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Abstract 

 

School psychologists throughout New York State were surveyed regarding their schools’ 

policies to include parents in the special education eligibility process related to legal 

mandates and best practices.  Differences were found in the implementation of legal 

mandates compared to implementation of best practices.  Location differences were 

significant between suburban and large city schools in legal mandate implementation.  

No significant differences were found between enrollment or SES with legal mandate 

implementation.  No significant differences were found on each factor (i.e., location, 

enrollment, SES) on the implementation of best practices.  SES had a significant impact 

over enrollment when looking at implementation of legal mandates and best practices 

separately.  These findings suggest schools are better at implementing legal mandate 

requirements than suggested best practices.  Specific practices were found to be 

implemented more frequently than others, Implications are discussed.
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Chapter I- Introduction 

 When a child is referred for an evaluation by either their parent or the school 

district, special education law is very clear that parents have the right to participate in the 

process.  Under federal and state regulations, parents have very specific rights and 

responsibilities concerning their child.  These regulations suggest some form of parent 

involvement.  However, despite these regulations, the law does not provide guidance in 

how to fulfill them.  Thus, schools and local education agencies must develop their own 

policies for involving parents during the special education eligibility process.   

 In addition to the legal responsibilities of schools to include parents, research has 

shown also that school and family partnerships lead to better outcomes for all children; 

including those with disabilities (Braden & Miller, 2007; Christenson & Cleary, 1990; 

Christenson, Hurley, Sheridan, & Fenstermacher, 1997; Darch, Miao, & Shippen, 2004; 

Decker & White-Clark, 1998; Epstein, 1987; ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001; 

Grimmet & McCoy, 1980; Keith et al., 1993; Loffredo, Omizo, & Hammet, 1984; 

Margolis & Brannigan, 1990; Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004; National Association of 

School Psychologists, 1999; Shapero & Forbes, 1981; Sykes, 2001).   

Villa, Udis, and Thousand (1994), found that the most effective intervention for 

children is the development of a strong home-school partnership.  Much research has 

been conducted on how to work with families to develop relationships and partnerships 

between home and school (Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; Esler, Gober, & Christenson, 2002; 

Fish, 2002; Hubbard & Adams, 2002).  Results and conclusions from this research have 

often been referred to as best practices.  Best practices are developed from evidence-

based research on how to effectively involve parents in their child’s education.  They 
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often go beyond what is mandated by law, are well-documented, and provide guidance on 

how to support parents in teaching their children and engaging in advocacy efforts 

(Bailey, 2001; Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; Esler et al., 2002; Fish, 2002; Hubbard & Adams, 

2002).    

 In addition to the research on parent-school partnership, research has been 

conducted on how to involve parents of general education students, as well as those with 

children with disabilities (Abeson, 1984; Bailey, 2001; Ballentine, 1999; Becher, 1984; 

Berger, 1991; Berman, 1994; Braden & Miller, 2007; Brantlinger, 1991; Brinkerhoff & 

Vincent, 1986; Broms & Kearns, 1999; Carter, 2003; Christenson, 2004; Christenson, 

2010; Christenson & Cleary, 1990; Christenson et al., 1997; Comer & Haynes, 1991; 

Dale, 1996; Darch et al., 2004; Decker & White-Clark, 1998; Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; 

Epstein, 1987; ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001; Esler et al., 2002; Fish, 2002; Gareau 

& Sawatzky, 1995; Hanson & Hanline, 1990; Hubbard & Adams, 2002; Karnes, 

Zehrbach, & Teska, 1984; Turnbull & Leonard, 1981; McConkey, 1985; O’Callaghan, 

1993; Swap, 1987; Syracuse City School District, 2011; Turner & Macy, 1984; 

Wolfendale, 1989; Yoshida, Fenton, Kaufman, & Maxwell, 1978).  However, 

Christenson and Carlson (2005) found that this research is limited in regard to 

implementing partnership practices within the school setting.  The question is, who can 

ensure that these efforts are made?   

School psychologists are ideal professionals within the school setting to ensure 

that best practices are implemented in order to establish a positive relationship.  As part 

of their role, school psychologists are involved with parents and families on a daily basis 

and can be the connection between the school and home (Braden & Miller, 2007; 
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Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; Esler et al., 2002; Fish, 2002; Hubbard & Adams, 2002; Lawrence 

& Heller, 2001).  Furthermore, they are trained and qualified to support family 

collaboration (Braden & Miller, 2007), are knowledgeable in the laws and regulations of 

the eligibility process, and are required participants during an evaluation (National 

Association of School Psychologists, 2010).  Moreover, in New York State, school 

psychologists are required members of the Committee on Special Education (New York 

State Department of Education Office of Vocational and Educational Services for 

Individuals with Disabilities, 2009).  Through their role within the school, school 

psychologists are involved in the eligibility process at a variety of levels and can 

therefore be a natural bridge in developing home-school partnerships.   

As stated above, a major role of a school psychologist is to conduct evaluations 

and be part of the Committee on Special Education in determining eligibility for special 

education services.  This process involves many steps and requires parent involvement.  

Research on parent involvement in the eligibility process has been conducted at the 

preschool level (Shriver & Kramer, 1993).  However, this research has not been applied 

to parents of school-age children.  The focus of this study was to investigate how school 

districts involve parents during the eligibility process in regard to school-age children.  

The participants of this study were school psychologists.  They were used because they 

are involved in the eligibility process at all levels; therefore, they are appropriate 

reporters of the policies within their district.  
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Chapter II- Literature Review 

 

When a child enters school, the relationship between school and home begins.  It 

is important that a strong relationship is established at this time because “Parents are 

usually the most consistent and caring people in the lives of their children” (Fish, 2002, p. 

363).  Collaboration between schools and families has been well demonstrated 

throughout literature.  In a collaborative relationship both the school and the family are 

invested in working together in order to gain the best outcomes for the child; sharing a 

common goal and responsibility between the two parties (Christenson, 2004; Peterson & 

Cooper, 1989).  Research has shown that collaboration between school and home leads to 

positive outcomes for children both academically and socially (Braden & Miller, 2007).   

There are several factors which influence the development of family and school 

relationships.  Esler, Gober, and Christenson (2002) suggested looking at three areas 

when developing a partnership program.  The first area is attitudes.  They define these as 

“the values and perceptions held about family-school relationships” (Esler et al., 2002, p. 

397).  The second area is relationships, as defined by “the quality of interface and type of 

family-educator interactions” (Esler et al., 2002, p. 397).  Elizalde-Utnick (2002) further 

suggests that in order to develop a relationship, professionals must develop effective 

communication through a personal, one-on-one, and face-to-face approach.  The third 

factor is actions which are “strategies for building shared responsibility and the 

partnership” (Esler et al., 2002, p. 397).   

In addition to focusing on building the relationship, models of home/school 

collaboration have also been suggested.  Fine (1991) and Fine and Nissenbaum (2000) 

suggested four points needed for successful collaboration: (a) include parents in decision 
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making; (b) educate parents for participation in decision making; (c) assist parents 

therapeutically as needed, so they can cope with specific impediments to their 

participation; and (d) enable and empower parents to work actively on behalf of their 

child. 

All of these practices become essential when concerns arise regarding a child’s 

functioning.  When this occurs, school districts must follow very specific guidelines set 

forth by federal and state mandates to ensure that the student’s needs are being met.  In 

order for the child to reach the greatest potential, professionals and parents need to work 

together.  School psychologists are trained to work with both school and family systems.  

They can be the bridge which connects the school professionals and the family to ensure 

that collaborative practices are in place.     

Special Education Evaluation Process 

 Pre-referral intervention is often the first step in improving a child’s performance 

in school (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2006).  Some schools have support 

teams that meet to provide consultation to teachers seeking assistance with a child prior 

to being involved in the special education system (NCLD, 2006).  This process may 

include informal observations, screening, or Response to Intervention services provided 

directly to the child.  These direct services can include: remedial reading instruction, 

behavioral interventions, small group instruction, and adaptive and instructional 

software training (NCLD, 2006).  

After providing children with some type of intervention, some students may 

continue to demonstrate learning or behavioral difficulties.  At this point, a formal 

referral to special education is made.  When there are continued concerns regarding a 
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child’s performance in school, the process of determining the child’s needs and how best 

to address these needs begins.  This process is typically the same across most school 

districts.  Initially, concerns are noted, the child is evaluated, and eligibility determination 

is made for special education services.  A summary of the special education process can 

be found in Table 1.  According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities (2006), 

special education is defined as “specifically designed instruction at no cost to parents, to 

meet the unique needs of a child with a disability” (p. 6).  It is often a complex system 

with several confusing terms, deadlines, and complicated decisions (NCLD, 2006).   

 When either the school district or the parents decide to have the child evaluated, 

the law is very clear about the specific activities that must be included.  Parents must be 

notified of the school’s intent to evaluate and provide the child with special education 

support if eligible.  By law, during the initial contact, parents must be provided with 

specific information in writing in their native language (Shore, 1986).  This specific 

information required includes: the reason for the special education referral, a description 

of the evaluation process and procedures, and a listing of the legal safeguards available 

(Shore, 1986).  In addition, the request for an evaluation must include a written consent 

from parents.  This consent is only for the evaluation to be completed; it is not 

permission to provide the child with special education services (Shore, 1986).  Under the 

law, parents also have the right to request an evaluation for their child at any time.  If the 

school district decides to reject the parents’ request for an evaluation, the district must 

provide parents with an explanation in writing as to why they refuse to complete the 

evaluation requested by parents (Shore, 1986).  In addition, school districts must also 
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provide parents with information on how to initiate due process procedures in order to 

contest the school’s decision (Shore, 1986).   

The second step in the special education process is to evaluate the child in the 

areas of the suspected disability.  According to the NCLD (2006), the evaluation is often 

the beginning of the parents’ full involvement in the special education process.  It is at 

this point that parents can express their concerns and share any relevant information with 

the school (NCLD, 2006).  According to state and federal mandates, an evaluation must 

be completed within a certain number of days.  In New York State, it must be completed 

within 60 days.  Evaluations must include a variety of different tests, procedures, tools 

and strategies to gather relevant functional, developmental, and academic information 

(NCLD, 2006).  The assessment instruments must be technically sound, non-

discriminatory, valid and reliable, administered by trained and knowledgeable personnel, 

and administered with the specific instructions provided by the producer of the 

assessment (NCLD, 2006; Prasse, 1995; Shore, 1986).  The evaluation must be conducted 

in the language and form that will yield accurate information about the student’s abilities.  

In addition to the assessment tools, an evaluation must also contain information regarding 

any pre-referral interventions used, evaluations and information provided by the parents, 

current classroom-based results, and observations by school personnel (NCLD, 2006).  

An evaluation can include standardized assessment of a child’s cognitive ability, 

academic skills, language skills, and social and emotional status (NCLD, 2006).  Finally, 

it should also include observations of the child in the classroom and other school settings.  

Often, the evaluation is completed with a multi-disciplinary approach having several 

professionals conduct assessments in different areas (Shore, 1986).  The information 
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gained from this evaluation is used to determine eligibility for special education services 

and to develop the child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP).  Once the results 

have been compiled, the parents must be provided with the information and 

recommendations in order to help support program planning (Shore, 1986).  

After the evaluation is completed, a meeting must be held to determine whether 

the child is eligible for special education services.  Determination is based on state and 

federal criteria.  This meeting occurs between the school district and parents at a mutually 

agreed upon time in order to determine eligibility and to draft an IEP (Shore, 1986).  As 

with all steps of the special education process, parents must receive written notification of 

the purpose, time, and location of their child’s eligibility meeting; the names and position 

of the staff people who will be attending the meeting (NCLD, 2006); and their right to 

bring other participants to the meeting (Bateman, 1992).  At this meeting, the results of 

the evaluation are discussed and eligibility recommendations are made to the Committee 

on Special Education.  Based on the results and recommendations, the committee 

determines the child’s educational classification using the mandated criteria for one of the 

thirteen determined disabilities under IDEA (NCLD, 2006).  Determination for eligibility 

must be conducted by a multidisciplinary team including professionals and the student’s 

parents (Bateman, 1992; Shore, 1986) and may not be made on any single measure or 

assessment (NCLD, 2006).  One of these members must be knowledgeable in the area of 

the suspected disability (NCLD, 2006; Shore, 1986; Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000).  

There are several individuals including parents, teachers, and school professionals who 

make decisions about a child’s programming (Nichols & Read, 2002).  It is extremely 

important that parents have the right to share in decision making throughout the process 
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(Shore, 1986).  Once a student has been determined eligible for special education 

services, they will continue to qualify unless: the school proposes to change the child’s 

disability category, or the child’s performance indicates that special education may no 

longer be needed (NCLD, 2006).  

 As suggested above, the IEP can also be developed at the eligibility meeting.  

