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Common Traits of Effective Parents
• Advocating for children in the special education system can be a 
frustrating and overwhelming experience for parents. 

• Over the past decade we have worked with hundreds of families 
to help them obtain special education services for their children. 

• In our experience, the parents who are best able to navigate the 
intricacies of the special education process share several common 
traits, which we will discuss this evening.



#1 Effective Parents are Involved in Their 
Child’s Education

The federal statute that 
governs special education –
the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) – recognizes the 
importance of parental 
participation in the 
educational process by 
designating the parents as 
members of their child’s 
team that makes all special 
education decisions. 



Effective Parents are Involved (continued)
Effective parents:

◦ see themselves as equal partners with their child’s teachers and school 
administrators

◦ trust their child’s teachers but they don’t trust them blindly 

◦ realize that they have a responsibility to speak for their children to ensure 
that all staff members have an understanding of their disabilities and the 
best ways to address their needs

◦ recognize that it is important for them to be active participants in team 
meetings, contributing information and questioning decisions that they don’t 
understand



Effective Parents are Involved (continued)
Effective parents:

◦ expect but don’t assume that service providers are qualified or that services 
are being delivered in compliance with the IEP, and they ask questions when 
they have reason to do so

◦ find many ways to be involved in their child’s educational program above and 
beyond IEP meetings

◦ provide and obtain information about their child’s educational progress 
through watchful participation



# 2 Effective Parents are Aware of Their 
Child’s Disability and Strengths and 
Weaknesses
• Effective parents trust their instincts and seek evaluations to address their 

concerns, even when they are assured by teachers that “everything is OK.”
• Parents play a central role in obtaining an accurate diagnosis of their child’s 

disability. They request evaluations through the school or obtain independent 
educational evaluations and, when needed, obtain private evaluations from highly 
qualified professionals.

• They know that diagnosing a disability is just the first step in the process, and 
that they must continue to advocate for the provision of special education 
services recommended by the evaluators.

They make sure their child’s teacher is 
aware of IEP services and the child’s needs.



# 3 Effective Parents Have an 
Understanding of Special Education Rules 
and Regulations
• Effective parents make an effort to have at least a fundamental 
understanding of basic special education rights (read notices, become 
involved in groups that educate parents, etc.)

•Recognize the importance of seeking advice before making major decisions 
about their child’s education. 
• When they are unsure of the consequences of rejecting an IEP or questioning 

whether to allow an evaluation, they seek guidance from knowledgeable 
professionals. 

• They DO NOT sign any document unless they completely understand 
what it means for their child
• This includes IEPs, consent forms for evaluations or
placement, etc.



Understanding 
Special 
Education Rules 
and Regulations 
(continued)
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# 4 Effective Parents Maintain Accurate, 
Complete and Organized Records

Effective parents recognize the importance of 
maintaining their child’s records in an organized 
manner.



Maintain Accurate, Complete and 
Organized Records (continued)

Effective parents develop a system of binders or folders divided into 
categories to keep all records relating to their child. These categories 
should include, at a minimum, the following items:

1. all correspondence (including emails) with the school relating to your child’s 
performance;

2. all evaluations, whether done privately or by the school;

3. signed copies of all IEPs and the documents relating to the development of 
the IEP, including minutes, notes and attendance rosters, as well as signed 
rejection pages and letters;

4. all progress reports, test scores and report cards;

5. the parent’s notes concerning team meetings and other interactions with 
the school; and

6. samples of the child’s work.



#5 Effective Parents Cooperate and Share 
Information with their Child’s Teachers 
and Special Education Team
•Effective parents disclose the findings of privately retained experts.
• Many parents hire their own experts to complete the testing and to provide 

recommendations for further accommodations and services, particularly when the 
District has failed to provide adequate evaluations. 

• Generally, all records must be disclosed if the parent expects the school to provide 
services in compliance with the expert’s recommendations. 

Keep in mind: The District has the responsibility to provide the child with a free 
appropriate public education. The District cannot be expected to satisfy this 
obligation if it is not provided with all information necessary to make important 
decisions about the child. 



#6 Effective Parents Maintain a Cordial 
and Professional Relationship with School 
Staff
• Effective parents know that their relationship with a school district may 
last 12 years or more, and the way in which they choose to 
communicate with school officials may well impact their child’s 
education.
• Maintaining respectful and cordial relations with school personnel – even if 

you disagree on the issues – is a worthy objective. 



