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Restructure Your Relationship with the School

Pam: In our special education low and sdvocacy training pro-
grams, we tell parents, “Unless you are prepared Lo remove your
child from public school forever, you nead to view your relation-
ship with the school as a marriage without the possibility of
diverce.” You need to focus on solving problema while also pro-
tecting the parent-school relationship.

Pete: Your child is 7 vears old. You will be negotiating with the
school on hiz behalf for many years, Your relationship with the
schoal is polarized. You need to work on restructuring your rela-
tionship with school personnel.

Pam: What do you know about your schoel distriet? Whe is in
charge? Is the school's perception of parents of children with dis-
ahilities poaitive or negative? To be an effective advocate for
your child, you need answers to these questions,

School Climate

“Climate” is a term that deserihes the lparming snvironment
created by teachers and administrators. What is the climate at
vour child’s scheol? I your child's school has a positive cli-
mate, you will be encoursged 1o play an active role in your
child’s education.

School Teams

If you are like many parents, you may oot realice tat your child’s
school team has invisible members whom you may never meet,
These invisible members are school administrators who have the
power to make decisions about special education programs.

Who are vour invisible team members? How will these people
respond to vour requests?

Learn Advocacy Skills

Pete: | do not recommend that you stop advoeating for your
child_ I do recommend that vou learn to use effective advoea-
ey skills and techniques. These strategies include writing let-
ters. documenting events, learning to negotiate and persuade.
In an article on our Weh site titled “How to Disagree with the
School Without Starting WW 111" Pam and [ answer questions
about how to disagree with the TEP team. You'll learn abow
the Rules of Adverse Assumptions, how (o use tape recordings
and thank you letters 1o clarify issues, and how o deal with an
LEF team bully.

Use Information, Protect Your Source

Pete: In mast cases, parents should treat information provided
by an aide, teacher, or related services provider as confiden-
tial. Use it but do not not attribute it to that individual.

If vou have questionz about services that the school has not
provided, write a short letter to request information about the
number of sessions provided, dates, minutes. Request to see
notes of the sessions, I vou find that yvour child did not receive
services that were agreed upon in the IEF. write a letter stat-
ing that these services were not provided and ask when the
services will be made-up.

When vou use this approach, the school will not blame the
school employee. Because that person b= oot blamed or pun-

ished, she can continue to provide you with information.

Io Reasons Why
Schools Say No!

@ The school does not want 6 change long-standing
procedures s

@ The school does not want to make exceptions 10

* eaisting poficies ar pracrices.

@ The school is afraid of setting a precedent.

@ The schoal does not have the staff to meet the child's
needs.

@ The staff s not trained to meet the child’s needs,

® The school does not have a program ta meet the
child's needs,

@ The school is committed to their one-size-fits all serv
ice delivery models.

© The school believes the services your child needs are
too expensive,

@ The school is cverwhelmed by the complexity of your
child’s needs.

@ The school does not understand the legal requirement
to provide your child with an individualized program.,

Learn to Negotiate & Persuade

Pam: As a parent, it’s important for you to understand that you
are negotiating with the school for special education services.
Here are a few techniques that may be helpful to you as vou
negotiate,

0 Organize your records and files. Date the documents and
lile in chronological order.

& Describe your concerns (issues) intoa 1,2, 3, 4 outline format.
Skate vour concems in short declarative sentences. Eliminate or
reduce adverbs, modifiers, adjectives, and judgments.

8 Correlate vour evidenee (facts that support your concerns) Lo
the iszues, Halible), ole.

@ Know what it is that vou want,

Pete: You need 1o learn effective negotiation skills. | recom-
mend reading Getting 1o Yes: Negotiating Agreement without
Giving In by Roger Fisher and William Ury. They teach you how
to negotiate “win-win” solutions to disputes withoul damaging

“your relationship with the school. I also recommend How to

Argue and Win Every Time. Author Gerry Spence teaches you
hew 1o persuade others to see things as you do, understand your
perspective, and WANT to help, How to Argue includes wonder-
ful stories about how people deall with similar situations to
yours. Be sure to read the story in Chapler 8 about the mother
whe wanted her county to fix a dangerous road. After you read
this story, you will know what you need to do. &

Pete and Pum Wrighthave authored several books
on selvocating for special needs. For more info log

anto Wrightsluw.com.
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