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Leveling the Playing Field: IFSP/IEP Meeting Faciliation as Equalizer
IFSP/IEP Meeting Facilitation: A New Development

While the concept of meeting facilitation is relally new in terms of IFSP and IEP meetings
under the Individuals with Disabilities EducatioetAIDEA), it is a well-established tool for
meetings in the corporate, non-profit, and goveminsectors. Essentially, facilitation is
guidance of a group in a problem-solving procédse group leader — a facilitator — is neutral in
regard to the issues or topics under discussidre facilitator works with the group as a whole
and provides procedural help in moving toward actision of those issues or topics.

The concept ofacilitation implies that the facilitator is managing the psx®ith the informed
consent of all the participantsThe goal of both the facilitator and the groupoisirrive at a
collective decision through substantive and mednirdjscussions. Effective facilitation leads
toward both empowerment and consensus. When rgeetie effectively facilitated:

* Group energies are focused on a task for a limé®ake or set of issues;

» Discussion is structured without controlling whasaid,;

» Discussion is kept to the topic, with new issuestdied and reformulated as they arise;
» Participation in discussion is equalized; and

» The facilitator probes for consensus or agreemenhe issues.

A meeting facilitator may play some of the samesas a mediator, and facilitation is similar to
mediation in that participants are working towamtlgtual understanding with the help of an
impartial leader. However, there is a major défere between meeting facilitation and
mediation: facilitation works toward building comseis within a meeting right from the
beginning of the process, while mediation is usuathployed when an impasse is reached.

The Uneven Playing Field
In considering the usefulness of facilitation itsFFand IEP meetings, it is critical to understand

and focus on the uneven playing field, i.e, the @osnbalance that exists between parents and
professionals on these teams. This power imbalswctedes differences in the parties’:

Emotional investment in the process and outcomes;

Access to resources (money, time, documents, etc.);

Knowledge and expertise; and

Authority to make and implement decisions underawe

! This presumes that all parties to a meeting haeeapacity to be effectively engaged and to canant
agreement, which is not always the case in IFSEBmeetings. The capacity of families to parttgeffectively
may be limited due to cognitive disability, lackioformation, limited English proficiency, etc.



Emotional Investment

Even the most committed educator or administrab@sdchot have the same emotional
investment in the IFSP/IEP process or the chil@setbpment and achievement as the child’s
parent(s). The intense emotional investment thegngs have regarding their child manifests
itself in many different emotions that families lfaé IFSP/IEP meetings — strong emotions that
can interfere with the families’ ability to effeesily express their perspectives and positions and
advocate effectively for their position at meetings

In focus groups with families from diverse backgrds, the Statewide Parent Advocacy
Network of New Jersey (SPAN) identified the follaygiemotions that families of children with
special needs often experience at meetings withhhealucation, and human services
professionals:

» Fear (of retaliation, of being blamed for theirldts disability, of negative ramifications for
their child if they disagree with professional apims or recommendations, of what will
happen to their child if they make the wrong dexisiof being reported to the Immigration
& Naturalization Service and/or child welfare systé they disagree with professionals and
refuse to follow their advice or recommendations)

* Hurt, sadness, or disappointment (caused by hetlregegative things professionals say
about their children, or thinking about what th&hild’s life will be like with this disability)

* Shame, embarrassment, and guilt (feeling that tinélid’s disability is their fault, caused by
something that they did or didn’t do, thinking ttia¢ professionals think less of them
because their child has a disability)

* Powerlessness and hopelessness (feeling poweslasake things better for their child or to
change the professionals’ minds or perspectivespaitber what they say)

* Confusing (what are my rights? What is best foranyd? What is happening right now?
What do those words really mean? What is my role?)

* Panic (what is going to happen to my child if | ta@onvince the professionals to see things
as | do? What is going to happen to my childafi wrong or make the wrong decision?)

* Intimidated (feeling “ganged up on” by professiaar overwhelmed/overpowered by the
sheer number or educational background or expeziehthe professionals)

» Frustration (at their inability to effectively exgas and advocate for their positions, or their
lack of understanding of what is being said atrtfeeting, the terminology used, their child’s
lack of progress, etc.)

» Fatigue (physical fatigue caused by lack of sleemfdealing with work, their child with a
disability, other child-rearing responsibilitiegmbined with emotional fatigue)

» Distrust (caused by previous negative experiengdgsmofessionals, or the lack of cultural
competence of the professionals at the meeting)

» Anger or exasperation (at the real or perceivek td&knowledge, expertise, interest in, or
commitment to their child, or the low expectatitihat the system seems to have for itself
and for their child, or even at themselves)

2 At initial IFSP or IEP meetings, families are ati®aling with the range of emotions that accomgaminitial
diagnosis or discovery that their child has a diggtor developmental delay.