Maintain a Cordial and Professional 
Relationship with School Staff (continued)
• Email – effective parents read and re-read each email before hitting the 
“send” button
• the simplicity and convenience cannot be matched, but all too frequently an 

email is sent impulsively or when the sender is angry or frustrated.



Maintain a Cordial and Professional 
Relationship with School Staff (continued)
• Effective parents allow school professionals the opportunity to do their 
jobs. 
• They know that, if a parent is uncooperative or interferes in an inappropriate 

manner, a hearing officer may eventually decide that the parent’s actions 
undermined the school staff’s ability to educate the child.



# 7 Effective Parents Build a Team of 
Professionals to Evaluate and Advocate for 
their Children
•Convincing a school district to increase your child’s services or to change 
his or her placement almost always requires the assistance of a 
professional who practices in the area of your child’s disability.  

•Due Process
• If you end up at a due process hearing, it is practically impossible to prevail 

without the expert testimony of highly qualified professionals.

• School officials and hearing officers expect to hear from experts who will 
explain why your child needs specialized services or a different placement. 

•Educational Advocates and Special Education Attorneys may be part of 
this team



Build a Team of Professionals to Evaluate 
and Advocate (continued)
How do you find qualified 
experts? Very often, they 
are the professionals who 
are already involved in 
providing treatment to your 
child. Other times, you may 
obtain referrals from your 
child’s primary care 
physician or educational 
advocates. 



# 8 Effective Parents Recognize that 
Change Takes Time, and they Implement a 
Plan to Make Necessary Changes
• Making the necessary changes to your child’s educational program 
requires persistence and patience.

•If you reach a stalemate with the District, you may choose to initiate the 
due process proceedings under the IDEA
• One way to do this is to file for a due process hearing  

• Once you file, the ultimate decisions about your child’s program will be 
made by a neutral hearing officer

• Timing



# 9 Effective Parents Think Strategically
Should you provide private services? 

• In order to obtain additional services or an outside placement, parents 
must demonstrate that the District’s program was not designed to 
allow their child to make effective progress.  
• The way that we generally prove this is through standardized testing which 

measures a child’s performance over certain time periods.  

• Naturally, if a child does not demonstrate progress, our chances of obtaining 
increased services or an outside placement are significantly improved. 

• When a child in a deficient school program still progresses as a result of 
private tutoring arranged by his or her parents, the chances of obtaining 
increased services or an outside placement dramatically decrease.
• This is because it is virtually impossible to determine whether the child’s 

progress is due to the school’s program or the private tutoring.



Think Strategically (continued)
• So, parents have two choices:  
• (1) they can choose to allow their child to fail for a short period of time to 

demonstrate that the school program is deficient, or 

• (2) they can intervene by providing private services to address the child’s 
immediate needs, knowing that doing so will undermine their efforts to 
obtain increased services or an outside placement necessary for the child’s 
long term interests.

• The best decision is made after careful and informed consideration of all the 
circumstances.



Think Strategically (continued)
Document Your Communications with the District

• Communications from the parents provide notice to the District of 
issues concerning the child’s disability or lack of progress and may 
trigger certain timelines in the special education process.
• For these reasons, it is critical that you document all important 

communications with your child’s teachers and administrators. 

•To make an accurate record of all that occurs in your child’s case, it is 
best to “put it in writing.” 
• For instance, if you want the school to evaluate your child’s reading abilities, 

send a written request to someone in a position of authority at the school. 

• Likewise, if you want to document a discussion which occurred at a team 
meeting, send the school a letter in which you state what was said by whom.



# 10 Effective Parents Keep Their Child’s 
Educational Experience Positive
Advocating for children in the special education system can be a frustrating 
and overwhelming experience for parents. 

Effective parents do not allow the inevitable frustrations of navigating the 
special education system to undermine the child’s educational experience.

Ultimately, all of your efforts are made to ensure that your child is receiving 
the educational and related services s/he needs in order to make progress. 
It is important to keep that goal in mind, and make sure your child can enjoy 
the educational experience you worked hard to help put in place. 



Questions?

We are happy to answer any questions you have!