Under the law, the group of individuals required to develop the child’s IEP consists of 

parents, a regular education teacher, a special education teacher, a representative of the 

school district qualified to provide or supervise the provision of specially designed 

instruction [in New York State, the Committee on Special Education Chairperson], an 

individual who can interpret the instructional implications of the evaluation results, any 

individuals who have knowledge or special expertise regarding the student, and the 

student when appropriate (NCLD, 2006).  Swap (1993) suggested that the IEP meeting 

should be at least 45 minutes long in order to allow sufficient time for discussion and 

participation.  There are federal mandates in place such as the Individuals with Disability 

Education Act (IDEA) that ensure children with disabilities have equal access to the 

general curriculum so that they can meet the educational standards that apply to all 

children (Kupper & Gutierrez, 2000).  It is mandated by law that parents participate in the 

development of their child’s IEP (NCLD, 2006).  However, research has shown that 

parents are not active and equal participants at their child’s IEP meeting (Lynch & Stein, 

1982; Maxman, 1983; Soffer, 1982; Turnbull, Turnbull, & Wheat, 1982; Yoshida et al., 

1978).  Salett and Henderson (1984) found that 52-75% of the IEPs were already 

developed prior to the meeting, parents were not adequately informed about the IEP 

meeting, and school staff ranked parent input as less important than their own input.  
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 The law requires that the IEP must be developed and services must be 

implemented within 30 days of determining that the child is eligible (NYSED, 2009; 

Shore, 1986).  Once the parent has signed consent for special education service, 

placement must be implemented (Shore, 1986).  The final step of the process is that the 

student is placed in a special education program and the educational program begins.     

With the above process, the law is very clear that parents should be actively 

involved in the programming decisions regarding their child.  According to Swap (1993), 

parents are rarely equal partners in the process.  Parents often do not participate fully in 

the development of the IEP because of a lack of knowledge, tradition, and experience 

(Swap, 1993).  In the eyes of the law, parents are experts on their children and therefore 

are granted the following rights in New York State to: request a referral of their child, 

give or withhold written consent, discuss observations and concerns, meet to discuss the 

evaluation, request an independent evaluation, develop the IEP, monitor the educational 

program, support the special education program, participate in formal review of the IEP, 

request an IEP review or reevaluation, examine their child’s school records, challenge 

school decisions (New York State Education Department of Vocational and Educational 

Services for Individuals with Disabilities, 2002), join parent groups, participate in local 

parent advisory council meetings, attend public hearings, and join special education 

advisory panels (Shore, 1986).   

 Because parent involvement is required by law, local education agencies must 

follow mandates set forth by state education policies.  Strickland (1982) stated that the 

school system has the greatest impact on how family-school communication is perceived; 

therefore, in order to have a successful home-school partnership, school district 
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administration must be on board (Christenson, 2004; Epstein, 1987).  It is essential that 

school administrators ensure compliance with the legal requirement for involving parents.  

Administrators have an impact on how parent involvement policies occur within their 

school.  Beyond what is required, they can encourage employees and staff to involve 

parents by providing standards to follow (Simpson & Fiedler, 1989).  Some of these 

standards can include: developing policies for involving parents, providing training for 

staff on how to effectively work with families, and encouraging activities that involve 

parents (Epstein, 1984, 1987; Esler et al., 2002; Oakes & Lipton, 1990; O’Callaghan, 

1993; Ooms & Hara, 1991; Swap, 1987).  

 Christenson (2004) proposed that family-school relationships require a shared 

responsibility between the school and the parents.  This partnership is a two way 

relationship in which both parties support each other to achieve success (Berger, 1991).  

The goal is to create success both at school and at home (Christenson, 2004).  Everyone 

must work together for optimum success.  

Best Practices for Home/School Collaboration 

There are two levels of support for meeting parents’ needs and involving them in 

the special education process.  The first is through the mandated and legal requirements 

regarding family rights and responsibilities for decision making (Bailey, 2001).  The law 

requires collaboration and active participation, but does not provide guidance in how to 

develop a collaborative relationship.  The second level that goes beyond legal mandates 

offers guidance on how to provide effective services.  These practices are often referred 

to as best practices (Bailey, 2001).  Best practices go beyond what is mandated by law, 

are well-documented, and provide guidance on how to support parents in teaching their 
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children and engaging in advocacy (Bailey, 2001; Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; Esler et al., 

2002; Fish, 2002; Hubbard & Adams, 2002).  Oakes and Lipton (1990) further stressed 

the importance of involving and working with families beyond what is required by the 

law.  McConkey (1985) suggested some best practices be to: encourage parental 

participation, collaborate with parents, involve them in projects, train them, and partner 

with them.  

 Christenson (2010) proposed a three tiered process to engage parents in their 

child’s education programming.  These needs can range from initial information and 

training to ongoing support.  The first level would provide information to parents 

(Christenson, 2010).  The second level would provide support in response to parents’ 

needs (Christenson, 2010).  Parents experience their child’s disability in different ways.  

Some may need counseling to deal with the results of their child’s evaluation, and others 

may need guidance to navigate the special education system.  The final level would 

provide parents with ongoing support through continual personalized contact 

(Christenson, 2010).  Christenson (2010) further suggested that professionals convey a 

clear message of persistence, continuity, and consistency when working with parents in 

order to continue the collaborative relationship.   

Similar to the Christenson’s (2010) levels, Fine (1991) and Fine and Nissenbaum 

(2000) determined four different levels of parental involvement.  According to Fine 

(1991), a collaborative model serves as an educative and strengthening function for the 

family.  Within a collaborative model, parents are included in the decision making 

process at all levels, are educated so they can participate in the decision making process, 

are assisted therapeutically so they can cope with the issues which impede their 



Parent Involvement Special Education       13 

 

participation, and are enabled and empowered to work actively on behalf of their child 

(Fine, 1991).  It is a collective effort which requires all members to participate and make 

decisions together toward a common goal (ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001).  These 

four levels of a collaboration model are: include, educate, assist, and enable. 

 Include.  The first level seeks to include families.  In the initial stages of 

developing a relationship, Dale (1996) recommended getting to know the family by 

learning more about the family’s composition, cultural style, beliefs, ways of interacting 

and communicating, and who carries which responsibilities within the family.  Dale 

(1996), McConkey (1985), and Turner and Macy (1984) suggested that a first step when 

working with families is to identify the current needs, the competency level, the cultural 

preferences of the family, and their interests and abilities (Fiedler & Swanger, 2000).  

This starts by identifying the demands and expectations placed on families, building on 

their strengths, implementing effective help strategies, expressing respect of alternative 

family relationships or systems, encouraging families to provide feedback, strengthening 

the family’s support network, and enabling and empowering them to meet their goals 

(Dale, 1996; Dunst, Trivette, Davis, & Cornwall, 1988; Turnbull & Summers, 1986).  

Professionals should also help families to acknowledge their own natural support.  To 

further individualize and support families, Turnbull and Summers (1986) also suggested 

that professionals ask parents if they want other family members to be informed and 

involved in learning more about the child’s disability.  McEvoy and McConkey (1983) 

and O’Callaghan (1993), suggested getting to know the whole family and providing 

fathers with an opportunity to talk by addressing and providing information to both 

parents.  This helps to naturally provide additional support within the family’s system to 
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further reinforce the parents’ own development and independence (Dunst & Trivette, 

1987).  

 The next step is to assess the strengths and resources of the family (Christenson, 

1995; Gallagher & Gallagher, 1985).  Once the needs and resources of the family have 

been determined, the professionals and parents determine the goals of the relationship.  In 

order to be effective, these goals must be shared and agreed upon by both parties (Turner 

& Macy, 1984).  When discussing goals, Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2004) suggested that 

parents and professionals determine what their roles are going to be and the level of 

participation in which they are going to be involved (Christenson, 1995).   

Finally, once needs, goals, and roles and responsibilities have been determined, 

both parties begin working together to effectively support the child (Musti-Rao & 

Cartledge, 2004).  When working with parents, Bateman (1992) suggested that 

professionals individualize their practices and provide the parents with 50% of the 

decision making power.   

 Initial contact between professionals and parents should include information that 

is welcoming and inviting in order to help parents to feel comfortable in participating and 

sharing in the responsibility of their child’s learning (Christenson, 2004; Fiedler & 

Swanger, 2000).  When including parents in making decisions, Gareau and Sawatzky 

(1995) and Walker (1997) stated that professionals must keep communication lines open.  

This communication needs to be an open, reciprocal, and responsive (Huang & Heifetz 

1984; McConkey, 1985; Peterson & Cooper, 1989; Roos, 1985; Walker 1997).  Initial 

telephone conversations present potentials for dialogue, relationship, and shared meaning 

(McDonough & Koch, 2007).  After the initial meeting, Walker (1997) further suggested 
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holding ongoing scheduled contacts in order to exchange information, provide updates on 

progress, and encourage parents to call when they have a question.  It should be clearly 

communicated that the information shared is private (Shore, 1986).  

 During this time, it is important for professionals to develop trust and open 

communication with parents (Christenson, 1995; 2004; 2010).  Effective practices also 

include the establishment of trust.  The development of trust between the professional and 

the parents takes time, requiring both parties to share personal information, ideas, and 

feelings openly and honestly (Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005; Margolis & Brannigan, 

1990).  According to Margolis and Brannigan (1990), the following practices help to 

support the development of a trusting relationship: having a cooperative mind set, being 

involved in an understanding and concerned way, being open about goals, and 

demonstrating expertise and competence in subtle ways.   

Trust is important in a relationship, especially in times of crisis (Christenson, 

2004).  Prior to a crisis, professionals should communicate with parents positively and 

proactively (Christenson, 2004; Darch et al., 2004; Dunst & Trivette, 1987).  Once a 

positive relationship has been established, parents feel more comfortable sharing personal 

feelings.  This comfort level leads to parents performing an active role in their child’s 

education.  Research has shown that being comfortable is the key to successful parent 

involvement in all areas of the child’s school functioning (i.e., academic, social, and 

behavioral) (Christenson, 1995; 2004; Christenson & Cleary, 1990).  When parents take 

an active role in their child’s learning, they are able to participate equally with 

educational professionals.  This allows the strengths of both parties to be included in a 

discussion of the concerns in order to identify solutions (Christenson & Cleary, 1990).  
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 As stated earlier, every family is unique and has different needs and resources.  

Thus, it may take time to develop a relationship with a family (McConkey, 1985).  When 

working with families on an individual level, professionals should allow enough time to 

address the parents’ concerns (Fiedler & Swanger, 2000).  Huang and Heifetz (1984) 

found that the mutual respect grows as a relationship grows.  According to Huang and 

Heifetz (1984), the professionals who were warm, interested, concerned, understanding, 

and sensitive were most helpful to parents.  In addition, professionals were found to be 

more successful when they had effective interpersonal skills, confidence, and efficiency 

in involving the parents in the decision making (Huang & Heifetz, 1984).   

 In addition to meeting a family’s unique needs, professionals must also be willing 

to modify their practice.  Administrators and professionals must respect and recognize 

parents and be willing to share the power with them (ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001).  

Successful collaboration requires that both parents and teachers give up certain roles.  For 

parents, it is allowing others to make decisions about their child’s education; and for 

professionals, it is relinquishing some of the power of a professional role (Gareau & 

Sawatzky, 1995; Peterson & Cooper, 1989).  

 Educate.  The second level of increasing parent involvement involves educating 

families.  The easiest way to educate parents is to provide them with information.  By 

providing parents with information, professionals help to empower parents by developing 

their own skills to ensure involvement.  Berman (1994) found that those parents who 

knew what to expect before the process was initiated were more satisfied with the 

outcome than those who felt that they had no input in the evaluation.  Providing 

information was also rated by school psychologists as the most feasible additional 
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activity within their role (Christenson et al., 1997).  Research has shown that it is 

important to teach the parents the process and to provide them with information.  

Increasing parents’ knowledge and skills, especially in the area of disability and the 

different program options that are available, helps to develop parents’ self-efficacy 

(Brantlinger 1991; McCammon, Spencer, and Friesen, 2001).  Within the school system, 

parents’ learning and education may be supported through: the provision of information 

(e.g., legal mandates, information on disability, and sources of support (Gallagher & 

Gallagher, 1985) and enhanced by development of negotiation strategies (e.g., using the 

information they receive, how to approach the school, learning the system), attendance at 

educational meetings (e.g., clarify the role this person will play), representation of other 

parents at school meetings, or attending due process hearings (e.g., central figure in 

promoting rights of parents) (Strickland, 1983).  For parents to complete these tasks, 

professionals can also provide trainings.  These can range in size from individuals to 

groups, and from face-to-face contact to contact at a distance (Christenson, 1995).  

 Individual: face-to-face meetings.  According to McConkey (1985) the first type 

of involvement is through face to face contact.  There are two ways in which this can be 

accomplished.  The first is through the professional visiting the home (McConkey, 1985).  

