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uring the 2021-2022 school year, 14.7% of students were identified for special education 

services.1 To be eligible for special education resources, students undergo a multi-faceted 

evaluation and qualify for services under the federal legislation known as the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). While educational professionals and administrators have experience 

navigating the special education assessment process, families are often unfamiliar with the process and 

find this system complicated and overwhelming. To ensure that children and youth with special needs 

receive appropriate services, parents and guardians, along with their child or youth, must be involved in 

the process to share information and have their voices heard. I want to examine how educational 

professionals can best support parents and guardians in advocating and partnering through a complex 

educational and legal process. This review of the recent literature reveals the barriers families face, and I 

outline several strategies that can be shared with pre-service educational professionals in teacher 

education programs and in-service educators. Strategies include a more comprehensive, interdisciplinary 

approach focused on active participation, collaboration, and technology. Yet, to first provide context, let 

me share a brief overview of the current landscape of special education and a summary of the special 

education assessment process. 

 

THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION  

 The landscape of special education is ever-changing. Although IDEA (formerly known as the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act, or EHA) was enacted in 1975, several iterations have 

passed since then. In brief, the purpose of this law is to ensure that all children and youth with special 

needs receive a “free and appropriate public education (FAPE).” IDEA defines FAPE as services that (1) 

are free and provided by the district at no charge to parents and guardians; (2) meet state guidelines; and 

(3) follow a student’s individualized education program (IEP).2 A multi-disciplinary team helps to create 

and implement the IEP; the team includes parents/guardians, the general and special education teachers, 

administrators, as well as others invested in the child’s welfare. While all members of this team are key 
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players, the special education teacher often oversees implementation and is often most familiar with best 

teaching practices. 

A special education teacher has a vast number of responsibilities; this includes effectively 

designing and delivering instruction, creating and implementing reliable and valid assessments, managing 

behaviors, and collaborating with other educational professionals and families. Collectively, this is a large 

undertaking, so it is of no surprise that the United States currently experiences a national shortage of 

special education teachers. The shortage arises from a number of factors, including the job itself, working 

conditions, compensation, attrition, as well as other complicated issues. This complexity compromises the 

purpose of special education, which is to support students with special needs and provide them with an 

equal educational opportunity.3  

 

THE SPECIAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT PROCESS  

To determine if students qualify for special education, the evaluation team uses a multi-faceted 

approach. The overarching purpose of the special education assessment process is to determine if students 

have unique and special needs and are entitled for additional services and supports that enable them to 

reach their full potential. This complex process is driven by IDEA. This law outlines procedures and 

timelines that schools must follow to protect all individuals involved. Specifically, to be eligible for 

special education services, students must meet the following: (1) be identified as having one of the 

thirteen categories of disabilities included within IDEA (e.g., specific learning disability, intellectual 

disability, emotional disturbance); and (2) need special education services to help them progress toward 

educational goals.4 The educational goals often include academic and/or functional goals that are defined 

through the team and based on the student’s individual needs. Academic goals may focus on reading 

and/or math, while functional goals tend to address social skills and/or life skills (e.g., self-care, 

navigating transportation, cooking). While timelines may differ slightly from state to state, in 

Pennsylvania, a comprehensive evaluation report must be presented to the parents or guardians within 

sixty calendar days from the start of the process.5  

If the student is eligible for special education services, the multidisciplinary team works 

collaboratively to develop an IEP. The IEP is often referred to as the “curriculum road map for special 

education” and is a thorough, written document that details a student’s educational needs and describes 

services that the district must provide.6 Each IEP is individualized and unique and should never take a 

one-size-fits-all approach. The team plans the student’s program by focusing on strengths and needs. It 

begins by reviewing data from the eligibility and evaluation processes to determine what additional 

information is needed. Once it gathers the data, the team collectively drafts the document. According to 

special education timelines in Pennsylvania, a draft of the IEP must be shared with the families within 
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thirty calendar days of the completion of the Evaluation Report. Throughout this process, it is important 

that parent and guardian voices are present and represented during the development of the Evaluation 

Report and IEP. Unfortunately, parents and guardians report that this does not always happen.7  

Not only does IDEA legislation stipulate timelines, it also specifies requirements for the content 

of the IEP. The IEP contains critical information that guides the student’s education for one calendar year. 

The content in the IEP includes, but is not limited to, details on the following: (1) present levels of 

academic and/or functional performance; (2) measurable annual goals; (3) a statement of how progress 

toward annual goals will be measured; (4) a description of related services (e.g., speech and language 

services, occupational therapy, physical therapy) and/or supplementary aids and services (e.g., assistive 

technology, modified curriculum, accommodations); (5)  specially designed instruction; (6) an 

explanation as to when and why the student will not participate in the general education classroom; (7) 

accommodations necessary during state and districtwide assessments; and (8) dates of services, required 

modifications, and the frequency, duration, and location of supports.8 Once the IEP is officially signed 

and implemented, it is considered a legal document that must be followed.  