* Shock (at hearing the professionals talk about tteld as a collection of weaknesses and
“can’t do’s” as opposed to a more balanced pictinat focuses on their child’s strengths and
needs, or shock as they move from early intervantiath its focus on the child within the
family unit, to special education, with its focus the child alone)

Other emotions mentioned by families include feglike they are walking on eggshells or a
tightrope; feeling that the professionals are mglganeralizations or assumptions about them
because of their child’s disability, academic pesgy;, or behavior, or that they are misperceived
by the professionals; and a sense of betrayalarfylehese emotions can have a powerful
impact on the family’s participation at an IFSP/IEReting, making it difficult for them to focus
on the issues being discussed or effectively adedoa their positions, and can lead to a “fight
or flight” response that undermines the potentaltie meeting to reach a satisfactory
conclusion.

Of course, it isn't just parents who experience goms that may limit the potential success of an
IFSP or IEP meeting. Professionals, too, oftenetmthe meeting with strong feelings. The
general education teacher may feel inadequateettatk of educating the child — s/he may even
feel guilty or ashamed, incompetent, that she &iathé child and the family down. The special
education professional may feel hurt or defendiviea parent disagrees with her/his ideas, as if
that disagreement indicates a lack of respechfar knowledge or expertise. The administrator
may feel a sense of frustration with the childskl@f academic progress (which may negatively
impact on their schools’ adequate yearly progreskeuNo Child Left Behind), behavior
challenges (which may make their lives more difticund may be extremely disruptive to the
school climate), insufficient funding to meet theld’s needs, or other impacts of the child’'s
disability on their job. But because the paremtgeithe vested interest in their child and will be
responsible for that child throughout the childtkieation (and beyond), their emotions are more
likely to impact their participation than that bt professionals at the meeting.

Who's Got the Power?

Under IDEA, parents and professionals are equaicgaants on the IFSP/IEP team. But
stepping back from the theory of the law demonsg#hat there is an inherent imbalance of
power between parents and professionals. Thislanba is clear when one considers the
answers to the following questions. Who has:

* All the child’s records?

» Access to education professionals at no charge?

* Access to an attorney to prepare for and constiit ering the meeting, or to represent them
if the meeting fails to resolve all issues?

Who is sure to:

* Speak, write, and read English?

* Be highly literate?

» Be paid to participate in the meeting?
* Have reliable transportation?



Of course, the answer to all of these questionthésprofessionals. Answers to another set of
guestions underscores this imbalance. Who may:

* Fear retaliation against their child?

» Have self-doubts based on lack of education, eiggefEnglish proficiency?

* Worry about what others might think of them andrtbkild?

* Have to remortgage their home to afford an attoroeyray that the free or low-cost
attorney will take their case, if things don’t warlat?

The answer, of course, is the parents.

The “final straw” in this power imbalance relateslie de facto veto power that schools and
districts have once a child is receiving speciaioation services (this veto power is not present
in the early intervention system). If a parent #m&lschool/district disagree about a child’'s IEP,
change of services or placement, etc., the schswltd may implement their decision even
without the parent’s consent, unless the parentastg mediation or due process, which most
parents are either afraid to do or do not feel theeye the knowledge, expertise, or resources to
do2 This power imbalance must be addressed by thémgeacilitator if IFSP/IEP meeting
facilitation is to be effective and fair.

How can the scales be balanced?
There are five things that can help balance thiesdsetween parents and professionals:

* Equalizing the knowledge base between the pamibat(does the law require? What are the
child’s strengths and needs? What do the evahmtell us? What are the content and
performance expectations for children without dilizds at this age and grade? What are
effective instructional strategies for childrenlwihis set of strengths and needs?)

» Equalizing the access to legal resources in pregdor the meeting, at the meeting, and
after the meeting

* Equalizing the effective communication and advocslals of the parties

» Equalizing the ongoing support available to alltiesr

» Creating and maintaining a “fair” environment a¢ i(RSP/IEP meeting.

% A new study released by the Legal Services Cotjmorathe federal entity that funds legal aid oiigations, found
that at least 80% of low-income Americans can'tagtess to a lawyer’s advice; more than 1 millexgal aid cases
are rejected every year because of a lack of reespand on average, every legal aid attorney sé&861 people
while there is one private attorney for every 52klients. In New Jersey, just 16% of peopléwitoblems
received legal help, and only 26% even were awatthere were free legal services available. répert does not
address another major issue, which is that mosalLl®grvices agencies do not provide education abygc
prioritizing issues such as evictions, welfare affit; and other issues affecting basic daily swaliXor does the
report address the role of state protection and@aby organizations, which vary greatly in theipaeity regarding
representing families in due process hearingsNew Jersey, for example, the protection and adyoagency
represented fewer than 10 families in due proceasifigs last year in a state with over 250,00Qchil identified
as eligible for services under IDEA. Finally, ttedy does not address the issue of moderate inooméddle
class families who are not eligible for free legatvices but who cannot afford private attorneys.