This is practiced in the preschool and early intervention programs.  The professional is 

able to see the home surroundings and visit with the family in a their natural setting.  It 

also allows the family to feel more comfortable in their own setting and allows the 

professional to meet the whole family (McConkey, 1985).  

 The second alternative is for the parents to visit the professional at their office.  

This model is often used more with school-aged children.  In this setting, the family is 
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able to see the professional working with the child in a more structured setting 

(McConkey, 1985).  In addition, while the parents are in the office, the professional can 

provide the parents with a developmental chart/skills checklist to complete for their child.  

Professionals also have access to books, toys, and teaching equipment for parents to 

borrow (McConkey, 1985).  

 Individual: at a distance.  A second type of involvement with families is to work 

with them individually from a distance (McConkey, 1985).  This can be done through 

written communication and phone calls (McConkey, 1985; Shore, 1986; Walker, 1997).  

Broms and Kearns (1999) suggested providing parents with a resource binder containing 

the information that they will need.  In particular, during the eligibility process, Molloy 

(2002) suggested sending letters home to parents including the concerns about the child’s 

learning, what the school staff was doing to gather information, and how to contact them.  

Additionally, Molloy (2002) recommended explaining what the evaluations may involve, 

what to expect during the evaluation, the types of information they may be asked to 

provide, and the specialized skills of the other professionals involved.  Additional 

information included could be: newsletters, copies of articles of interest, disability 

support and advisory groups, a list of developmental stages, and websites where parents 

may access further information (Yanulavich & Naple, 2006).  Kupper (1999) also 

suggested providing information on what special education is, how to request an 

evaluation, who is involved in an evaluation, what information is gathered during the 

evaluation, how eligibility for special education is determined, what it means if a child is 

eligible, parental rights, what an IEP is, who develops an IEP, how to prepare for an IEP 
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meeting, how to participate in an IEP meeting, what to do if there is a disagreement, and 

how to support learning at home.  

 Groups of parents: face to face.  A third type of parent involvement consists of 

working with groups of parents face to face during a training session (McConkey, 1985).  

Providing parent workshops is an opportunity to reach several parents.  These workshops 

can include lectures, role-plays, and practical activities for home (McConkey, 1985).  

Parker, Katz, Borten, Brasile, and Mesisner (1984) and Shore (1986) proposed that 

parents must be provided with information, skills, and training in the special education 

process before they can fully participate in the development of their child’s IEP.  

Turnbull and Leonard (1981) suggested that school psychologists be as flexible as 

possible both in when they hold their trainings and with the strategies they use to 

communicate with families.  McConkey (1985) found trainings more effective when 

professionals consulted with parents about the best time to hold a meeting or 

presentation, provided child care, planned for a location that was comfortable and 

convenient for adults, allowed for parents to invite their friends, provided transportation, 

and invited parents and friends through personal invitations.     

When developing courses and programs for parents, McConkey (1985) suggested 

developing these with a multi-disciplinary team of three to four people in order to prepare 

a greater breadth of information for families.  The training and courses provided should 

be efficient, responsive, and personal (McConkey, 1985).  These trainings can be funded 

to include child care, food, and transportation in order to increase parental participation 

(Yanulavich & Naple, 2006).  McConkey (1985) stressed the importance of adapting the 

course to meet the parents’ needs by asking parents the type of information that they want 
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and modifying the course midway if necessary, to better address the wants and needs of 

the group.  Broms and Kearns (1999) and McConkey (1985) suggested having these 

trainings at a local social setting with an area where children can play in the town where 

families can get together.  Additional information can include: parent roles in education 

(Keith et al., 1993), behavioral management (Christenson & Cleary, 1990), topics related 

to special education, information on assessment and diagnostic procedures in determining 

eligibility for special education services, procedures in special education programs, 

schedules, the program’s philosophy, remediation strategies utilized, management 

programs, related services offered (Dale, 1996; Parker et al., 1984; Simpson & Fiedler, 

1989), and school system activities (Christenson, 2004).   

 In addition, Christenson (1995), Villa et al., (1994), and Walker (1997) also 

suggested being responsive to parental requests for training (e.g., rights, best practices, 

collaboration, conflict resolution, meaningful accommodations, appropriate academic and 

behavioral interventions, and transition services).  Finally, professionals can continuously 

improve their services for families by interviewing parents about their reactions to the 

services they receive and discussing the changes they would like to see (McConkey, 

1985). 

 Groups of parents: at a distance.  A final way to educate parents and to reach a 

large number of them is by providing them with materials (McConkey, 1985).  This 

communication can be in the form of written information [ranging from summaries of 

legal rights to comprehensive information on parent involvement], or through radio and 

public television, workshops, resource-advocacy persons, and parent-to-parent programs 

(Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).  This information should be readily available and can be 
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compiled into a packet (Wolfendale, 1989).  To reach even more parents, it can be put on 

the school district website.  Additional information included could be school routines, 

and information about teachers (McConkey, 1985).  In addition, Christenson (1995, 

2004) stated that effective information provided to parents includes: teaching parents 

about the policies and practices of schools, the ways to enhance students’ learning and 

development, and how to monitor students’ progress.  Epstein (1987) also suggested that 

information be provided to parents in the beginning of the school year at each grade, 

including the channels of communication in the school and district; graduation 

requirements and alternative paths students may take; goals and objectives of the school; 

expectations for students; attendance policies; grading policies; special programs, 

services, and school activities; codes of conduct; opportunities for parent involvement at 

school and at home; and calendars of important school events.  McConkey (1985) offered 

that another way to reach a large group of parents is to set up an information board in the 

school to provide news, and further suggested that professionals write articles for local 

newspapers or magazines in order to reach the outside community.  

 Assist.  The third level of professional support is to assist parents with their needs 

and advocacy efforts.  By taking an individualized family centered approach and 

listening, as suggested by Christenson (1995), Fish (2002), and Foley and Mowder 

(2000), the professional is able to address the concerns of the entire family.  The 

professional is also able to provide emotional support by addressing preferences, 

resources, stresses, and ability to cope (Dale, 1996).  Before parents can be advocates for 

their children, they need to be able to accept their child’s needs through learning about 

the disability, and how to teach the child (Karnes et al., 1984). 



Parent Involvement Special Education       22 

 

 Professionals can help develop and encourage parents in their advocacy efforts 

through asserting their rights and becoming active participants in the decision making 

process (Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).  Roos (1985) suggested that parents should be full-

fledged members of the team.  To ensure that parents have an equal opportunity to 

actively participate, professionals can act as a conference liaison (Fielder & Swanger, 

2000) by directing questions to the parents, clarifying any questions, and reinforcing 

parents for their contributions (Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).  Professionals should also set 

the expectation that parents are extremely important for the educational success of 

children (Christenson, 1995).  Professionals can support parents and work collaboratively 

with them to decide on mutual goals, plan services, and determine how the plan is 

supporting the child’s participation in the program by being facilitators, guides, and 

coaches (McCammon, Spencer, & Friesen, 2001). 

 According to Flake-Hobson and Swick (1984), the most effective communication 

style in a problem solving relationship is a caring style.  To develop this, Dale (1996), 

Margolis (1991), and Shore (1986) recommended that professionals use active listening 

techniques to allow parents to express their concerns and know that they are being heard.  

According to Dale (1996), not being listened to is one of the most frequently cited 

complaints made by parents.  Through listening, there is an honest exchange of views 

(Shore, 1986), allowing for the professional to be better able to meet and address the 

parents’ needs.  It also helps parents to grow and express their feelings and concerns 

(Dale, 1996).  Listening provides an opportunity to reflect on differences in order to 

develop a stronger relationship (Christenson, 2004).  It is important to acknowledge each 

member’s viewpoint by listening carefully in a nonjudgmental manner to understand how 
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each person conceptualizes their situation (Christenson, 2004; Dale, 1996).  Additionally, 

when parents are angry, Margolis (1991) suggested listening for fears, areas of agreement 

or disagreement, assumptions and self-defeating thought patterns, and parents’ 

perceptions of power (i.e., school personnel and theirs).  Huang and Heifetz (1984) stated 

that therapists who do not listen to parents’ feelings may be disappointed if they are not 

seeing progress toward the child’s goals.  

Assisting families involves also meeting their emotional needs.  McCammon, 

Spencer, and Friesen (2001) suggested meeting the emotional needs of families by 

processing and sharing different emotions, teaching strategies such as ways to cope, 

discussing the impact of the disability on the family, and recommending different support 

networks available.  McConkey (1985) suggested that professionals be attentive to the 

parents’ behavior and feelings to gain a better understanding of how to best support the 

family.  To do this, there must be a relationship built on trust, openness, and honesty 

(Sonnenschein, 1984).  An understanding of the family must also occur.   

Villa et al. (1994) suggested providing parents with additional support within the 

community (i.e., family counseling, family based services, support groups, educational 

opportunities, and respite care).  Another way to support families is to further enhance the 

parent social network by encouraging and supporting activities where parents can meet 

with other parents who have children with similar disabilities (Brantlinger, 1991; 

McConkey, 1985).  Professionals can also support the development of these emotional 

connections by coordinating school gatherings and setting up planning meetings for 

families so that parents do not have seek out these individuals (Brantlinger, 1991) 
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 Enable.  The final level of parent involvement concerns enabling parents.  

Successful parent involvement increases parents’ advocacy efforts and empowerment.  

Empowered parents are more effective in their advocacy efforts (Fiedler & Swanger, 

2000; Gallagher & Gallagher, 1985).  If parents are equipped with knowledge of their 

child’s disability, their child’s strengths, and the law; they are able to fully participate in 

educational decisions concerning their child (NCLD, 2006).  The competence paradigm 

by Marsh (1996) proposed that parents are already competent in their functioning, and 

professionals should support parents in developing and reaching their goals.  

 To enable parents, Simpson and Fiedler (1989) suggested performing the 

preceding actions of involving and educating them, as well as, suggesting goals, 

negotiating goals, and analyzing and monitoring implementation of programming as 

potential areas for parental involvement.  Pantaleno (1983) suggested offering opinions 

and recommendations to parents, but leaving the power of the final decision and 

implementation to the parents.  Specifically, professionals can select the techniques to be 

used, but parents should select the goals and objectives (Roos, 1985).  

Special Education Process Specific to Best Practices   

 Throughout this review, the importance of parent involvement, as well as best 

practices in working with families has been documented.  The following information 

incorporates this information specifically into the special education process.  The 

evaluation process in one of the first experiences parents have with special education 

(Berman, 1994).  According to Nichols and Read (2002), when a child is not making 

satisfactory progress in school, several more players within the school become involved.  

These professionals include special education teachers, school assistants, tutors, and 
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psychologists.  Berman (1994) further reported that the level of involvement that families 

have in the assessment process has influence on the future performance of the child, the 

extent of follow-up, and the effectiveness of the assessment to guide the child’s program.  

Successful evaluations are respectful of parents and the importance that they have on 

their child’s care and education (Berman, 1994). 

 Planning for a conference.  Often holding a parent-teacher conference is the first 

step toward developing a working relationship between parents and professionals.  A 

meeting is an important time to share and learn from parents (Brandt, 1998).  “A parent 

conference can be an integral tool in changing the academic and behavioral productivity 

in students” (Metcalf, 2001, p. 25).  Brandt (1998) suggested holding the conference in a 

setting with a relaxed and comfortable environment with appropriate seating, away from 

noise and distractions.  Parents should also be notified in advance of the meeting so that 

they can make arrangements in their schedule (Brandt, 1998).  

 Brant (1998) and Simpson and Fiedler (1989) stated that professionals should 

prepare for the meeting by ensuring that appropriate individuals are in attendance, 

developing an agenda to address concerns, and identifying a specific and clear purpose 

for the meeting.  Brandt (1998) also suggested gathering the appropriate materials and 

reviewing information on the child to support and enhance the discussion.  It is also 

important for professionals to recognize parents’ reactions to being called in for a 

meeting (Flake-Hobson & Swick, 1984).  These reactions can be centered on worry, 

concern, or potential problems.  It is also important to remember that parents often enter a 

conference meeting feeling inferior and are afraid that they will be blamed for their 

child’s difficulties; because of this they may become defensive (Davis & Davis, 1984).  If 
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parents and professionals approach a meeting with negative feelings, it will set the stage 

for future communication difficulties (Flake-Hobson & Swick, 1984).  Professionals need 

to be aware of this by treating parents as equals and being sensitive to their needs and 

feelings (Davis & Davis, 1984).  When at the meeting, Brandt (1998) suggested listening 

to the parents concerns first, and communicating all of the options available.   