 

THE REALITIES OF PARENTAL PARTICIPATION  

Families know their child or youth best and must have the opportunity to express concerns, ask 

questions, and articulate goals for their child or youth. Yet, despite participation being part of the law, 

parents and guardians report a number of concerns and barriers that prohibit them from being full and 

active participants in their child’s or youth’s IEP.9 Here are several quotes I have heard directly from 

parents and guardians:  
 

• “I don't want my kid labeled.” 

• “Why does this take so long?” 

• “I refuse to have him/her/them tested.” 

• “My child will never go to a self-contained classroom.” 

• “My first criticism of the process has to do with the documentation and some of the highly 

technical language baked into this assessment process. Much of the terminology was 

unnecessarily burdensome and intimidating.” 

• “I never felt that any individual I dealt with in our case had anything but the best interests of 

our son in mind. However, I could also see the potential for this process to become quite 

opaque. The role of the individual educator and other professionals in making this work for 

kids can't be understated. Work together, and always with the best interests of the kid.”10 
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Despite the legal framework outlined above and dictated by the federal government, what emerges from 

these quotes are the realities of families who are often unfamiliar with the purpose of the evaluation and 

the process itself. Educational professionals must pause and consider how to remedy this to ensure family 

members understand this complicated process. Perhaps more importantly, they must build trust and 

partnerships so there is equal participation and so that parent voices are heard and incorporated into their 

child’s or youth’s educational program. A further examination of the literature reveals additional barriers 

that make this process less transparent and more complicated. These barriers include obstacles such as a 

predetermination of placement, navigating unfamiliar territory, and a lack of communication.  

 Jo Nell Wood, Nikki Murdick, and Amanda Wood point out that parents and guardians report 

feeling as though there is a pre-determination of placement.11 Examples of these violations include a 

completed IEP without any family input; the district avoiding incorporating family input when provided; 

and the school implementing a one-size-fits-all approach, which is problematic when we know that 

children and youth with special needs have a range of abilities and needs. When this happens, parents and 

guardians feel as though they are under-involved in the process and are simply invited to comment, at 

best. This is contrary to IDEA guidelines and opposite of what educational professionals should strive for 

in this process.  Students and families face a number of social hurdles, and access to education should not 

be one of them.  

Parents and guardians also compare this process to an unknown world where there is often a lack 

of communication throughout the process and parents are often confronted with a complex legal 

landscape.12 Furthermore, families indicate that educational professionals use terminology, jargon, and 

acronyms that further muddle the ability of parents to effectively understand and communicate their 

understandings of their children. Terms such as IEP, IDEA, and FAPE are code to families and contribute 

to a communication breakdown and an imbalance of power. This is a common criticism of special 

education in general, and for diverse parents of students with special needs, this becomes even more 

problematic.13 Families report that tensions arise and a lack of trust ensues, which erodes the ability of the 

team from understanding the student and creating a collaborative process that will allow the student to 

thrive in their new educational landscape.14 Although the law indicates that this process should be 

bidirectional in nature, to parents and guardians it often feels like a one-way street or a top-down 

approach.  

Educational professionals also need to remember that when a parent or guardian first learns that 

their child or youth has a special need, a variety of feelings may arise. Vulnerability often emerges, and 

educational professionals must handle this sensitively. Families need time and support when absorbing 

this new information so that they can be equal partners. Families desire to be part of the process, and 

research indicates that family involvement helps to ensure that students receive a high-quality 
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education.15 A recent study points out that parents are experts too; while educational professionals have 

expertise in the field, families--based on their experience--can share historical knowledge and 

recommendations that can be helpful when devising the plan.16 Without parental voice, inappropriate 

programs could be created for vulnerable groups of students, which certainly must be avoided.17 

 

ADDRESSING BARRIERS AND CREATING OPPORTUNITY  

The special education assessment process is complex and challenging to those unfamiliar with the 

process. There are many ways we can better support in-service teachers, pre-service teachers, 

administrators, and other educational professionals to amplify parent and guardian voices to ensure these 

stakeholders have an active role in the process. Three strategies to consider include family engagement, 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and virtual and mixed-reality simulations. The literature suggests that 

these strategies are important in the overall process of family engagement and communication, which is 

the foundation on which the broader collaborative process rests.  