Balancing the Scales: Knowledge

Prior to the meeting, all parties must be cleawalioe requirements of relevant federal and state
laws, regulations, and policies, including:

» Special education rights

* The impact of other education laws and regulatmmshildren with disabilities (i.e., No
Child Left Behind)

» Parental safeguards and rights

* How the meeting process works

* What happens if the meeting is unsuccessful

* What actions require parental consent, and whairectio not?

* How long do parents have to give or withhold tleginsent? To challenge a decision they do
not agree with? What happens if they do nothing?

* How must they show their disagreement in ordentpact the actions of the district?

In addition, all parties must understand the chiktrengths and needs, including:

* What does the most recent evaluation mean in tefrtige child’s strengths and needs and
progress over time? What kind of progress is thikel enaking?

» What services is the child currently receiving artht has the impact of those services
been? Which services have been effective and wiagk not?

* How can the child’s strengths be used to addresshhd’'s areas of need?

» What are effective instructional and support sg@® that are likely to have a positive
impact on this child’s learning?

Balancing the Scales: Legal and Other Resources

As noted earlier, most school districts either hatterneys on staff or on retainer to consult with
them before, during and after potentially difficattdivisive meetings, attend meetings on behalf
of districts, and represent districts in legal geaings under IDEA. No school or district
personnel have to make decisions that will affeetrtpersonal financial situation when
determining whether or not to proceed to a heabngevery parent must consider their personal
financial situation when making that decision. Heavents can afford to spend precious
financial resources on expensive attorneys whendhe simply preparing for an IFSP or IEP
meeting, or even when they are attending such aimgeeSo how can we address this power
imbalance? What legal resources other than atgerare available to help families prepare for
the IFSP/IEP meeting? Accompany them to the mgéititmey feel that it will be difficult, or if
they have limited literacy, don’t speak English et don’'t understand how the school system
works (for example, because they are recent immigya Represent them if the meeting is not
successful? How accessible are the Parent Traamddgnformation Center and/or Community
Parent Resource Center, Protection and Advocaaycggkegal services, or even private
attorneys? How knowledgeable are private attorabygsit special education? What is the
capacity of the free and low-cost legal systenmefresent families in education cases?



In addition to these questions regarding legalueses for individual families, there are critical
guestions that must be asked about the overabmsystor example, what can states and parent
centers do together to enhance the knowledge aodnees available to families to help them
more effectively prepare for IFSP and IEP meetiny¢Rat kinds of tools could be developed,
translated, and disseminated, that would give patde information they need to be more equal
partners in IFSP and IEP meetings? What kindsagiihgs could be conducted?

How can Parent Centers and states help equalizeingsebefore they occur?

There are several key steps that parent centerstatas can take together to help equalize IFSP
and IEP meetings before they occur.

Parent centers and stdtean develop easy-to-use, “fill in the blank” forfos families to use
when preparing for and participating in IFSP/IEPetitgs® The forms should elicit information
from the family on each required component of B8R/IEP. There should also be easy-to-
understand, step-by-step instructions for compdetive form as a part of the form itself. Once
the form and instructions are developed, they rhagiiloted with diverse families to ensure that
they are appropriate for families from diverse lgaokinds, languages, etc. If the state will not
work with the parent center to develop the form erstkuctions, the parent center can develop
them on its own, and disseminate them widely talfesas part of their Basic Rights manual
and workshops. It's critical that the form andtinstions be in multiple languages and at a
reading level that families with low literacy canderstand.

Parent centers and states can also develop mapelstforms that address some of the most
common concerns, cite the relevant sections ofréédad state law and regulation, and give
examples of how parents might write their concexms suggested resolution. Model forms can
help parents think about exactly what they thin&wlwhat is happening, and identify what they
would like to see happen to meet their child’s rsesald/or resolve their concerns.

Parent centers and states can (and often do)todfamgs for parents (and professionals) on
legal issues associated with special educatiomattdlFSP/IEP meetings.

Institutions of higher education can revise preAserpreparation programs to help professionals
understand their responsibility to and be moreatiffe at helping families understand their

rights under IDEA and state law/regulation; statlesyugh their comprehensive system of
personnel development, can educate current edscatdradministrators in this area;
organizations of mediators and facilitators carvgle education to their members on special
education issues, including laws, regulations, @modesses, so that they are more effective in
mediations and facilitations involving special edticn.

* Either parent centers or states may develop tmeserials on their own if there is no interest frimair potential
partner.

> See attached IEP form developed by SPAN and ugéahtilies to prepare for IEP meetings and at |Efetimgs
to ensure that all required issues are discusstbe ameeting. Note that this form is based on Newgey code,
which includes requirements beyond those contam#édEA. Other examples of useful forms are theifhae
Student Profile and Goals at a Glance.