In the beginning of the conference the purpose of the meeting should be specific 

by clearly stating the problems, the possible solutions (Davis & Davis, 1984) and asking 

for parents’ input (Brandt, 1998).  From this information modifications to the agenda can 

be made (Walker, 1997).  Davis and Davis (1984) recommended staying away from 

educational jargon by clearly defining the terms that are used, using factual information, 

a caring style, and being open and authentic with the family (Flake-Hobson & Swick, 

1984).  Brandt (1998) also suggested paying attention to the parents’ reactions and 

allowing them to respond, ask questions, and provide their input.  Walker (1997) also 

suggested attending to what makes the parents comfortable and taking cues from the 

parents through their reactions.  

 At the end of the conference, Brandt (1998) suggested discussing the progress of 

the meeting, any necessary follow-up activities, and scheduling of any additional 

conferences while all of the participants are still present.  After the meeting, a conference 

summary sheet can be prepared and provided to all participants to summarize the people 

involved, the information discussed, the outcomes, and the responsibilities assigned.  

Finally, a timeline should be established for completing any additional tasks which are 

required (Brandt, 1998).  
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 Referrals.  Once concerns have been noted and strategies have been tried, the 

formal referral is initiated and consent is sought.  Before initiating the evaluation, written 

consent is required from the parents (Shore, 1986).  After consent, the next step is to 

gather information and plan for an evaluation.  There are approaches that involve parents 

in their child’s assessment.  These approaches are often referred to as “family-focused,” 

“family friendly,” “family driven,” “family directed,” and “family guided” (Berman, 

1994, p. 16).  Family assessment refers to families and professionals working together to 

determine a child’s strengths and weaknesses (Berman, 1994).  It allows for parents to 

share with the professionals their concerns and identify areas for additional support 

(Berman, 1994).  During this approach, professionals value the expertise of the parents by 

listening to them when they share information about the outcomes that they would like to 

see (Berman, 1994).  This process may take time.  If professionals are flexible in their 

timing, parents are more likely to be satisfied with the evaluation process (Berman, 

1994). 

 NCLD (2006) and Vandercook, York, and Forest (1989) recommended that 

parents and professionals develop a contract with a clear mission that includes the skills 

of both parties.  At this time, a professional should meet with the parents to explain the 

evaluation process and address their concerns (Berman, 1994; National Center for 

Learning Disabilities, 2006; Shore, 1986).  To support parents in further understanding, 

Simpson and Fiedler (1989) suggested that professionals be knowledgeable about the 

policies related to assessment that are used by their district, as well as the different 

community supports available.  In addition, specific information in this contact includes: 

a timeframe; what the proposed tests measure; a parent interview that addresses concerns; 
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an explanation of how the tests will be administered during the evaluation; who will 

conduct the evaluation, and what their level of expertise, training and experience is; how 

soon the report will be available after the evaluation has been completed; an explanation 

of the test results; the results explained in ways that are easy to understand; an 

opportunity to meet with the evaluator privately to hear the results; and recommendations 

based on the evaluation results (Bateman, 1992; Berman, 1994; Hubbard & Adams, 

2002; NCLD, 2006).  This helps the parents gain a full understanding of what is being 

proposed and how the results of the evaluation will help them make informed decisions 

about the services and supports appropriate for the child (NCLD, 2006).  In addition to 

explaining all of this information, Bateman (1992) and Berman (1994) recommended 

providing parents with this information in writing for reference after the meeting.  During 

this stage, the professional should also discuss all of the possibilities of special education 

placement (Allen, Harry, & McLaughlin, 1993).  It is important for parents to understand 

all of these issues from the beginning of the assessment so that they understand their 

options.  The parent may not fully accept the information provided from the assessment if 

they were not informed at the time the problem was noted and/or throughout the 

assessment (Dale, 1996). 

 The next step is to find out the parents’ expectations and feelings about the 

referral for the evaluation.  During this step, Dale (1996) suggested discussing the 

referral, what events or changes have led to the referral, how the parents feel about the 

referral, and what the parents’ expectations of the evaluation are.  Another suggestion 

from Berman (1994) was to identify goals and purposes of the evaluation before it starts.  

Parents also have their own goals for their child, and it is important to listen to these 
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goals (Davis & Davis, 1984).  When parents discuss their concerns and goals, 

professionals should use active listening skills (Davis & Davis, 1984; Walker, 1997).  At 

this time, the professional and the parent can identify a common purpose, shared concern, 

commitment, and mutual interest (Dale, 1996).  If parents feel they have a more equal 

role, they are more willing to share information (Dale, 1996).  

 Once expectations are established and clarified, the third step is to learn about the 

child’s functioning through the use of open-ended questions (Dale, 1996).  It is important 

to recognize that parents have expertise about their child’s interests, behaviors, and 

history (Fiedler & Swanger, 2000).  Parents hold information about their child’s 

experiences in school, the results of past evaluations, and past decisions that have been 

made (NCLD, 2006).  According to Dale (1996) professionals can engage in a child 

developmental and health history assessment.  Parents can further support the evaluation 

by contributing valuable information and helping to guide where additional information 

may be needed (Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000) for placement recommendations (Berman, 

1994).  Information to be addressed at this time can include: parent explanations for the 

child’s behavior, the reason behind why the child engages in his behavior, a discussion 

about the child’s positives and best efforts, and what the parents feel is the child’s biggest 

problem (McConkey, 1985).  Another effective way of opening communication is by 

asking about the activities that the child enjoys; and what activities the child engages in 

throughout the day (ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001); the child’s behavior at home; the 

child’s attitudes toward school and learning; any home problems that are impacting the 

child’s behavior at school (Darch et al., 2004); the parents dreams or nightmares; the 
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child’s strengths, abilities, and needs; and what an ideal day looks like (Vandercook, 

York, & Forest., 1989).  

 Evaluations.  An evaluation is individually administered and evaluates beyond 

what all students in the school receive (Shore, 1986).  According to Berman (1994), a 

successful evaluation values parents as experts; respects their time; and shows respect for 

individual differences, values, and preferences.  It also provides information to parents in 

a timely manner, with carefully explained written materials, and provides an opportunity 

for parents to include input.  According to research by Berman (1994), most parents who 

stated that they had positive evaluation experiences reported that they had been 

interviewed before the evaluation began and were informed as to what to expect.  

 The outcome of an evaluation will determine the child’s educational needs if the 

child has a disability which warrants special education services, the nature and extent of 

services required, and the least restrictive environment in which to provide these services 

(Copenhaver & Taylor, 2002; Shore, 1986; Wright, 2004).  According to federal 

regulations, the child must be evaluated in all of the areas related to the suspected 

disability, (i.e., health, vision, hearing, social and emotional status, general intelligence, 

academic performance, communicative status, and motor abilities) to provide relevant 

information regarding the child’s educational needs (NCLD, 2006; Shore, 1986).  Once 

the consent is received, federal and New York State law state that the school must 

complete the evaluation and make a decision within 60 days from the date of consent 

(NCLD, 2006).  

In summary, the specific assessments used for the evaluation should be broad 

enough to provide a complete picture of the child, take into consideration the concerns of 
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the parent, and provide the necessary information for the development of the child’s 

educational program (NCLD, 2006).   

 Results.  Once the evaluation is complete, the results of the evaluation must be 

presented to parents (NCLD, 2006).  McConkey (1985) suggested providing parents with 

a copy of the evaluation and recommendations for home activities.  Fiedler and Swanger 

(2000) and NCLD (2006) and suggested meeting with parents privately before the IEP 

meeting (Allen et al., 1993) to go over the results of the evaluation.  By visiting with a 

professional before the IEP conference, parents are able to prepare their own perspective 

on how to best help their child (Turnbull & Strickland, 1981).  If parents do not agree 

with the results or recommendations of the evaluation, professionals can notify the 

parents of their right for an independent evaluation (Bateman, 1992).  Turnbull and 

Strickland (1981) also suggested that single parents should be encouraged to bring a 

relative or a friend so this person can also hear the information.   

It is also important for professionals to realize that professionals and parents may 

hold very different beliefs about disabilities (Dale, 1996).  What to professionals may 

seem like a routine meeting may be devastating to parents (Dale, 1996).  It is important 

for professionals to realize that not all parents are going to react the same way (Dale, 

1996).  Some parents may react negatively toward the information and even the person 

providing the information (Dale, 1996).  In order to address this, professionals need to 

describe the child’s deficit and prognosis in clear, understandable terms so that parents 

feel informed (Allen et al., 1993; Bateman, 1992; Dale, 1996; Fiedler & Swanger, 2000; 

McConkey, 1985; Nichols & Read, 2002; Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).   
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When presenting the information, professionals can explain to parents again what 

they did, why they used the tests that they did, the child’s results on those tests, and what 

their scores mean (Kupper & Gutierrez, 2000).  McConkey (1985) found the use of 

developmental charts helped parents understand their child’s abilities and a discussion of 

the child’s strengths and weaknesses helped parents understand the information 

presented.   

Moreover, to help parents better understand the information, professionals who 

conducted the evaluations should be present to interpret the test scores and results, to 

explain and simplify the information, to discuss the diagnosis (Berman, 1994), to explain 

the meaning of the classification under the regulations, to discuss the range of placements 

and services available for the student, and to discuss any other concerns of the parent 

(Allen et al., 1993).  When discussing placement, all of the options for consideration, as 

well as the pros and cons of each option should be discussed (Berman, 1994; Turnbull & 

Strickland, 1981).  

Additional practices include, frequently check in with parents to gauge their 

perceptions, reflect on the parents’ feelings, and demonstrate appropriate empathy for 

those feelings through validation and perspectives (Berman, 1994; Dale, 1996; Walker, 

1997).  At this point, it is important that they provide parents with time to process the 

information (McConkey, 1985).  To further support the parents, Dale (1996) and Walker 

(1997) proposed that professionals reinforce the positive aspects of parental coping skills 

and reframe self-defeating or self-blaming statements.  At this time, they can reinforce 

the positive activities or interventions that the parents provide for their child.  
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Because an evaluation is complete does not mean that the professional must stop 

gathering information to support the family and the child.  Professionals should ask if the 

child’s behavior was reflective of typical performance and actual abilities (Berman, 

1994).  Turnbull and Strickland (1981) also suggested that professionals continue to find 

information on: the skills that the parent would like the child to learn, the parents’ view 

of the child’s strengths and weaknesses, and the successful ways that parents can teach 

and manage their child.  Once informed, the parents and professionals can decide on 

future goals (Dale, 1996; Turnbull & Strickland, 1981), which guide the parent-

professional partnership.   

 Eligibility meeting.  Once a child has been referred and assessed, the next step in 

the special education process is eligibility determination.  In some districts, Allen, Harry, 

and McLaughlin (1993) found that the evaluators were not present at the meeting to 

review the results of their evaluations; instead the meeting manager was required to 

interpret the results.  At an eligibility meeting additional information beyond the 

evaluation can be considered.  In addition to the evaluation report, the team may also 

review evaluations and information provided by the parents; classroom, local and state 

assessments; classroom based observations; and observations by teachers and related 

service providers (NCLD, 2006).  

 Pre-meeting.  In a study conducted by Brinckerhoff and Vincent (1986), some of 

their subjects were provided with a pre-meeting before their child’s IEP meeting.  During 

this meeting, they discussed the purpose of an IEP meeting; what an IEP is; who would 

participate at the IEP meeting, what their role was; and how the information would be 

incorporated into the IEP.  Turnbull and Strickland (1981) suggested drafting an IEP in 
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advance so that it can be referred to as a frame of reference.  When doing this, the entire 

document should be reviewed with the parents so that they have the opportunity to reject 

or amend any of the information or recommendations included in the document (Turnbull 

& Strickland, 1981).  Despite these practices, Brinkerhoff and Vincent (1986) found that 

when parents and school staff were provided with a pre-meeting, parental participation 

did not increase.  However, Swap (1993) found that the use of a parent liaison to talk 

with the parents both before and after the IEP meeting about their preferences, their 

needs, and concerns was an effective practice in increasing participation.  

 IEP meeting.  An IEP meeting is a formal meeting comprised of a 

multidisciplinary team.  This team consists of: parents, a regular education teacher, a 

special education teacher, a representative of the school district qualified to provide or 

supervise the provision of specially designed instruction (in New York State, the 

Committee on Special Education Chairperson), an individual who can interpret the 

instructional implications of the evaluation results, any individuals who have knowledge 

or special expertise regarding the student, and the student when appropriate (Boundy & 

Antoncci, 1995; NCLD, 2006; Prasse, 1995; Salett & Henderson, 1984; Simpson & 

Zurkowski, 2000).  This group must meet together to discuss the child’s needs in the 

areas of: present levels of educational performance; measureable annual goals; special 

education and related services; program modifications and support for school personnel; 

extent to which the child will not be participating with nondisabled children; test 

accommodations; when, how frequently, how long, and where the services will take 

place; and how progress will be measured (Bateman, 1992; Kupper & Gutierrez, 2000).  