 

Family Engagement and Communication 

Family involvement positively impacts student success.18 Yet, it is not enough for families to 

simply be involved in schools; families need to be engaged.19 Research suggests that children and youth 

fare better developmentally when their family is actively involved in their educational programming.20 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) describes six principles for 

effective family engagement: (1) families actively partake in the decision-making and goal-setting 

processes; (2) there is two-way communication; (3) the engagement process is reciprocal; (4) programs 

support learning activities for home and community; (5) families participate in decisions about programs; 

and (6) programs support educational professionals to engage with families. When this happens, 

community, trust, and relationships are built.  

When applying the above principles and findings to the family experience throughout the special 

education assessment process, family engagement should ideally occur prior to any discussion of formal 

special education. In fact, it should occur as soon as the child begins any type of formal schooling. As a 

result, the special education assessment process would be less contentious because relationships and trust 

would have been established and, importantly, maintained. That said, educational professionals must 

remember that families desire the opportunity to share aspirations and fears and if the assessment process 

were more collaborative in nature, family engagement would build a more-informed program for the child 

or youth.21 Ultimately, this would lead to a higher quality education.  

In a recent study, Timberly L. Baker and colleagues conducted conversations with parents and 

educational professionals on how to move from family involvement to family engagement. Both parties 



 53 | Juniata Voices   
 

identified barriers that hindered communication and found solutions to foster family engagement. 

Through their discussions, they identified five themes that would facilitate family engagement. This 

included “providing opportunities for involvement, improving communication, welcoming families into 

the building, time conflicts or making time, and moving from involvement to engagement.”22 

While all themes in this study are important, improving communication emerges as especially 

relevant within the special education assessment process. As Andrew M. Markelz and David F. Bateman 

suggest always keeping families informed, making sure communication is bidirectional, and sharing 

positive observations with families that occur during the school day. Furthermore, educational 

professionals should make a good-faith effort throughout the process and consider all outside information 

that families bring in. For instance, it is possible that families may have had an Independent Educational 

Evaluation (IEE) conducted through an outside educational agency. These data provide additional 

information and potential insight that help the process and, ultimately, the child or youth.23   

One potential strategy to promote effective family-teacher communication is an active listening 

strategy entitled “LAFF don’t CRY.”24 McNaughton and colleagues developed the following mnemonic:  

 

L Listen, empathize and communicate respect. 

A Ask questions and ask permission to take notes. 

F Focus on the issues. 

F Find a first step. 

    DON’T 

C Criticize people who aren’t present. 

R React hastily and promise something you can’t deliver.  

Y Yakety-yak-yak. 

 

When educational professionals are confronted with a problem or faced with conflict, the LAFF active 

listening strategy may be employed to promote positive communication and build trust. The “L” allows 

voices to be heard and respected. The “A,” specifically asking questions, allows the educational 

professional to gather information, while asking to take notes also helps to build trust. When one is 

reminded to “focus on the issues” we can avoid tangents and get to the root of the issue by staying 

focused. The second “F” or “find a first step” highlights that we do not have to solve the problem in that 

moment but instead move one step closer toward a solution. The latter portion of the strategy, or the 

“DON’T,” prompts educational professionals to avoid blaming others, swiftly arrive at a decision, and do 

all the talking.  
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The  strategy can be utilized by in-service teachers and be shared with pre-service educational 

professionals such as special education teachers, general education teachers, and speech and language 

pathologists within their training program.25 Across all studies, researchers have shown that educational 

professionals, once they learned this active listening strategy, increased their targeted communication 

skills. All of these elements can be helpful when navigating the special education assessment process with 

families. 

 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

In 2017, the Collaboration for Effective Educator Development, Accountability and Reform 

(CEEDAR) and the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) jointly published a series of high-leverage 

practices (HLP) essential for special education in-service teachers and special education pre-service 

teachers. These HLPs have evidence to suggest their effectiveness and are known in the field as best 

practices and focus on four aspects of practice including collaboration, assessment, 

social/emotional/behavioral, and instruction.26 The HLPs related to collaboration are as follows:  

 

HLP 1: Collaborate with professionals to increase student success.  

HLP 2: Organize and facilitate effective meetings with professionals and families.  

HLP 3:  Collaborate with families to support student learning and secure needed services.  

  

In addition to being in HLPs, working collaboratively using a team-based model is also part of IDEA. 

IDEA requires that a collaborative approach is utilized throughout the eligibility process, IEP 

development, and IEP implementation.27   

 The type of collaboration described in the HLPs can be considered interdisciplinary, which refers 

to the myriad of educational professionals working together (e.g., special and general education teachers, 

school psychologists, and administrators), as well as with the family, to support the educational needs of 

the student. Family members include parents and guardians as well as the child or youth, when 

appropriate and should be considered part of the team. Borrowing from the social work literature, one 

promising conceptual model to draw upon when thinking about families as members of the collective 

team is Bronstein’s interdisciplinary collaborative model.28 Dillon and colleagues posit that it can be used 

to improve special education service delivery through the five components: 

 

1. Interdependence occurs when the team relies on each other to fulfill goals.  
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2. Newly created professional activities refer to the idea that working interdependently achieves 

more than when working independently; this also capitalizes on the expertise of each team 

member. 