Balancing the Scales: Effective Communication and Advocacy Skills

A wide range of communication and advocacy skilksreeeded to enable parents to be truly
equal partners at the IFSP/IEP meeting (and acecdlsnportance for professionals). These
include:

* The ability to speak, read, write, and understangligh, or effective and unbiased
translation and interpretation assistance;

* Information presented in a clear and understandaalewithout using jargon or acronyms
(“alphabet soup”)

* How to decide what they want to achieve, at thetingeand for their child’s education, and
prioritizing the most important issues or outcortiesy want to focus on

* How to explain to others what they want and whize-reasons behind their request/position

* How to express themselves forcefully without beinde or overly aggressive

* How to understand the perspectives and pointseat af others on the team

* How not to put others on the defensive by revievatdhe things that they perceive have
gone wrong during their child’s entire academiceesay no matter how long ago

* How to describe their ideas about what can be tlmimaprove the situation.

Additional skills that are critical for parents are

* How not toget too excited and hopeful about a new idea witkaking the time to carefully
consider it, understanding that a new option mayrseery attractive just because it's new

* How totake time to assess carefully, and to consideravpgrticular option might or might
not be appropriate and satisfactory

* How not toforget that the issue is a free appropriate pudaigcation in the least restrictive
environment for their child, or appropriate sergid¢er their child and family in the natural
environment consistent with their family’s routines

* How tofocus on the unique needs and strengths of théd and family in making decisions

* How not tobecome so committed to one idea that they dontgeize a good opportunity
when it is presented to them
* How tokeep an open mind

* How not toblame or disrespect their partners on the teapemonalize disagreements
* How tohave difficult but productive conversations

* How not toget trapped by previous experiences, or pasttditsations which get in the way
of current options

* How tofocus on the present and the future, and recogheelong-term interests in their
child’s development as well as the importance ektiping as positive relationships as
possible with the professionals on their team.



Balancing the Scales: Ongoing Support

What are possible sources of support for familefote and/or at IFSP/IEP meetings that will
help balance the scales?

Research on effective meeting facilitation tellsheg it may require special preparation for
participants. “Some participants may not be sigfitty prepared to participate without
additional help in advance of the meeting. Alltigpants, including less powerful interests,
must have equal standing within the process. @engiion must be given to participants’ range
of knowledge and experience with the subject matfgecial printed materials and briefing
sessions are often necessary to give all partitspamequal level of basic knowledge and
understanding so they can participate effectivelthe meeting proces§.”

Ongoing Support in Preparing for the Meeting

Parent centers and states must be prepared taeHphone or in-person technical assistance to
families regarding preparation for the IFSP/IEP timgg helping the family talk through their
goals and/or concerns. If they have concerns, ddthey feel that their child’s program or
placement is not appropriate? What kind of “evideror facts do they have to support their
position? What would they like to see happen diifidly? Issues can be divided into three main
categories:

» Clear violations of the law regarding services he thild For example, the child’s IEP may
not be being implemented. The IEP requires thessisns of speech each week, but only
two sessions are being provided, or the child hdsad speech services in a month.

» Disagreement regarding whether or not their chgdeceiving a “free, appropriate public
education in the least restrictive environmérfor example, the parents may want their
child to be educated in the inclusive classroon tie district is insisting that the child be
educated in a self-contained classroom with ldtl@o opportunity to interact with non-
disabled peers. In this case, the parents wilbnbt need information on the law (i.e., the
requirement that services be provided in the legsdtictive environment), but also
information on the research-base (i.e., reseahstindents with disabilities generally
receive a better education in an inclusive settiagyl any other information that supports
their contention.

» Concerns that the district has violated the paremprocedural safeguards=or example, the
parent may be concerned because they have notedaeicopy of their child’s IEP even
though the IEP is allegedly being implemented duay have requested a copy.

Assistance in preparing for the IFSP/IEP meetimfuites:

» Listening to the parent’s story.
* Helping the parent identify:
o What are the facts of the situation? What's goiedj? Not? What happened that
should not have happened? What didn’t happerstiaild have happened?

6 "Prospects for Effectively Mediating State Agenogrinistrative Disputes,” Florida Conflict Resoluti€onsortium.



o0 What is the relevant law that relates to the facts?
o How can the law be applied to the facts?
o0 What is the parent’s proposed solution? Whatesodwrent willing to settle for?
* Helping the parent plan and walk through their pnéation/discussion of their thoughts and
ideas:
0 What does their child/family need for FAPE in LREappropriate services in natural
environment(s)?
o What is actually happening that needs to be red@Ivis there any documentation?
o How can agreement be achieved?
» Talking with the parent about who they might wanbting with them to the meeting:
0 Is there a professional who could provide supmurth as a private service provider, a
Boy or Girl Scout or religious education leadec, 2t
0 lIs there a friend or family member who could accampthem?
o Do they want to bring their child with them to tmeeting?
o Do they have difficulty with the English languadjeited literacy, or a disability, and
therefore need an advocate or someone from th@tR@eater to accompany them?
(Note: If the parent has limited English proficignthe parent should be assisted to
request that the district provide an interpretéhatmeeting. If the parent center has the
resources, it can offer to accompany the pareehsore that the interpretation is accurate
and doesn’t compromise the parent’s or studergtgs).
* Explaining to the parent what will happen during theeting in terms of procedure and what
happens if it does or doesn’t resolve any issueg ity have.
* Informing the parent of conflict resolution optiosisch as mediation, due process hearing,
and request for complaint investigation, if the timeedoes not resolve their concerns.