The purpose of this meeting is to ensure that the child be involved in and progress in the 
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general education curriculum to the greatest extent possible (NCLD).  Kupper and 

Gutierrez (2000) suggested that it is the school district’s responsibility to ensure that 

parents understand the proceedings at the meeting.  In New York State, the state 

mandated IEP document requires that parents’ concerns be documented on the child’s 

IEP (NYSED, 2009).  The development of the IEP can be an area which can lead to 

conflict or disagreement (Walker, 1997).   

 At this stage in the process, it is important for parents to take an active role in 

participation.  It is required by law that parents be active members in the development of 

their child’s IEP (Boundy & Antoncci, 1995; Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000).  According 

to Fiedler (1991) parent attendance at IEP meetings is quite high; however, true 

participation is limited (Lynch & Stein, 1982; Maxman, 1983; Soffer, 1982; Strickland, 

1982; Turnbull et al., 1982; Yoshida et al., 1978).  IEP meetings occur quickly, not 

allowing enough time for parents to provide and understand information presented at the 

meeting (Swap, 1987).  Allen et al., (1993) found that due to time constraints; parents 

were not provided with the opportunity to discuss, provide input, listen to or understand 

the information from their child’s evaluation.  Additionally, Allen et al. (1993) found that 

parents stopped attending their child’s annual review meetings because the same outcome 

would be reached regardless of their attendance and felt that they had little influence on 

the decision made for their child.   

Brinckerhoff and Vincent (1986) found that the parents’ training alone did not 

increase their level of participation in their child’s IEP meeting.  According to 

Brinckerhoff and Vincent (1986), Goldstein (1980), and Swap (1993) parents’ level of 

participation was greater when they brought an advocate or parent liaison with them and 
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when they reviewed topics such as, the components of a legally sound IEP, and their 

rights before the meeting.     

 Turnbull and Leonard (1981) identified two barriers to active parental 

involvement in the IEP process.  The first is actual attendance at the meeting, and the 

second is the degree to which parents participate in active decision-making during the 

meeting.  Turnbull and Leonard (1981) further attributed the lack of involvement to 

“inadequate notice of the meeting, feeling of intimidation, lack of desire to share in 

decision-making, inconvenient scheduling, lack of transportation, or lack of babysitting” 

(p. 39).  Parents also reported lack of attendance due to conflicts with work schedules, 

papers being sent home to be signed instead of being presented at meetings, notices of 

meetings arriving late, or an inability to attend (Allen et al., 1993; Harrison & Arnold, 

1995; Salett & Henderson, 1984).  In their research, Swap (1987) and Allen et al. (1993) 

found school personnel identified a more ritualized format for discussion, time 

constraints, and pressure to finish meetings within the allotted time, as reasons for less of 

an opportunity for discussion.  Finally, Salett and Henderson (1984) found that schools 

did not ensure that the basic IEP contents were complete before ending the meeting and 

implementing the services.   

Legal Mandates 

The importance of collaboration is recognized by both the federal and the state 

governments through mandated parent involvement.  These mandates contain regulations 

regarding the information and practices required.  The required information includes: 

notification of the proposed action in the parent’s native language, consent for evaluation, 

participation in decision making process, and notification of parental rights under due 
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process (NYSED, 2009), as well as an invitation for parents to participate in the special 

education process including evaluation and eligibility determination (Fish, 2002).  In 

addition, parents must be notified prior to making educational decisions about students’ 

special education services (Fish, 2002).  More specifically, in New York State, school 

districts are required to notify parents of the following items in their native language: a 

description of each proposed action; an explanation; other options that have been 

considered; the purpose of the proposed evaluation; how the proposed evaluation will be 

used; previous attempts to remediate the student’s performance; statements including 

parents’ right to request specific tests or assessments, their right to share and provide 

evaluation information to be considered; a request for parental consent; a procedural 

safeguards notice; and resources for the parents to contact (NYSED, 2009).   

 Background.  Parental participation in special education includes providing 

consent, notification, and participation in educational decisions about the child 

(ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2001).  Public Law 94-142 and 90-538 requires that parents 

be involved in all major activities in the development, review, and revision of an IEP for 

their child (Brinckerhoff & Vincent, 1986; Price & Marsh, 1985).  As a result, parental 

involvement has become a recognized way to ensure a free and appropriate education for 

all children, including those with disabilities (Margolis & Brannigan, 1990; Strickland, 

1982).  

Participation is not the only requirement by law.  Federal law requires that child 

study team members collaborate with parents to meet the unique needs of each student 

with learning needs (Margolis & Brannigan, 1990; Pissalidis, 2002).  However, the law 

does not specify how to achieve this.  Although schools are required to invite parents to 
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participate, there is no data or research on the extent to which parents should participate.  

Every state must adopt the federal regulations that provide guidance on the 

implementation of IDEA.  The majority of the responsibility of ensuring that PL 94-142 

is followed lies within the state education agency or local school district.  They must 

adhere to the federal law; they may do more, but they cannot do less (Shore, 1986).  

According to Nardine and Morris (1991), at the time of their study, only 20 states had 

parent involvement policies, and even fewer had mandated funding for involving and 

collaborating with parents.  

 Legal, legislative, advocacy, and political efforts have been the primary basis by 

which parents and families have become collaborators (Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000).  In 

the past, parents had to resort to legal and legislative strategies in order to participate 

(Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000).  According to Turnbull and Leonard (1981), PL 94-142 

changed the previous unequal relationship between parents and school personnel.   

 Parental rights under IDEA.  Parents are protected with rights under the federal 

and state IDEA regulations to ensure a free and appropriate education for their child 

(NCLD, 2006; U.S. Department of Education Office of Special Education and 

Rehabilitative Services, 2006).  These rights include the right to participate in meetings 

regarding the identification, evaluation, eligibility, IEP planning, and placement of their 

child (Copenhaver & Taylor, 2002).  This provides the parents with the opportunity to be 

involved throughout the whole process of their child’s special education programming.  

Additionally, once a child is identified, it is required by law that at least annually, parents 

work with school professionals in the development and decision making regarding 

educational programming (Swap, 1993). 
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 Another parental right under IDEA is notification (Shore, 1986).  These rights 

must be provided to parents in writing in their native language with wording that is 

clearly understandable (Shore, 1986).  In addition, parents must be notified in writing 

when a school district proposes to initiate, change, or refuse the identification, evaluation, 

or educational placement of a child (Prasse, 1995; Shore, 1986).  Under the law, this is 

referred to as prior written notice.  Prior written notice includes: a full explanation of the 

procedural safeguards available in the parents’ native language, a description of the 

action proposed or refused and why other options considered and why they were rejected, 

description of other factors that are relevant to decision, and sources available to obtain 

assistance in understanding the provisions (Copenhaver & Taylor, 2002; Kupper & 

Gutierrez, 2000; NCLD, 2006; Shore, 1986).  

Another parental right under IDEA is procedural safeguards.  These safeguards 

allow for parents to have the opportunity to dispute any step of the special education 

process (Prasse, 1995).  According to Salett and Henderson (1984) procedural safeguards 

under IDEA include the parents’ right to an independent evaluation, prior written notice, 

parent consent for all evaluations and placement changes, the right to an impartial 

hearing, and appeals if no agreement can be reached.  A copy of procedural safeguards 

must be provided to parents upon their child’s initial referral to special education, with 

each notification of an IEP meeting or reevaluation, with a request from the school for an 

impartial due process hearing (Copenhaver & Taylor, 2002), when parents file a 

complaint, upon request, and when the student is removed from his or her current 

placement because of a violation of a code of conduct (NCLD, 2006).  
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Under IDEA, parents must provide their permission or informed consent any time 

a school wants to evaluate a child using more evaluation techniques than those given to 

the rest of the children in the school, before placing a child in special education for the 

first time, and before releasing a child’s records to a party outside the school district 

(Prasse, 1995; Shore, 1986).  This notification must be easily understood so parents 

understand why the child is being evaluated and outlining the school’s specific concerns 

(Copenhaver & Taylor, 2002).  Included in this notification, schools should provide 

information regarding their intent to assess, the rationale for the assessment, and the tools 

to be used (Dale, 1996).  Additionally, parents should also be given an adequate amount 

of time to provide their consent (Dale, 1996).  Finally, parents should also understand 

that their consent can be revoked at any time (Dale, 1996).  

Another parental right under IDEA is the right to due process.  Due process is in 

place for a third party to make the decision when parents and school districts cannot 

reach a unified decision.  It is a formal presentation from both parties to a hearing officer 

(Strickland, 1983).  The hearing officer listens to each side and makes a determination.  

Due process hearings can be very expensive and adversarial (Strickland, 1983).  

Strickland (1982) found some factors leading to due process include: attitudes toward 

parent involvement, the absence of trust, differing opinions, and a lack of training and 

strategies for working with each other.  A hearing requires a lot of time with several legal 

procedures and language involved (Strickland, 1983).  According to Fielder and Swanger 

(2000), parents often report that they perceive the process as unfair.  Fielder and Swanger 

(2000) and Strickland (1982) found that due process is not equally available among 

different social classes.  They found that families who more frequently exercised their 
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right to a due process hearing were those who were more educated and were able to 

afford it (Fiedler & Swanger, 2000; Strickland, 1982).  Research suggested that lower 

income families often accept the schools’ decisions (Allen et al., 1993) and do not 

challenge these decisions through a due process hearing.  

Another option when school districts and parents do not agree is the process of 

mediation.  It is less intensive than due process as it helps promote a positive relationship 

between the parents and the school and focuses on mutual problem solving (Shumack & 

Stewart, 1995).  As with a due process hearing, once an agreement has been made, it is 

binding between both parties (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, 

2000).  

 Research on mandates.  Salett and Henderson (1984) conducted a study 

evaluating school districts’ implementation of legal mandates.  According to Salett and 

Henderson (1984), several problems in compliance were found in informing parents of 

their rights to an independent evaluation, an impartial due process hearing, and to an 

appeal.  In addition, it was found that schools did not obtain consent or provide parents 

with notice of changes in their child’s placement (Salett & Henderson, 1984).  Salett and 

Henderson (1984) also surveyed parents of children with disabilities concerning their 

school district’s follow through with the law.  In their research, they found that the 

smaller school districts (those with fewer than 5000 students) had more difficulty meeting 

the child’s IEP requirements (Salett & Henderson, 1984).  According to their survey, 

parents reported that they did not participate as full partners in the development of their 

child’s IEP (Salett & Henderson, 1984).  

 



Parent Involvement Special Education       42 

 

Collaboration Benefits 

When parents are actively involved in their child’s education, all parties benefit 

(NASP, 1999; Sykes, 2001).  There are three primary groups who benefit from successful 

parent involvement within the school; students, parents, and the community (Christenson 

& Cleary, 1990).  Each of these members is a stakeholder; all having an influence on 

involvement (Keith et al., 1993). 

 One of the first to benefit from successful parent involvement is the student.  

When parents participate in making the decision, there is a greater influence on the 

child’s progress in a program (Dunst, Trivette, & Snyder, 2000).  According to parent 

involvement research, students show improvements in: grades; test scores (Grimmet & 

McCoy, 1980; Keith et al., 1993; Loffredo et al., 1984; Margolis & Brannigan, 1990; 

Shapero & Forbes, 1981); attitudes (Darch et al., 2004; Decker & White-Clark, 1998); 

have higher attendance rates and a reduction in suspension rates (Christenson & Cleary, 

1990; Christenson et al., 1997); academic perseverance; lower dropout rates; realization 

of exceptional talents; behavior; more homework completed; more engagement in 

classroom learning activities (Christenson et al., 1997); and greater enrollment in 

postsecondary education.  In addition, parent involvement has a positive impact on kids’ 

experiences (Darch et al., 2004; Decker & White-Clark, 1998); aspirations (Epstein, 

1987); and self-esteem (Grimmet & McCoy, 1980; Loffredo et al., 1984; Margolis & 

Brannigan, 1990; Shapero & Forbes, 1981).  Furthermore, Keith et al. (1993) found that 

parent involvement had a very strong effect on time spent on homework.  In addition, 

Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2004) found that students had a greater retention of skills when 

parents and teachers worked together.  Finally, children who have a better understanding 
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that both parties care about their education are more likely to perform their best both 

academically and behaviorally (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004). 

 The second group that benefits from successful parent and professional 

relationships is the parents.  According to research, these parents show a greater overall 

understanding of the school (Christenson & Cleary, 1990; Epstein, 1986) and their child 

(Braden & Miller, 2007).  In addition, these parents are able to improve their 

communication with their children and with school professionals (Becher, 1984; 

Christenson & Cleary, 1990).  Successful partnerships also help to support the parents 

emotionally.  The parents show an improvement in self-image (McCammon et al., 2001; 

Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004), self-efficacy (Davies, 1993; Kagan & Schraft, 1982), and 

competency (Dunst et al., 2000).  Successful partnerships allow parents to participate in 

shared decision making and maintain positive control (Dunst et al., 2000).  The parents 

also feel more empowered and able to develop their advocacy skills, as well as their 

ability to access services and supports (McCammon et al., 2001).  Finally, they are more 

involved in learning activities with their child at home (Davies, 1993).   