3. Flexibility requires that all members of the team, when working together, blur boundaries. This 

overlaps with interdependence, but extends interdependence by allowing for compromises. 

4. Collective ownership of goals signifies a shared responsibility when designing, implementing, 

and achieving goals.  

5. The process asks each member to reflect on their ability to work collaboratively.29  

 

Using this model with family members as part of the team strengthens the outcomes for the child or youth 

and helps to fulfill the HLPs. Furthermore, Dillon and colleagues suggest that this model “…sets 

priorities, focuses professional energies and resources, and ensures that collaborative team members are 

working toward their common goals.”30 Marrying this interdisciplinary model with the HLPs is highly 

applicable to the special education assessment process as it reminds the team to collaborate with all 

members, including parents and guardians, which is central to building trust and achieving educational 

outcomes for the student.  

 

Mixed- or Virtual-Reality Simulations in Teacher Preparation Programs 

 Finally, one practical, and developing, approach to train pre-service teachers to work with 

families through the special education assessment process utilizes virtual reality. These advancements of 

technology simulate situations for pre-service teachers to navigate and often are utilized to develop best 

teaching practices as well as communication strategies that achieve student success. In 2008, Lisa Dieker 

and colleagues hypothesized that it was possible to use virtual classrooms to allow student teachers to 

practice critical teaching behaviors before they reached an actual classroom. This gave pre-service 

teachers an opportunity to move recently acquired knowledge (e.g., learning about communication 

strategies to use with families) to application (e.g., practicing communication strategies with families), 

which also facilitated student teacher educational goals and advancement.31 Among the various mixed- or 

virtual-reality simulators is TeachLiveTM, which was developed at University of Central Florida. 

TeachLiveTM is considered to be a mixed-reality classroom. Ferrante describes this simulator as working 

from two directions. “On one end, a teacher views a screen on which a simulated classroom is projected. 

A motion-capture device and camera reads the teacher’s movements. On the other end, an interactor 

controls the student avatars in the classroom, speaking through a microphone and using head-mounted 

and handheld controllers programmed to respond to certain movements.”32 
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This program gives pre-service teachers a variety of real-world experience before they ever enter 

a classroom full of students. Given the diversity of special education needs this may be an efficient way to 

introduce pre-service to the varying needs of students and programs as well as building out the 

communication strategies outlined in the previous section. As Ersozlu and colleagues note, “TeachLiveTM 

has proven itself to be a genuine alternative for better preparing pre-service teachers for real-life 

classroom contexts.”33 In addition to providing more-authentic opportunities to practice critical teaching 

behaviors, using a virtual- or mixed-reality classroom allows for additional access to a classroom beyond 

the typical school day.34 Furthermore, the program can introduce pre-service teachers to the rewarding 

experience of engaging with special needs students before they must decide whether they want to pursue 

special education as a career choice.  

 Not surprisingly, the use of mixed- or virtual-reality classrooms in teacher preparation programs 

in on the rise. In 2013, Dieker and colleagues reported that TeachLiveTM was used at thirty-two 

universities, but as Glenna M. Billingsley and Brenda K. Scheuermann indicate the programs are not 

readily available to all, which limits their reach.35 Yet, there is much promise to this practice, and its 

utility is limitless. As this technology develops there are opportunities for colleges like Juniata to invest in 

this technology or create collaborations with other universities to collectively engage with virtual 

classroom experiences.   

  

CONCLUSION  

 The special education assessment process is complex and can be overwhelming to parents and 

guardians, who as the law states, must be equal participants through the entirety of the process. Yet, it is 

clear that families face barriers when navigating the system. Thus, it is critical that educational 

professionals support parents and guardians to ensure that their voices are heard and incorporated as the 

best interest of the child is central to everything that special education can do. To do so, educational 

professionals first must increase family involvement, strengthen family engagement, and guarantee that 

communication is bidirectional. Second, educational professionals must rely on an interdisciplinary 

approach that capitalizes on the expertise of all members. Finally, in teacher preparation programs, 

incorporating an innovative approach such as virtual- or mixed-reality simulators offers an increasingly 

expansive set of options for teacher training. As these technologies grow in their use, it is important to 

Juniata College as well as other colleges to engage in these types of authentic opportunities.  
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