Ongoing Support at the Meeting

To ensure that supports are available at the ngeirqualize the relationships between parents
and professionals, parent centers and states c&ntegether to develop clear procedures for
IEP/IFSP meetings, including providing independeant-biased facilitation at the meeting at

the request of the parent or the district/earlgnvéntion team to make it more likely that the
meeting will result in agreement on an IFSP/IEP.

States and parent centers can also develop angginotocol and implement trainings for
meeting facilitators, and develop criteria to eestinat the facilitators who are selected for the
program are unbiased. Identify parent center stgbfrticipate in the training program as
trainers and as potential facilitators to ensuat the parent perspective is an integral partef th
process and that meeting facilitators understaagtwer imbalances inherent in such meetings.

" There are several options regarding who can éffgtfulfill the role of facilitator: an independé trained
facilitator, selected randomly or by mutual condemitn a list supplied by the state or an indepehdwsadiation/
facilitation entity; state education or parent eerstaff, trained and dedicated to this task; etridit staff. It is
extraordinarily difficult for district staff to bron-biased meeting facilitators. At a minimum, thgtrict staff
facilitating the meeting must not be involved ie tecision-making process; the decision must havenpact on
their work, evaluation, payment, or employment; #vely must have sufficient status within the déstthat they
cannot be intimidated by fear of consequencestaliagon by district staff involved in the meeting their
supervisors, the superintendent, or board of echrcaDtherwise, the facilitator is placed in artlamable position
that will require them to violate the ethical regument of neutrality.



To provide additional support to parents at mestiparent volunteers and/or parent center or
other staff can be trained to accompany parentsetoneeting for support, or to be available on
the phone during the meeting. (This is especiallyortant if the parent has limited capacity to
effectively represent the interests of their chédd no one from the parent centers or other
organization can accompany them to the IFSP/IERingeeln this situation, it may be possible
for the parent center or other organization to heoreeone available on the phone at the time of
the meeting in case the parent needs to call soeneerause something occurs that s/he is not
prepared for, or because s/he needs support dinengeeting). It is critical that any volunteers
or staff who are trained to accompany familiesh®meeting understand:

 Thelaw

* Meeting procedures and consequences if agreemeniss’t reached

* How to provide support to the family without subgiing their judgment for the family’s
judgment

* How to actively listen (to the family, the distriéiSP team, and other participants)

* How to help the family explain their position

* How to help the family actively listen to other niag participants

* Other options for the family and how to access them

* How to assist the family to negotiate

* How to ensure that the family understands the apnseces of their decisions.

Balancing the Scales: Ensuring a Fair Environment

Effective selection and preparation of facilitatmst the heart of meaningful meeting
facilitation. To be effective, the facilitator nuse accepted by all parties as unbiased,
constructive, fair and neutral at all times. Tle&ds to a series of important questions for the
facilitator:

* What is bias? Neutrality?

* How is one’s bias perceived by those in varioustjpos or from various perspectives?

» Is it ever possible to eliminate one’s own biases?

* Does the facilitator owe anyone allegiances baseith® structure of facilitation in the state,
employment relationships, selection criteria, etc.?

* How can the facilitator compensate for his/her daases to remain objective and fair and to
be accepted as neutral and fair by all parties?

* How can the facilitator work to equalize the powadationships between the parties and still
remain fair, neutral and unbiased?

Every person has some level of bias based ondhgirexperiences. A facilitator who
theoretically supports the concept of inclusion Wadve one “natural” tendency in a meeting
focused on inclusion or natural environments, ggsepd to a facilitator who has had positive
experiences with out-of-district placements. Allfeator who has worked at a parent center will
be more likely to enter the meeting sympathetitheoparent’s position, while a facilitator who
has worked for a school or district will most likééan toward the district’s position — not
because of any conscious lack of neutrality, biterabecause of the empathy and understanding
that has been developed in their respective roles.

10



A facilitator committed to unbiased and neutral timgefacilitation must be aware of their own
natural biases, the fact that it is not possiblee¢@ompletely unbiased, and the fact that thely wil
be facilitating a meeting where inherent power ifabees exist. This understanding can lead
the facilitator to another series of critical quess that must be answered before or at the
beginning of each meeting:

* What is the extent of power imbalance between tiggs?

* Do the parents need additional information to e &bpursue the facilitated meeting as an
effective participant?

* How will they communicate with the parent to ensiinat the parent is actually agreeing to
something as opposed to being overpowered or owemeéd by the professionals?