 The final group that benefits from successful parent and teacher relationships is 

the school and the local community.  When programs are established within the school, 

the schools are rated as more effective (Christenson & Cleary, 1990).  In addition, 

positive home-school relationships have a preventive and proactive effect on future 

programs (Christenson & Cleary, 1990).  

Parent Involvement 

  

 The most important system children are a part of is their family.  Parents are the 

most consistent individuals in the lives of their children (Darch et al., 2004) and have a 
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major impact on the child’s development and education (Freidman, 1973; Hamilton, 

Roach, & Riley, 2003; Peterson & Cooper, 1989).  Because of this, they know their child 

better than anyone else and are the child’s most valuable resource (McCammon et al., 

2001; Vandercook et al., 1989).  From birth, parents are involved in every aspect of their 

child’s development until he begins school.  According to Ooms and Hara (1991) 91% of 

a student’s time from birth to age 18 is spent outside the school.  It is important for both 

parents and professionals to remember that students function in both the home and the 

school environment (Christenson, 1995).  Each of these environments can have a 

significant impact on the other.  Parent involvement in the schools is critical for a good 

education (Christenson, 2004; Comer & Haynes, 1992).  A child’s program is most 

effective when parents and professionals work collaboratively toward common goals 

(Christenson & Cleary, 1990; Christenson et al., 1997; Hamilton et al., 2003; Peterson & 

Cooper, 1989).  Working together is the main goal of home-school collaboration. 

Christenson (2004) stated that home-school collaboration allows parents and school 

personnel to: share in the educational goals for children, maximize learning both at 

school and at home, build socialization skills for the student, avoid blame when the child 

is having difficulty, enhance communication and coordination of services, maintain 

home-school continuity from year to year, share ownership and commitment toward 

goals, increase an understanding of the child, and increase the range of resources 

available. 

 History.  Historically, parent involvement in schools has varied from high levels 

of involvement to limited interaction.  The idea of parent involvement is not a new 

concept (Berger, 1991).  Initially, parents were their child’s educators before a formal 
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educational system was developed (Berger, 1991).  Much of the current parent 

involvement practices were developed from ideas of middle class American families 

(Berger, 1991).  In the 1930s it was suggested that educational departments of states 

study the possibilities of organizing parental education programs as part of a public 

instruction system (Berger, 1991).  Once the formal education system was established, 

parents started leaving the responsibility of teaching their children to the educators, and 

families rarely questioned the professionals working with their children (Hamilton et al., 

2003).  In the 1950s, school administrators took a more active role in children’s 

education, and parents remained less involved (Berger, 1991).  In the 1960s, interest in 

parent involvement increased with the development of the Head Start Programs.  In the 

1970s, Public Law 94-142 was passed which required parents’ participation on the 

development of their child’s IEPs (Berger, 1991).  In 1986, Public Law 99-457 was 

passed which extended family involvement into the preschool ages with the development 

of Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) (Berger, 1991).  During the 1980s, an 

interest in parent involvement developed further (Christenson & Cleary, 1990; 

McCammon et al., 2001).  

 The current educational system is now encouraging parents to become more 

involved in their child’s education.  Additionally, parents have increasingly become 

advocates for their children (Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).  Turnbull and Leonard (1981) 

defined parent advocacy as a role in which parents ensure that the school provides an 

appropriate education to meet their child’s needs.  This role requires parents to have the 

knowledge and decision-making skills to best support their children.  In order to be 

effective advocates, parents must have knowledge about their child’s educational needs; 
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the community and school resources available; and the legal principles, rights and 

responsibilities (Turnbull & Leonard, 1981).  School professionals have knowledge in 

these areas; they can support and educate parents in their advocacy efforts (Peterson & 

Cooper, 1989).  

 Currently, according to the National Educational Goals Panel (1995) by the year 

2000, every school should have developed programs that increase parent involvement and 

participation through the promotion of social, emotional, and academic growth in 

children.  Some school districts have developed policies for working with families.  For 

example, the Syracuse City School District has developed a partnership policy (Epstein, 

2001).  The Syracuse City School District seeks to establish relationships with those 

providers who recognize the different families within their community (Syracuse City 

School District, 2011).  Under this policy the school district works with parents by 

providing them with information on referrals, effective communication, individualized 

support, and opportunities for decision-making, governance, and advocacy (Syracuse 

City School District, 2011).  Moreover, the school district believes that education is the 

shared responsibility of the students, parents, family, school, and community (Epstein, 

2001).  In addition, the board of education believes that strong partnerships can be 

“developed through nurturing respect, sharing knowledge, supporting each partner’s role, 

collaborating on matters of importance, and appreciating the contributions each partner 

makes to student achievement” (Epstein, 2001, p. 332).  

 Parents.  As stated earlier, parents are the most consistent and important 

educators in a child’s life; they are the natural link between the school and the 

community (Comer & Haynes, 1992) and can have a significant impact on the outcome 
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of a program (Peterson & Cooper, 1989).  The family-school partnership is a 13-year 

contract (Epstein, 1995).  Research has found that the level of parent involvement 

changes as the student gets older; the level of parent involvement seems to decrease 

(Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005; Epstein, 1987).  Hamilton, Roach, and Riley (2003) found 

that by building bonds with the parents of their students, professionals can improve the 

impact that the education will have on the child.  Deslandes and Bertrand (2005) found 

that parents were more involved in the school when they believed that it was part of their 

role.  Most parents want to be involved, including those with lower socio-economic status 

(Decker & White-Clark, 1998), but many parents do not know what they need to do when 

they feel their child is having difficulty in school (Dale, 1996).  Christenson (2004) and 

Epstein (1987) suggest that parents tend to wait for the educators to direct the 

involvement.   

 Socio-Economic Status.  In gaining an understanding of parents, professionals 

should also have an understanding of the different socio-economic statuses within the 

community where they work.  A common myth is that parents with fewer socio-economic 

resources do not value education (Ballantine, 1999).  However, most parents care about 

their child’s education as much as they care about their child’s health, immunizations, 

and nutritional needs (Ballantine, 1999).  According to McConkey (1985), single parent 

families have difficulty seeking support on their own.  Oakes and Lipton (1990) further 

supported that, parents “who are poor, not native English speakers, or cautious about 

public institutions face additional obstacles” (p. 188) which makes it difficult for them to 

participate in their child’s education.  Specific concerns may include poverty, housing, 

health, or marital problems (McConkey, 1985).  Additionally, parents may have their 
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own discomfort with school from previous experiences, leading to a lack of trust with the 

educational system (Dale, 1996; Decker & White-Clark, 1998; Harrison & Arnold, 1995; 

Simpson & Fiedler, 1989).  

In addition, Christenson (1995) and Christenson et al. (1997) found that what 

parents do to support their child’s learning at home has a greater impact on their child’s 

success in school than socio-economic factors.  More specifically, the more involved 

parents are at home, the better the outcomes are for the students despite the amount of 

financial resources a family may have (Christenson, 1995; Christenson et al., 1997).  

Moreover, high-achieving, low-income students come from families where there is 

frequent conversation, strong parental encouragement of academic pursuits, clear and 

consistent limits, and monitoring (Clark, 1983).  In addition, Clark (1983) also stated that 

those parents who felt personally responsible in helping their child gain the basic 

academic skills, communicated regularly with school personnel.  Finally, Graue (1993) 

found that parents of middle class families were more vocal in their child’s school and 

more willing to voice their opinions.   

 Community Areas.  In addition to differences in involvement according to socio-

economic status, Graue (1993) found that there are some differences in the amount of 

trust and involvement based on the location of the school.  Graue (1993) found that 

parents from rural communities were more likely to have their children attend school as 

soon as they were eligible; whereas, parents from middle class communities considered 

their child’s readiness for kindergarten.  Epstein (1984) found that teachers in rural 

districts engaged in more home visits with parents.  In addition, she found the parents 

from rural communities were less involved in the school community and that the 
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separation between the home and the school was greater (Epstein, 1984).  These parents 

relied on the school professionals to be the experts, to know what was best for the child, 

and to keep them informed about their progress (Graue, 1993).  However, parents in 

middle class communities took the perspective that parents knew best; whereas, the 

parents in rural communities had the perspective that the teachers were the experts 

(Graue, 1993).  Becker and Epstein (1982) found that schools in suburban neighborhoods 

had more parent volunteers within the classrooms than in other communities.  Finally, 

within urban communities, Epstein (1984) found that parents were more active when they 

were provided with more home learning activities, such as teaching more parent 

involvement techniques by providing workshops for parents (Epstein, 1984).   

 Levels.  The level of involvement can range from passive or no involvement to 

active participation, volunteerism, decision making, and a teaching role (Berger, 1991); 

or from attending teacher held events to developing independent programs for their child 

(Simpson & Fiedler, 1989).  Within the school setting parents have several opportunities 

to become involved in their child’s education.  The first level is through communication 

from school to home.  At this level, the school provides parents with information or 

newsletters about what is going on in the child’s school and classroom (Decker & White-

Clark, 1998; Epstein, 1987b; Turnbull & Summers, 1986).   

 Beyond communication, the next level is to include parents by inviting them to 

activities (i.e., formal and informal) at the school, as well as asking parents how they 

would like to be involved in their child’s school each year (Decker & White-Clark, 1998; 

Turnbull & Summers, 1986).  At this level, the parents are able to learn more about the 

system, how it works, and how parents can be involved (Decker & White-Clark, 1998).  
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 Finally, the highest level of involvement is representing other parents and 

supporting their involvement (Epstein, 1986).  Once parents have decided that they want 

to support other parents, they can fulfill many roles such as: mentors and peer supporters, 

advocates (Harry, 1993; McCammon et al., 2001), case managers, respite providers, 

service planners, managers of grants (McCammon et al., 2001), assessors, presenters of 

reports, and policy makers (Harrison & Arnold, 1995).  Additional roles may also be as 

trainer or teacher of professionals within professional training programs (McCammon et 

al., 2001).   

 Barriers.  Gaining parent involvement is not always easy; there are several 

barriers to effective working relationships.  The first barrier is that parents may be unable 

to support their child’s learning at home due to the other responsibilities or time conflicts 

(Decker & White-Clark, 1998; McConkey, 1985).  Fiedler and Swanger (2000) found 

that parent burnout prevented them from supporting their child’s education.  

Additionally, cultural and language differences, poverty (Dale, 1996; Decker & White-

Clark, 1998), lack of family resources, time, transportation, childcare, and frustrations 

and pressures from work (Hamilton et al., 2003) have also been found to be factors.  

Furthermore, a second barrier occurs when professionals do not provide sufficient 

information to parents.  Parents have limited knowledge of special education processes, 

rights and procedures, concepts, programs, assessment, and services (Fiedler & Swanger, 

2000; Simpson & Fiedler, 1989).  Without being provided this information, they are at a 

disadvantage from being fully involved. 

 A third barrier is attitudes.  Professionals may hold negative attitudes toward 

uninvolved parents and feel that they do not care about their child’s progress in school 
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(Christenson, 2004; Decker & White-Clark, 1998; Shore, 1986).  According to Ballantine 

(1999), some parents may not be involved because their own parents were not involved in 

their education.  When professionals hold certain attitudes, it leads them to make 

assumptions as to how parents are coping or feeling (Margolis & Brannigan, 1990).  

Common assumptions made by professionals include labeling those parents who disagree 

as being in denial, those who refuse treatment as resistant, and those who are convinced 

that there is something wrong with their child as anxious (Shultz, 1987).  Additionally, 

many professionals believe that they know what is best for the child and try to get the 

parents to agree with them, instead of working with the parents to find a solution 

(Margolis & Brannigan, 1990).  

 A final barrier is parent denial or disagreement.  To better understand how to help 

parents, an understanding of how disagreements develop is necessary.  A disagreement 

among a group of individuals can become a barrier to an effective parent and professional 

relationship.  According to McConkey (1985) the most common disagreement is about 

school placement.  In a disagreement, the professional may feel that it is an attack on 

their education and expertise, and the parent may feel that they are being dominated by 

the professional (Dale, 1996).  Professionals cannot let the disagreement affect their 

ability to remain objective and to support development of a solution.  In order to remain 

objective, professionals can use empathetic understanding, which is the recognition and 

understanding of feelings from the other person’s perspective (Margolis & Brannigan, 

1990).   

 Another barrier may be that families feel that their values or child-rearing 

practices are not understood or respected (Hamilton et al., 2003).  Additionally, Margolis 
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and Brannigan (1990) identified a misunderstanding of the law and the different 

resources available, as well as the feeling that one had to defend their position, as 

hindrances to collaborative relationships.  Christenson (1995), O’Callaghan (1993) and 

Strickland (1982) have found that the separation of roles between teachers, specialists, 

and parents has a great impact on parental participation.  With the separation of roles, 

there is less accountability among the parties invested (O’Callaghan, 1993).  If a family 

who wants to be involved feels that they are not involved, they will be less accepting of 

the information and recommendations (Berman, 1994).  To prevent this, Dale (1996) 

suggested that roles be addressed early in the relationship. 

