
Why collaboration matters in an 
IEP Meeting

And other strategies that spell 
SUCCESS

For the child!



Why does collaboration matter? 



What does collaboration look like? 
Hint: It isn’t easy. 



What it is…
• A group of people working toward a common goal for 

a positive outcome with mutual respect.

• Webster’s Definition: intransitive verb. 1. to work 
jointly with others or together especially in an 
intellectual endeavor.  Or 2. to cooperate with or 
willingly assist an enemy of one’s country and 
especially an occupying force.  

• J…definition depends on your perspective.



What it is not…
• An avoidance of confrontation.

• A peaceful co-existence

• A way to rush an IEP placement, 
accommodations or services all in the name of 
collaborating.

• A way to marginalize any member of the team 
from having input. 



In IEP Utopia…
• Looks like a well-run business meeting.

• A comprehensive IEP is established where there is a 
clear path toward achievement.

• The parent understands their role at home to ensure 
IEP success.

• The district is clear on how and where services will 
be implemented, with full support from 
administration. 



The reality is far different
• Derision and divisiveness have come to define 

the IEP process. 

• Parents are left to navigate the laws and IEP 
best practices, coming up against savvy district 
personnel who do this for a living.

• Districts are steeped in mandated bureaucracy 
with more kids and fewer resources.  





So how do we help the child(ren) 
caught in the middle?



Let’s start at the End!   





The doctors said group home or 
institution.  We aimed for Harvard.



We were told he would never be an 
athlete



But we knew no one knew his 
potential.

• So we aimed high and held on to HOPE.



And we knew we needed help to get 
there. 

Early intervention PT District in-home ABA



Our story of collaboration

• Going with the flow to….OMG, what was I 
thinking?!

• Crazy letter writing
• IEPs and how they resemble business 

meetings.
• What can be learned in the comparison with 

companies. 
• Why it mattered (from 27 hours a week to 2 

hours of services in two years).  



Before the first IEP meeting there 
was….

A commitment to set the bar high, no matter the 
diagnosis.  

Respectful dialogue with all involved with his team.

Focus on the role we all had to play to ensure success, 
with the parent leading the way. 

An understanding that goals and objectives had no 
meaning if the expectation on what was possible was 
not raised with it.  



Three cases

• Child in DCF vs. DCF and school district.

• Suburban parent of  child with severe LD vs. 
school district.

• Inner city Immigrant parents vs. school districts
– California
– Massachusetts



The Parent’s Role (in a nutshell)
• Set the professional tone and level of expectations in the 

team.

• Arrive prepared to all meetings by reading all evaluations.

• Write letters

• Communicate any concerns (all year).

• Ensure the child receives good nutrition, sleep and 
medical intervention.  



Parents, NUTRITION is HUGE in your 
child’s ability to attend and succeed.



Your job is to be your child’s best 
advocate 



Top 10 tips for parents
1. Buy The Complete IEP Guide by Lawrence Siegel and 

use the templates for letters to the school district. 

2. Write emails or letters to express concerns or requests.

3. Become familiar with which evaluations are used on 
your child.

4. Record all meetings, notify in writing a week in advance 
of your intent to record (ask for a copy of the written 
policy if the district objects.



5. Arrive prepared to all IEP meetings, with questions or 
concerns outlined.

6. Be flexible with changing your child’s service levels, 
especially if they have legitimately succeeded and can move to 
a higher level of achievement.  

7. Become familiar with terms used in IEP meetings and how 
to use them (i.e. appropriate, LRE, FAPE, access to the 
curriculum, etc.)



8. Dress for success as though  you are in a business meeting.

9.Bring in documents, supporting data or expert to the IEP.  

10. Do not sign the IEP at the meeting.  



The District’s role
• Follow established protocols and procedures 

that lend to professional decorum.

• Provide parent with all relevant material before
IEP meetings.

• Communicate with all team members.

• Allow adequate time for all team members to be 
heard. 



Your job is to advocate for all 
children in the district



Top tips for Districts
1. Be scrupulous with your word.  Integrity goes a long way to gaining 

trust. 

2. Explain the IEP process to parents, or hand them a district level 
pamphlet of what to expect. 

3. Explain the kinds of evaluations that will be done on the child and 
come prepared to discuss the data that formed your conclusions.

4. Do not cut corners on IEP drafts with copy/paste options that lead to 
mistakes. 

5. Have the goal that children should progress with your help.  Never 
underestimate the ability of a child to succeed.   



May I recommend you avoid

• Platitudes like “Oh, Johnny is so handsome” 
etc.

• Ripping a part a child’s perceived potential  
in the form of an IEP evaluation and 
recommendation.  

• The words “That is how we do things.”



Parents and District
Actively listen.

Seek input from all members of the team.

Speak respectfully.

Leave emotions at the door.

Communicate through the year.

Be transparent as much as possible.



IDEA has made a difference, but we 
have more work to do



Burden on Schools
• Out of district placements and tuition rates have 

skyrocketed.

• Federal regulations and guidelines mean more time 
spent doing bureaucratic steps, and less time on 
education. 

• And finally, culturally many school districts are not as 
focused on the child with disabilities going on to 
college and entering the workforce.  They are focused 
on just the annual achievement of goals on the IEP. 



How educators can help children 
with autism

• Attitude is everything.  Students pick up on when an 
adult believes in them.

• Know that our children are more than a label.  They 
are achieving skills and abilities beyond anything 
doctors told us they would be able to do. 

• What you do makes a difference in how they perceive 
who they are as students, and how they perceive 
their place in the world.



Raise the Bar!  They will follow.



• "We need to imagine for people with 
disabilities the same lives that those of us 
without disabilities want to lead.” 

– Rud Turnbull, Beach Center on Disability at 
University of Kansas (ED Week, 11/11/15). 
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