The meeting facilitator obviously plays a criticale in leveling the playing field at an IFSP/IEP
meeting. At the start of the meeting, the fadititanust ensure that the participants are fully
aware of the issues that will be discussed anceshaommon purpose for the meeting. An
effective strategy to do this — and simultaneotsliyegin to develop a sense of the parent’s
capacity to participate effectively — is to askteparty to explain their purpose for the meeting
and their understanding of what will come out @& theeting. The facilitator must take time
during this discussion to determine whether orthetparents will be able to participate
effectively. If during this early discussion, tfaeilitator learns that the parents cannot do so
because of knowledge gaps, cognitive limitationsl/ar language barriers, the facilitator should
not allow the meeting to continue. These issusfere with the parent’s capacity to provide
the informed consent that is required to agreenyorasolution of the issues at stake. Thus, it is
the facilitator’s ethical responsibility to ensdbhat issues such as language barriers, knowledge
gaps, or cognitive limitations are addressed befmaliscussion begins.

There are several ways in which this can occuthdfissue is a language barrier, and the
facilitator is fluent in both English and the paredanguage, then the facilitator can proceed
with meeting facilitation, knowing that the meetwdl likely take longer because they will
essentially be conducting the meeting in two laiggsa If the facilitator is not fluent in the
parent’s language, then the facilitator must adjdbe meeting until an appropriate translator
and interpreter can be located and brought to teting®

8 Securing a trained translator/interpreter whodias been trained in IDEA is optimal. If a trained
translator/interpreter is available but does neehan understanding of IDEA, the role of the faattir in ensuring
that all jargon and acronyms are explained anchddfcarefully is even more critical, as there asmynwords
related to the special education system that deranslate easily into other languages. If theneai trained
translator/interpreter available, then a nativeakpefluent in both English and the parent’s lamguasho has
knowledge of IDEA should be utilized. However,rihenay be potential conflicts of interest if thartslator/
interpreter works for the school or district. Theilitator should question the translator/intetpreéo ensure that
they understand that their role is to ensure thettwhe facilitator and district personnel are 8gys accurately
explained to the family, and that what the famd\saying is accurately reported to the facilitaiod district, not to
influence the family in any way, to make the fansBem more agreeable or knowledgeable, nor toyreess
persuade the family to agree to what the distsiciffering. The facilitator should also explairtihe family that the
interpreter/translator works for the district, aagk the family if there is anyone else that theylddike to invite to
the meeting to help them understand the procesh,asia representative from the parent centenrentmity-based
organization, or a family member. Note: this i$ twotake the place of the responsibility of thetdét to provide
the translator/interpreter, but merely to supplogtfamily through the process and make it lesdyliteat the
district’s translator/interpreter will unduly infunce the family or the discussion.

11



To initially determine whether there is a signifitknowledge gap, the facilitator can ask both
sides to explain their understanding of the protieasis being undertaken, and what will happen
if agreement is or isn’t reached in terms of thiégdthprogram and services. The facilitator
should also inquire as to whether the family hasaaly received and reviewed their parental
rights booklet, whether they had their rights ekpd to them by the school, parent center, or
other support organization, and if they have amgstjans about their rights or their role in the
meeting or the IFSP/IEP process. The facilitatasninave a thorough understanding of the
family’s rights and role because they must be &bkxplain this to the family in understandable
language if the family expresses any doubts reggrtieir rights in the process or at the
meeting. In addition, the facilitator must be aitbroughout the meeting to identify any areas of
discussion on which there may be a significant Kedge gap, and must structure the
conversation in such a way that families feel safesking questions, have time to consider the
information that is being provided, and know thelications and consequences of various
options and decisions. Whenever a knowledge gpeaap, the facilitator must create the
opportunity to help close that knowledge dap.

Through this initial conversation, the facilitatoay also identify cognitive limitations on the

part of the parent(s). The facilitator must caltgfoonsider whether the cognitive limitations
interfere substantially with the parent’s capatityinderstand what is happening, to participate
in the conversation, and to give informed conséiithe parent has a significant cognitive
limitation, the facilitator must consider what apts exist in the state code regarding supports for
the family. For example, in some states, this mag situation where a surrogate parent may be
appointed, or the parent’s guardian, if one existsy need to be a part of the meeting. If there
are cognitive limitations but not to the extenttttiee family cannot adequately participate or

give informed consent, the facilitator must payselattention throughout the meeting to ensure
that the family understands the discussion and imeigrepared to restate what the IFSP or IEP
team’s professional members have said using laregteg is accessible by the parent.

At the beginning of the meeting, the facilitatos@levels the playing field by identifying

formally how everyone will be addressed. If theetitgg is occurring in a community where the
professionals are called “Ms. Jones” or “Dr. Sniithen the parents must be accorded the same
respect. It's also important that the facilitatake this opportunity to identify how the child Wil
be addressed during the meeting; usually it is toestentify the child by their first name. The
facilitator should introduce the concept of “I” &ements, to avoid blame and defensiver®ss.
And finally, the facilitator ensures that key terrssch as IEP and IFSP, are understood bY alll.