 Research shows that there are some strategies for reducing disagreement.  One 

effective strategy includes holding multiple conferences over the phone or holding a 

meeting with an open forum where everyone has the opportunity to talk and be heard 

(Lawrence & Heller, 2001; O’Callaghan, 1993).  Gaining a clear understanding of 

parents’ perspectives, values, and desires for educational outcomes helps the problem 

solving process (Walker, 1997).  Once a disagreement occurs, problem solving and 

solution focused approaches have been found to be most effective (Margolis & 

Brannigan, 1990; O’Callaghan, 1993; Walker, 1997).  This includes identifying the 

problem, finding a solution, and measuring its effectiveness (Margolis & Brannigan, 

1990).  Walker (1997) suggested using nonjudgmental terms for how the problem is 

experienced by both the parent and the professional.  To use a specific problem solving 

model, Walker (1997) stated that parents and professionals should identify six possible 

solutions to the dilemma.  Half of these solutions should incorporate both the parents’ 

and the professionals’ concerns.  Once the possible solutions have been identified, they 
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should be evaluated by how it relates to the child’s IEP goals, the availability of 

resources, and feasibility (Walker, 1997).  After evaluating each of the solutions, Walker 

(1997) suggested selecting one solution which will most likely satisfy the IEP goals, 

parental preferences, and the resources available.  Once chosen, a strategy should be 

implemented with all parties responsible through the assignment of tasks, timelines, and 

criteria (Walker, 1997). 

 In addition to problem solving approaches, there are certain professional styles 

that decrease a disagreement.  In developing this practice, professionals must possess the 

following core skills: willingness, interest, openness, acceptance, listening, and 

commitment (Dale, 1996; Fiedler & Swanger, 2000; Harrison & Arnold, 1995; Margolis 

& Brannigan, 1990; McConkey, 1985; Simpson & Fielder, 1989; Walker, 1997).  

Additional effective practices include remaining calm and attentive, encouraging the 

exploration of critical concerns, using open-ended questions sparingly, exploring the 

concerns until an adequate understanding is achieved, and summarizing points of 

agreement and disagreement (Margolis & Brannigan, 1990).  Finally, professionals need 

to reflect on their attitudes and beliefs.  Fiedler and Swanger (2000) identified additional 

professional skills as: a recognition of trust, allowances for active parent participation, a 

maintenance of attitudes that avoid judgment and stereotyping, and skill training to 

enhance their advocacy.    

School Support in Parent Involvement 

 Legislation has set the stage for parent involvement, but it is up to the 

professionals and the schools to truly meet the parents’ needs. Public Law 94-142 sets the 

minimum criteria acceptable for involvement of parents (Strickland, 1983).  Professionals 
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can go beyond the mandates by helping parents gain knowledge about their rights and 

how to interpret the regulations.   

 In order to make it a policy to involve parents, school systems need to understand 

the importance of such a practice.  Christenson et al. (1997) found that there are a limited 

number of policies within school districts that guide parents and educators in how to 

develop such practices.  According to Salett and Henderson (1984) schools surveyed did 

not have formal programs to help prepare parents to navigate the special education 

process.  To address this, Salett and Henderson (1984) suggested providing parents with 

specific information concerning their basic rights under PL 94-142 including how to 

appeal an evaluation, an IEP, or a placement.  In addition, they suggested that 

professionals should review the school district’s plan for implementation of the PL 94-

142 regulations and hold public meetings to discuss the plan (Salett & Henderson, 1984).  

In order to ensure that the district maintains an active role in involving families, 

professionals may also develop a list of different agencies and parent organizations which 

can offer services to support parents (Salett & Henderson, 1984). 

 To increase support with parent involvement, Salett and Henderson (1984) 

suggested that administrators encourage and assist school personnel in conducting parent 

training.  With administrative support, parent involvement is much more effective.  

Epstein (1987) further suggested that administrators can help support parent involvement 

by coordinating, developing policies, managing, supporting, funding, and recognizing 

teacher efforts to involve parents.  Moreover, to further support the development of such 

a policy, all parties (i.e., parents, professionals, and administrators) need to encourage 

family-directed evaluations and assessments (Berman, 1994).    
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Parents of Children with Special Education Needs 

 In addition to the above issues that families may face, parents of children with 

special education needs have different experiences and involvement opportunities than 

parents of typical children (Fine & Nissenbaum, 2000; Krehbiel & Kroth, 2000).  These 

parents have to learn and navigate a different and more complicated system (Fiedler & 

Swanger, 2000; Simpson & Zurkowski, 2000).  They fill two very unique roles: “one of 

caregivers rearing a special needs child, and one as consumers trying to navigate many 

systems, agencies, and community supports to obtain needed services.” (McCammon et 

al., 2001, p. 14).  According to McConkey (1985) many parents view having their child 

assessed as a focus on their child’s weaknesses.  In particular, they may be directly 

affected by the results of the evaluation (Bailey, 2001).  This may cause them to be 

reluctant and resistant to an evaluation.   

 Parental emotions.  When a child is diagnosed with a disability, the family’s 

dreams and expectations change.  When concerns arise that their child may have a 

disability, parents experience a host of emotions (i.e., denial, rage, blame, worry, guilt, 

hope, and relief) until a determination of eligibility for special education services is made 

(Dale, 1996).  Among families of children with disabilities, the experiences of parents 

differ depending on the child’s needs.  Swap (1987) stated that parents may feel a sense 

of failure, anticipate negative interactions and therefore become defensive, deny 

responsibility for the child’s problem, and put blame on the school.  Furthermore, they 

are often: frustrated, confused, or relived; have a sense of guilt; or may take longer to 

accept their child’s needs (Vernon, Walther-Thomas, Schumaker, Deschler, & Hazel, 

2000).  Most families experience various life cycles and transitions.  These include the 
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need to feel normal, facing milestones, being stigmatized by society, and the burden of 

care (Krehbiel & Kroth, 2000).  It is important for professionals to meet them where they 

are (Brantlinger, 1991) and to help the family to deal to this information (Krehbiel & 

Kroth, 2000).  Parents must also go through a process in order to come to terms with the 

news.  Past research has suggested that parents deal with their child’s disability in two 

ways.  The first is in a linear fashion in which parents go through stages of acceptance of 

their child’s disability.  This process can include: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, 

and acceptance (Huber, 1979); or shock, denial, sadness, anger or anxiety, adaptation, 

reorganization (Drotar, Baskiewicz, Irvin, Kennell, & Klaus, 1975).  The second is in a 

reemerging pattern at each critical developmental stage (Brantlinger, 1991).  In this cycle, 

parents experience chronic sorrow during every milestone in their child’s life as they 

realize that their child is not like typical children (Brantlinger, 1991).  This theory 

suggests that parents are faced with their child’s limitations every time a transition in life 

occurs (Brantlinger, 1991).  To address this, Gallagher and Gallagher (1985) 

recommended that professionals ensure parents will have continuity of services through 

each stage.  

Coping.  Each family has a different level of acceptance of their child’s disability.  

Hanson and Hanline (1990) identified several factors which affect how parents feel about 

their child’s disability.  These factors are both within the child (viz., age, diagnostic 

category, care-giving demands, and behavioral characteristics), and within the parent 

(viz., ability to cope with stressors and belief about the cause of the disability) (Hanson & 

Hanline, 1990).  In addition, the parents’ personal coping resources and their social 

supports also have an impact on their acceptance (Hanson & Hanline, 1990).  If parents 
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are satisfied with the amount of support they have, they have better personal well-being, 

family integrity, and have more positive attitudes toward the child (Brantlinger, 1991).  In 

addition, there are better outcomes for the family as a whole; as well as, the parents’ 

perceptions of the child’s functioning, the play opportunities between the child and the 

parent, and the child’s behavior (Brantlinger, 1991; Hanson & Hanline, 1990).  Finally, 

the behavior of the professional can have an impact on how the parent feels and perceives 

their child’s disability (Hanson & Hanline, 1990).  If professionals encourage families by 

providing them with emotional support and information, the level of acceptance is much 

better.  Hamilton et al. (2003) suggested providing education and support wherever 

parents feel they need it.  In order to do this, professionals should be aware of the 

different challenges that are faced by parents of children with disabilities.   

Challenges.  Parents of children with disabilities report a higher level of stress 

than other families (Brantlinger, 1991).  When a child is diagnosed with a disability the 

whole family system is affected (Brantlinger, 1991).  At this point, the system is 

challenged.  These challenges include “making inordinate demands on their time, 

psychological well-being, relationships, economic resources, and freedom of movement” 

(Brantlinger, 1991, p. 250).  Families also have to deal with the social stigma of having a 

child with a disability (Darling, 1983).  A final challenge is meeting with several different 

professionals who provide them with a variety of information that they need to sort out 

(Exceptional Parent, 1985).    

Parental advocacy.  “Willing parents” accept their child’s disabilities and try to 

seek additional support although they have several skills already (McEvoy & McConkey, 

1983; McConkey, 1985; Salett & Henderson, 1984).  Research has found that there are 



Parent Involvement Special Education       58 

 

different factors which increase a family’s willingness to participate and engage in 

advocacy efforts.  Brantlinger (1991) further stated that the ultimate goal for 

professionals is to get parents to the place where they are able to advocate on their own, 

make decisions about what they would like their child to accomplish, and take control of 

family interventions (Brantlinger, 1991).  

To get to these goals, Karnes, Zehrbach, and Teska (1984) established the 

following basic conclusions.  These conclusions suggest that all parents want to be 

involved in their child’s education, and most parents have the skills to do so if they are 

directed in a way that utilizes these skills (Fine & Nissenbaum, 2000).  The first 

conclusion is that parents are interested in the growth of their child and want to be 

involved (Karnes et al., 1984).  With the right support and instruction, parents can 

develop the skills needed to interact with their child.  Once gaining these skills, parents 

will make the time to become involved.  Parents are encouraged to put in time when there 

is positive feedback, when professionals show genuine respect for the family, when 

professionals have been trained to work with families, and when the approach is highly 

individualized.  Finally, once parents experience success, they will develop positive 

attitudes and require less support from professionals (Karnes et al., 1984).   

School Psychologists 

 Parent involvement is critical when a child is suspected of having a disability 

(Salett & Henderson, 1984).  The National Association of School Psychologists (1999) 

suggested that in order for parents to have meaningful participation in their child’s 

educational program, they should be provided with opportunities to be involved in 

assessment, intervention, and program planning.  School psychologists are important 
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members in the eligibility process.  Within the school system, school psychologists are in 

the unique position to be able to provide these services to children and their families 

(Mowder, Goliger, Sossin, & Rubinson, 2003).  They are trained and are knowledgeable 

in the area of the special educations laws, the evaluation process, the options available for 

children, and how to develop relationships between school districts and families.  This is 

due to the level of emphasis in training on “child development, parent involvement, and 

educational services in conjunction with psychological assessment, consultation, and 

intervention.” (Mowder et al., 2003, p. 130).  Because of their training, Braden and Miller 

(2007) proposed that school psychologists should be involved whenever a child is 

demonstrating difficulty in school.  “School psychologists provide direct educational and 

mental health series for children and youth, as well as work with parents, educators, and 

other professionals to create supportive learning and social environments for all children” 

(NASP, 2010, p. 1).  These services benefit children by providing safe learning 

environments with proactive academic and behavior support and increased parent 

involvement (NASP, 2010).   

 In addition, Berman (1994) suggested that school psychologists develop a 

knowledge base on the nature of family involvement.  Having parents involved in an 

evaluation provides them with familiarity with the evaluator and their practice (Berman, 

1994).  When working directly with parents, school psychologists can listen to their 

concerns in a respectful and empathetic manner, be a resource, increase parents’ 

advocacy skills, and insist on parent participation in all activities for the child 

(McCammon et al., 2001; Turnbull & Leonard, 1981). Within the school, school 

psychologists are skilled providers in supporting home-school partnerships.  NASP 
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(1999) believes that one of the roles of school psychologists is to advocate for increased 

home-school collaboration by identifying strategies to help support family participation.  

According to Valdez, Carlson, and Zanger (2005), parent and family interventions have 

become part of the school psychologists’ role.  In addition, school psychologists can 

further support school personnel by consulting with and supporting them in working with 

parents (Gareau & Sawatzky, 1995).  Another role which school psychologists can fill 

within the school is to teach the school community about the barriers, benefits, and trends 

in parent involvement (Braden & Miller, 2007).   

