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The involvement of parents in the IEP  
process has many benefits: 

1) Increasing the teacher’s 
understanding of the child’s 
environment; 

2) Adding to parents’ knowledge of the 
child’s educational setting; 

3) Improving communication between 
parents and the school; 

4) Increasing the school’s understanding 
of the child; and 

5) Increasing the likelihood that, with 
improved understanding between home 
and school, mutually agreed upon 
educational goals will be attained. 

UNDERSTANDING BARRIERS TO 
PARENT PARTICIPATION 

When parents are not active in the IEP  
process, educators may sometimes  
misinterpret their lack of involvement. 
They may believe that parents are  
satisfied with the decisions being made 
for their child and do not see the need 
for further participation, are apathetic 
about their involvement in the IEP   
process, or do not have enough   
information about their child’s   
functioning and the nature of the  
decisions to be made to allow them to 
participate. Yet numerous barriers may 
preclude a parent’s active participation 
in the IEP process: 

1. Communication problems and 
educational jargon. Commu-
nication problems and lack of 
understanding of the school system 
may result from the intricate and 
sometimes arcane language used in 

 the IEP. Law-related elements, the

meaning of statistical analyses, and 
terminology about placement and 
programming options (e.g., resource 
room, mainstreaming, inclusion, self-
contained) may confuse or discour-
age a parent. 

2. Lack of understanding of the 
school system, lack of knowl-
edge of how to help their child, or 
feelings of inferiority. Sometimes 
parents feel ill-equipped to provide 
meaningful educational information 
about their child that can help 
professionals develop special 
education programming. The profes-
sional staff’s lack of understanding 
of the student’s culture or language 
may lead parents to feel inferior 
or inhibited. For example, some 
parents are from places in the world 
where they were not allowed to 
question or disagree with authority 
figures, and so they may be reticent 
to assert their opinions with 
professionals. 

3. Logistical problems. Parents’ 
participation might be hindered by 
lack of transportation, child-care, or 
scheduling difficulties related to work 
or other responsibilities. 

FACILITATING MEANINGFUL  
PARTICIPATION 

An obvious barrier to parental participa-
tion is a language difference. As much 
as possible, all correspondence with 
parents should be in their native  
language-not only to avoid confusion, 
but also to establish trust in the IEP  
process. At times an interpreter may 
facilitate more effective communication. 
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Prior to the meeting, educators should 
solicit information from the parents 
about their preferences, needs and 
concerns regarding the conference, 
including a convenient time and place. 

It would also be helpful to determine if 
the family would like to invite an advo-
cate to the meeting. A family advocate 
(e.g., clergy member, friend, counselor, 
university faculty, legal advisor, nurse/ 
doctor) can assist parents in asking 
questions, understanding programming 
and placement options, or identifying 
family-specific issues. An advocate 
can assist a family in building a child-
centered, long-lasting partnership with 
district and school personnel. When 
viewed as a promoter and supporter 
of the child and family, an advocate 
becomes a valued invited guest and 
not an adversary. 

Parents must be formally notified 
in writing about the purpose of the 
meeting, the time and location, and 
participants. Including participants’ 
positions (principal or designee, special 
education teacher, general education 
teacher, etc.) as well as their names 
can help parents understand who they 
are and why they will be attending the 
meeting. 

THE IEP MEETING 

This meeting is about determining 
eligibility, identifying student strengths/ 
needs, establishing goals which 
allow access to the general education 
curriculum, and matching program/ 
services to the unique strengths/needs 
of the student so that they are assured 
appropriate life outcomes. Parents and 
school personnel are encouraged to 
work together in making these 
decisions so the student has the 
highest probability of success. 

WHAT TO DO WHEN PEOPLE 
DISAGREE 

Team members should recognize that 
there is always a chance for disagree-
ment. If this happens, everyone in-
volved in the IEP process should keep 
in mind that the student’s interests are 

the main objective, and regardless of 
the outcome, school personnel and 
parents will still have to work together. 

The best, fastest, and least costly way 
to solve a conflict is through informal 
problem solving. If team members are 
unable to resolve the conflict, an 
outside person, whose selection is 
agreed upon by all parties, can act 
as an independent facilitator to bring 
clarity to the problem. This should be 
someone who can listen attentively and 
whom everyone trusts. All involved in 
the process should keep open minds 
and again, try to do what is best for the 
student. 

Some situations demand more formal 
means of resolving differences. IDEA is 
clear about the legal rights of state and 
local education agencies and parents 
as well as specific procedures that 
must be followed when IEP team mem-
bers disagree. Mediation is a voluntary 
and confidential process that brings 
conflicting parties together to obtain 
a written agreement. If an agreement 
cannot be reached in mediation with 
a trained mediator, the more formal 
“due process hearing” is in order. Due 
process hearings are long, tedious pro-
cedures that can be extremely costly 
for everyone involved. They start with a 
signed complaint and are administered 
by a qualified and impartial person. The 
decision made as the result of a due 
process hearing is final unless school 
personnel or parents file an appeal to 
the state board of education. 

In summary, supporting the active 
participation of parents and advocates 
in the IEP process will focus the IEP on 
the intent of IDEA: the development of 
a comprehensive program, with goals 
and objectives that are relevant and ac-
ceptable to parents, regular teachers, 
and special education teachers. Active 
participation assumes that the parental 
role as educational decision maker is 
one that is supported by the school 
system and will lead to closer commu-
nication between home and school. 

Additional Resources 

In order to obtain procedural 
safeguards on the Berrien 
RESA website, go to: 
www.berrienresa.org. 

• Select “Special Education” 

• Click “Resources” 
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