° In addition to knowledge gaps based on knowleddbelaw, the process, their child’s disabilityddikely impact
on learning and development, acronyms and termgyline facilitator may identify knowledge gaps éésn the
family’s status as a recent immigrant who doesumgierstand the U.S. education system or the exjpmcthat
families will be more involved in decision-makingy ftheir child, or as someone who has moved froailar state
that may have very different rules and regulatiang processes, or as someone who has recentlyeaddbptchild
or begun to serve as the child’s foster parente fahilitator must be prepared to address eacheskt knowledge
gaps with the relevant information.

1% Rather than saying, “You always do this,” or “Yoever do this,” or “You make me so angry,” whichdeo
defensiveness on the part of the person to whoim statements are directed, “I” statements such feel'angry
when...” express the speaker’s feelings, opiniorgs,ieta more constructive way.

1 Some terms must be clarified up front, at the ieigig of the meeting, because understanding therssisntial to
understanding the process. Other terms shoulefireed during the meeting as they arise in convignsa
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During the meeting, the facilitator provides thelgem-solving structure and process needed to
reach an agreement that everyone can live withe &Asures that everyone understands this
process, their rights, and the consequences ajusdecisions throughout the meeting. S/he
ensures that everyone is listened to with respaabg the meeting, and that the parties,
especially the parents, are given the time they n@eonsider the information they are receiving
and their option$? She helps the parties begin a meaningful andteaive conversation. As
the discussion moves forward, the facilitator easuhat any unclear points are clarified and that
guestions are answered. The facilitator doesrgdbtmake decisions for the parties, substitute
their judgment for that of the parties, or pressheeparties to come to an agreement. S/he uses
techniques that bring discussion back to the agandahat check in whether people are in
agreement (“what I'm hearing”). Other importanhsmlerations for effective facilitators who
seek to address power imbalances among all patitspnclude:

» Capacity to help participants:
o Clarify their views
o Communicate more effectively
o Express their ideas and concerns without interomptbut also without “occupying
the field” (i.e., leaving time and space for othersalk)
o Understand other perspective and points of view
* Knowledge that:
o Silence is not consensus; consensus is when &itipants knowingly assent
o0 The purpose of the facilitation is notéasurethat resolution is reached, but rather to
help the parties reach agreement if knowing anafméd agreement can be achieved.

Critical roles for a facilitator who seeks to letieé playing field at the meeting include:

» Sharing useful information with both parties

* Reminding participants of legal requirements

» Defining key terms throughout the meeting

* Providing time for calm discussion of disagreements

» Periodically checking in to ensure that everyonenishe same page and understands what
has or hasn’t been agreed to and what the remassngs are

* Encouraging creative thinking and solutions

* Suggestion options the parties might not have thbaf

» Helping parties narrow areas of disagreement ahras@ossible, and recognizing when
agreements have been reached

» Focusing back in on the major areas of disputdsagdeement or issues that need resolution

* Helping the parties not jump from specifics to gafiezations (“Youalways..”, “you
nevet.”) and keeping the parties from personalizingrtdesagreements.

'21n some studies of meetings between parents afdgsionals, the ratio of time during which profesals are
speaking to the time during which parents are dpgdk as much as 10 to 1. Professionals oftert dealize that
they are “occupying the conversation field,” orttharents need time to consider what has been aifessionals
may continue speaking because they believe thia¢ iparent hears more from them then the parehnhailrally
agree with their recommendations. The facilitabmst continually check in with the parents to eaghat they
have the time to process what they have heards #iout their responses, and consider their opttboges.
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The facilitator also plays a critical role at thedeof the meeting. If the facilitator becomes
aware that the parents and the professionals @iie agreement, and that continuing the
meeting is allowing the professionals to badgdnnidate, overwhelm, overpower, or wear
down the parent(s), then the facilitator must btimg issue out into the open by asking the
parent(s) if they feel that further discussion vabloie useful or if they should now consider their
other options. The facilitator must ensure thatfdmily is aware of those other options, such as
mediation, request for complaint investigationdaoe process hearing, and of the consequences
of their decision to end this meeting and/or tosperany of those other optioffsThe facilitator
must also ensure that the family is informed of angports available if they choose to pursue
any of these options, such as their parent cemtetection and advocacy agency, etc.

If the facilitator feels that the parties have caman agreement, it is critical that the facibiat
have each party restate what they believe the agmeiels, and then have the facilitator
summarize the agreement, so that the agreemeynréfigcts a “meeting of the minds” of the
participants. The facilitator must pay close &ttannot only to what the parents say, but also to
their body language, expressions, etc. to ensatdlibre is a genuine agreement and that the
parents are giving informed consent to the resmiutilf not, the facilitator should raise their
concern about the apparent lack of agreement aménediscussions on the topic(s) that seem to
be unresolved — or, if time is a problem, adjotm® meeting and reschedule for a later date.

