Together we can... 
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Background: Federal law tells us a parent of a child with a disability should be engaged in the team process at the annual Individual Education Program (IEP) meeting. Yet, Georgia’s 2008 statewide data on parent/family annual IEP attendance shows almost half of the IEPs were written without family participation! Several school districts reported some discrepancies in their IEP attendance data but even considering those, there are thousands of families not attending the IEP meeting.)

Question: What can Parent Mentors do to increase the attendance numbers and more importantly improve family engagement at the IEP meeting?  

Tips Collected From Across the State To Encourage Your Families To Attend:
Partner with Parent to Parent of GA, our Parent Training Information Center, (PTI) to offer free trainings on a variety of IEP related issues. 

Send home an IEP worksheet prior to the meeting so the student and his/her family can discuss their hopes, dreams and even nightmares before addressing goals at the meeting. Discuss with your special education director the suggestion that parents ask their teachers to send home students’ current performance levels before the IEP meeting for review in advance. It is helpful  if possible for the teacher and parent to discuss possible goals before the meeting.
Ask the parent/family member to help his/her student prepare an introductory statement to share at the IEP meeting. Send home samples. 
Talk to your Special Education Director about encouraging student-led IEPs. The Governor’s Council for Developmental Disabilities can assist with information for teachers to prepare students for self-led IEPs. This could be a helpful tool in encouraging family members to attend. Children who are nonverbal can be assisted in preparing a slide show. 

Encourage teachers to avoid using the word ‘No.” It is a showstopper at IEP meetings. Sometimes a parent is not asking the question that gets to the core of the family concern. Teachers can probe for more detail to discover what the parent is wanting for his or her child. A discussion about pros and cons is so much more valuable for collaboration instead of a “no.” Remember not using the word “no” does not mean the teacher is saying ‘yes.”

Every parent who does not respond to an IEP notice should be called. Letters and emails will not bring many parents to the IEP table – especially those who feel isolated from the process.

Prepare a resource sheet for teachers to give to parents at IEPs. It should include contacts for Parent Mentor, Parent to Parent and other resources in the area. It should be colorful and on hard stock so parent will hold on to it. Printing the school calendar on the other side of the resource sheet is another way to get families to keep the resource sheet throughout the school year. If you can, laminate it so it stands an even better chance of making it to the refrigerator door.

Provide information beforehand so parents will be better informed during IEP meetings (i.e.: glossary of educational abbreviations, acronyms)

Offer transportation or childcare to facilitate parents’ attendance.

Offer alternatives to meeting places: home, phone conferences, local churches etc.

Suggest families bring a friend to the IEP. Some systems are working on Parent to Parent’s new program “IEP Buddy.” Call Parent to Parent of Georgia 800-229-2038 for assistance. Some of the parent mentors are piloting the IEP Buddy program this year. Ask questions on the listserve!
Offer to practice questions with parents over the phone. 

Motivate parents to get started with transition planning before the IEP meeting so parents will be prepared to offer input  (or to assist their child in offering input) on transition planning. 

Identify parents/families who historically do not attend IEP meetings and reach out to them. The problem may be transportation or child care. 

Team up with Title I coordinators, teachers, social workers, resource officers, principals and assistant principals to try to discover ways to encourage parents’ participation and attendance at IEP meetings. 

Talk to parent mentors in your region, identify best practices that you can adopt for your system and check out the Parent Mentor Learning Curve.

Write a catchy slogan/ colorful flyer that explains to families how important it is to attend the IEP.

Assist Families to prepare and plan for the meeting by showing them how to look at the current IEP and to think about what is working well and what is not. Help them make a list of questions to ask at the IEP meeting and points they may want to make.
For more information on what the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 2004 says about the IEP go to: nichcy@aed.org  National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities.
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