but to have clear expectations and documentation on progress for a month and then reevaluate. However, if you have previous documentation showing the particular service delivery is ineffective or does not show reasonable progress, you will need this documentation to explain why you disagree with the rest of the team. 

· Last but certainly not least – Remember that you are a valuable part of your child’s team. 
· One of the goals of the meeting is consensus - not voting on whom is right or wrong. In addition, respect that it is okay to disagree but you need to be clear on the reasons why there is disagreement. Do you have the same goals in mind? Do you have the same vision for your child as the rest of the team? Have you shared your vision with the team? Have they shared their vision? Do you have the same vision but disagree on how to get there? Do all parties have objective data to back up the method? Have you kept an open mind as to possible solutions? 
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