Conclusion

As this guide seeks to make clear, despite thallegle of parents as equal members of the
IEP/IFSP team, most families enter the IEP/IFSR¢ss with less power and resources than the
professionals representing the school or earlyvetgion system. This power imbalance
contributes to conflict in the IEP/IFSP processhiM/IEP/IFSP facilitation has the potential to
level the playing field between families and prafesals, it can only do so if it is conducted
with a thorough understanding of the emotions ofbeperienced by families at IEP/IFSP
meeting and of the power relationships betweenlfesnand school systems, as well as
knowledge of strategies to empower families inl&R/IFSP process while building the
partnership between families and child and famég#sg systems. And building effective
meeting facilitation systems in states can onlyuodcstates and parent and professional
organizations work together to ensure that the énmark for the meeting facilitation system is
developed with this understanding of the power ilatees and the goal of equalizing the power
of all participants in the process. If we are ®sstul in building these equalizing frameworks
and effectively preparing facilitators and all peigants for their roles in the meeting process,
we will reduce reliance on due process hearingsrapdove outcomes for children.

13 For example, if the parents end the meeting withesplution, and do not pursue any of these aipéons, will
their child’s services and/or placement be changgdén if they do pursue mediation, complaint iriigzgion or
due process, is the situation such that pendersmepient does not apply (for example, a disciplisation where
pendency placement becomes the interim alternativeational setting)? If parents end the meetiitigoart giving
informed consent, will their child remain withowtrsices (for example, in the transition from eanervention to
preschool, in most states. However, facilitatotstralso be aware of legal precedent in their state example,
the Third Circuit Court of Appeals has ruled thiparents request mediation or due process isithation of a
disagreement over IEP services in transition frdrtopreschool, the district must pay for the chilt family to
continue receiving the IFSP services while thesegedings are taking place.
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IEP MEETING CHECKLIST FOR PARENTS
Dear Parent/Guardian:

Please review this Checklist prior to starting your |[EP meeting. As you go through your |IEP
meeting, check to make sure that each of the issues below is addressed by your team. If it is
not addressed, please ask your team to discuss it. Please let the Director of Pupil Services/
Special Education know if your |IEP meeting does not address each of the issues below.

__ My meeting is with a complete IEP team, including my child’s general education teacher, my
child’s Case manager from the Child Study Team, a special education provider or supervisor,
someone who can interpret the evaluation results, and a district representative who has the
authority to make commitments for services for my child.

___ At my IEP meeting, we talked about the following issues in the following order:

My child’s “present levels of academic achievement and functional performance”
(how my child is doing in school, the results of the most recent evaluations and testing, etc.)

Measurable annual goals & objectives for my child that are tied to the general
education curriculum (at least one set of goals & objectives for each of my child’s needs)

Special education & related services that my child needs, including:

Whether my child needs “supplementary aids and services,” either
directly for her, or for the teacher, or for other children in the class, to help support my child’s
successful inclusion in the class

Any special skills, knowledge, or professional development needed by my
child’s teacher, aide/paraprofessional, related services provider, etc.

Whether or not my child needs related services such as speech therapy,
occupational therapy, physical therapy, counseling, psychiatric or psychological services,
transportation, travel training, orientation or mobility training, and whether our family needs
information on our child’s disability or how we might effectively support our child at home

Whether or not my child needs extended school year services to make
sure that he/she doesn’t lose what he/she learned, over the summer

Whether my child needs functional behavior assessment & positive
behavior support plan

Whether my child needs to learn communication skills & strategies

Whether my child needs assistive technology
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If my child is age 14 or older, what courses of study my child might take
to help prepare for transition to adult life

If my child is 16 or older, what transition to adult life services my child
might need to prepare for post-secondary education, training, or employment

How my child can access extra-curricular and non-academic activities
open to students without disabilities before, during, and after school hours

__ Placement — the “least restrictive” setting in which my child’s IEP can be
implemented, starting with a discussion of inclusion in the general education classroom, not
only as it exists but as it might be made appropriate with accommodations and/or
modifications, and which gives my child the maximum appropriate opportunity to interact with
other students who do not have disabilities

The person or people who are directly responsible for implementation of each
service and program in my child’s IEP

The person or people who are directly responsible to monitor my child’s progress

How | will be informed of my child’s progress and whether that progress is
sufficient to meet the goals by the end of the year, and how often (at least as often as general
education parents receive report cards on their children’s performance)

____How my child will participate in the statewide tests (the 3™ & 4™ grade Assessment
of Skills & Knowledge, 8" grade GEPA, and | 1™ grade HSPA) or district-wide tests (the Terra
Novas), and what kinds of accommodations my child will need (extended time, having the
questions read aloud, giving the answers orally, testing in a more private, quieter space, using a
computer or calculator, etc.)

| received a complete copy of the PRISE (Parents Rights in Special Education) booklet,
including the page with the listing of organizations to contact for information about my rights.

| received a signed copy of the handwritten |IEP or a summary of my child’s program,
services and placement at the end of the meeting.

Parent(s)’ Name Date

Developed by the Statewide Parent Advocacy Network, 35 Halsey Street, Newark, NJ 07102
Empowered Parents: Educated, Engaged, Effective!
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