 Community role.  Beyond the basic roles that all school psychologists can fill 

within the school, they may provide additional services based on the specific needs of the 

school community in which they work.  Research has found that the roles held by school 

psychologists can vary in different types of communities.  Specifically, according to 

Hughes and Clark (1981), school psychologists in rural communities have more diverse 

roles both system-wide and at the community level; therefore, they spend less time on 

assessment activities than school psychologists in urban school districts.   

 Involvement/support.  As stated above, it is important for school psychologists 

to support parent involvement within their school.  Family-school collaboration services 

is one of the services that school psychologists should provide to the communities in 

which they work (NASP, 2010).  Consultation and collaboration is in the second domain 

of NASP Standards of Practice (NASP, 2010).  This includes working with individuals, 

families, groups, and systems to promote effective services (NASP, 2010).  Additionally, 

National Association of School Psychologists (2010) stated that “school psychologists 

have knowledge of principles and research related to family systems, strengths, needs, 
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and culture; evidence-based strategies to support family influences on children’s learning 

and mental health; and strategies to develop collaboration between families and schools” 

(p. 7).   

 School psychologists can meet parent involvement needs by being well-trained 

and experienced to work with children and families, multi-disciplinary teams and 

agencies; understanding family-centered and culturally appropriate approaches; 

understanding normal development; being knowledgeable in the use of a variety of 

instruments; and understanding how to access community resources (Berman, 1994; 

NASP, 2010).  Specifically, school psychologists can design, support, and evaluate 

services to families which are culturally responsive and facilitate partnership; advocate 

for families, and support parents in involvement in their child’s school activities (NASP, 

2010).  

 Another way for school psychologists to support parents is to provide them with 

time.  Research has found that both school psychologists and parents have found this to 

be an integral part in the development of a working relationship.  Christenson, Hurley, 

Sheridan, and Fenstermacher (1997) found that parents desired additional time with 

school psychologists in the form of consultation about their child’s learning, behavior, 

and development.  Furthermore, when Christenson et al. (1997) surveyed school 

psychologists, they rated consultation with parents as a feasible activity within their 

scope of practice.  However, Sykes (2001) found that school psychologists identified the 

lack of time as a common barrier in their practice.  To overcome this, school 

psychologists can make parent involvement a priority in their practice through a variety 

of different activities.  Conoley (1987) documented four levels of activities for school 
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psychologists.  These activities include: providing information to parents, developing 

collaborative home-school programs, ensuring active involvement of parents in the 

school, and supporting the reciprocal education of parents and teachers (Conoley, 1987).   

 Program development.  School psychologists can be involved in the 

development and implementation of parent involvement programs.  To support the 

development of parent involvement programs, Christenson (2004) stated that school 

psychologists should gain and develop administrative support, advocate for the system, 

implement collaborative teams between home and school, support problem solving 

between home and school, identify and manage conflict, and support families and 

teachers in developing relationships and effective communication. 

 In addition to helping develop a system to support parent involvement, school 

psychologists can ensure that parents and teachers have a shared responsibility for the 

education of a child by inviting parents to solve school based problems for their child, 

encouraging parents to develop their own goals for their child, and assessing the parents’ 

desire for meeting their child’s educational needs (Christenson, 2004).  Additionally, they 

can support teachers in developing their competence in working with families and 

shifting their perspectives from blaming parents for the child’s problem to working with 

parents to develop a solution (Lawrence & Heller, 2001). 

Summary & Conclusions 

State and federal mandates place requirements on school districts to involve 

parents in the initial special education eligibility process for their children.  Certain 

practices must exist during the special education eligibility process.  However, the 

mandates do not provide a framework for how to do this.   
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Schools are required by law to involve parents in their child’s evaluation and 

allow them to make decisions regarding their child’s educational program.  Because of 

this, parents are inundated with information regarding special education when their child 

is being evaluated for special education.  This information can be confusing and 

upsetting.  Often school professionals are at an advantage because they know more about 

the special education process.  Research has shown the effectiveness of working closely 

with parents during the early intervention stages (Bates, 2005), as well as establishing 

how to develop effective parent involvement practices (Christenson, 1995; 2004; 2010).  

When parents are involved, there are better outcomes for all parties (Christenson & 

Cleary, 1990; NASP, 1999; Sykes, 2001).  Moreover, when parents feel supported, they 

are more likely to become involved and make decisions.  Research has also been 

conducted as it relates to children with disabilities.  The question exists as to who can 

apply this research in the school setting.  School psychologists are ideal professionals to 

bridge the gap between the mandates and best practice research as it relates to 

involvement.  Based on their training, they have knowledge to work within both the 

family and the school system.  Because of their major role in the eligibility process, they 

can ensure that these practices are in place.  Little information has focused on parent 

involvement in special education and the initial evaluation process.  Likewise, even less 

research has been applied to meeting the needs of the families during the initial process 

(Shriver & Kramer, 1993).   
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Chapter III- Methodology 

Research Questions 

 This study sought to determine how school districts involve parents in the special 

education eligibility process.  Specifically, this study investigated the types of practices 

school districts are implementing to involve parents in the special education eligibility 

process; whether or not school districts have policies for involving parents in the special 

education eligibility process; and the level of congruence among school districts practices 

to legal mandates and best practices.  With this information, three different characteristics 

of schools were examined to determine if there are differences among school 

characteristics and level of compliance; these include: enrollment, location of the district 

(viz., New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, or Rural), and socio-

economic status.  Specific questions and hypotheses are as follows:  

 1) To what extent are the current practices in place to involve parents in the 

special education eligibility process?   

Hypothesis: School districts will not have formal stated practices in place to 

support parent involvement in special education.  These practices will be performed on an 

individual basis and will not be written.   

2) To what extent are the current practices in accordance with the legally 

mandated practices under Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of Education 

Regulations, as indicated by a score of 5?  

Hypothesis: All schools in the sample will be in compliance with the legal 

requirements of Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of Education Regulations. 
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 3) To what extent are school districts implementing best practices in involving 

parents in the special education eligibility process, as indicated by a score of 4 or greater?  

Hypothesis: There will be significant variability among the schools in the sample; 

some will not be implementing parent involvement beyond the minimal requirements set 

forth by the legal mandates under Part 200 of the New York State of Education 

Regulations; whereas, others will have a greater level of compliance.    

 4) Is there a relationship between legal mandates implementation and the 

enrollment, location, or the socio-economic status of the district? 

 Hypothesis: There will be no relationship between legal mandates based on 

enrollment, location, or socio-economic status. 

 5) Is there a relationship between best practices implementation and the 

enrollment, location, or the socio-economic status of the district? 

 Hypothesis: As it relates to enrollment, research shows that school districts with 

greater enrollment have more programs available for parents outside of the school and 

within the community to meet their needs.  Thus, they do not need to rely on the school 

professionals for support.  Research has found that parents in communities with greater 

school enrollment have less involvement and leave educational decisions to the school 

professionals.  Based on this information, it was hypothesized that the greater the 

enrollment, the lower the implementation rating on best practices.  Finally, school 

districts with lower enrollment will have a higher best practices rating because of the 

limited resources available outside of the school district.  Based on this information, it 

was hypothesized that the lower the enrollment, there will be a greater implementation of 

best practices.  Therefore, a negative relationship will be found.   
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  As it related to location of the district, it was hypothesized that the practices 

among school districts will differ.  Those communities which are classified as rural will 

have more support available to the parents within the school.  Thus, the implementation 

score on best practices will higher.  Research has found however, that there is less parent 

involvement in rural areas because parents often leave educational decisions to school 

professionals.  Those communities which are classified as urban will have outside 

support available for families; therefore, have less involvement within the school.  Thus, 

the implementation score on best practices will be lower.  Finally, research has found that 

parents of suburban school districts seek more involvement in their child’s education.  

Those communities which are classified as suburban will have variability within the 

group.  There will be some parents that will seek greater involvement in the school, 

whereas, there will be others that will leave the educational decisions to the professionals.  

Thus, no relationship will be found.   

 As it related to socio-economic status, it was hypothesized that those school 

districts that have a higher percentage of students eligible for free lunch (i.e., lower SES) 

will have less involvement by parents.  Therefore, it was hypothesized that the greater the 

percentage of free lunch eligibility, the lower the best practices implementation score will 

be.  In contrast, those districts with higher socio-economic status will have higher levels 

of involvement.  Therefore, the implementation score on best practices will be higher.  

Based on this information, it was hypothesized that a negative relationship will be found.     

Participants 

School psychologists were chosen to be participants in this study because they are 

mandated by the New York State Education Department to be members in the special 
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education process.  They are also knowledgeable in the policies and practices of their 

district as they relate to special education; therefore, they are qualified to report on behalf 

of their district.  The sample was collected throughout New York State in order to obtain 

information about the different types of districts and to determine if the practices differ 

throughout New York State.  School districts were divided up into five categories (viz., 

New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, and Rural) as reported by the 

participants themselves.  To determine a diverse sample of participants, 20 professionals 

from each geographic category were required for a total of 100 participants.   

Key definitions 

1) Special Education Eligibility Process- The process which begins when parents 

are first notified that the school has concerns regarding their child’s performance and 

ends when the Committee on Special Education determines if the child is eligible for 

special education and which services will be provided.  

2) Parent Involvement- The active role of parents in the educational process by 

promoting student performance academically, socially, and behaviorally (Christenson, 

1995; 2004; Christenson & Cleary, 1990). 

3) Legal Mandates- Regulations under Part 200 of the New York State 

Commissioner of Education to involve parents beginning with notification of potential 

concerns and ending when the Committee on Special Education determines eligibility. 

4) Best Practices- Literature derived from evidence-based research on how to 

effectively involve parents in their child’s education.  These practices are those that go 

beyond what is mandated by law, are well-documented, and provide guidance on how to 

support parents in teaching their children and engaging in advocacy efforts (Bailey, 2001; 
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Elizalde-Utnick, 2002; Esler, et al., 2002; Fish, 2002; Hubbard & Adams, 2002).  For the 

purposes of this study, they are classified into four categories as defined by Fine (1991) 

and Fine and Nissenbaum (2000): (a) Include- including parents in the decision making 

process at all levels; (b) Assist- assisting parents therapeutically so they can cope with the 

issues which impeded their participation; (c) Educate- educating parents so they can 

participate in the decision making process; and (d) Enable- enabling and empowering 

parents to work actively on behalf of their child.  

Survey instrument 

 The survey (see Appendix A) for this study focuses on the policies, practices, and 

demographic characteristics of the participants included in the study.  The practices were 

divided into legally required practices and proposed best practices.  Based on review of 

the current legal mandates under Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of 

Education Regulations, those mandates that require parent involvement were included.  

In addition, based on a review of the literature regarding best practices, four different 

levels (i.e., include, assist, educate, and enable) of best practice have been established.  

Demographic information was also collected in order to assess enrollment, the location of 

the district (viz., New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, and Rural), and 

socio-economic status (i.e., percentage of free lunch eligibility).  There are two sections 

to the survey.  A summary of this information is included in Table 2.  The first included a 

Likert-type scale to determine the level of implementation in the areas of legal mandates 

and best practices.  This section was comprised of 41 questions.  Questions 1-3 looked at 

whether there is a policy in place to involve parents in the special education eligibility 

process.  Questions 4-24 looked at the level of implementation with the legally mandated 
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practices under Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of Education Regulations.  

Based on the responses of the actual participants for the current study, the legal mandates 

items were found to be highly reliable (21 items; α= .87).  Furthermore, questions 25-35 

looked at the research suggested best practices.  In addition, based on the responses of the 

actual participants for the current study, the best practices items were found to be highly 

reliable (11 items; α= .92).  The second section of the survey was used to determine the 

demographic characteristics of those individuals completing the survey.   

Procedure 

 Pilot.  The survey was piloted with school psychology graduate students in order 

to determine the internal reliability of the measure, as well as the length of time it took to 

complete the survey.  To begin this pilot, school psychology graduate students received 

an email that invited them to participate in the pilot.  This email included a link to a web-

based survey and data collection service.  The graduate students were asked to think 

about their most recent school practicum or internship experience when answering the 

questions.  Once data was collected, the internal consistency of the legal mandates 

section and the best practices section was determined using Cronbach’s alpha. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for the 21 legal mandates and the 11 best practices items were .66 

(questionable) and .86 (good), respectively (George & Mallery, 2003).  Based on the 

actual sample of respondents for the current study, the legal mandates items were found 

to be highly reliable (21 items; α = .87[good]).  In addition, based on the actual sample of 

respondents, the best practices items were found to be highly reliable (11 items; α = .92 

[excellent]). These scores show that the survey instrument demonstrates good internal 

consistency.  
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 Once the survey was evaluated, practicing school psychologists throughout New 

York State were invited to participate over a web-based survey and data collection 

service.  These individuals were found through a subscription of the New York State 

Association of School Psychologists list serve.  Requests for contacts were sent to the 

professional organization in accordance with their research request policies.  Potential 

participants were invited via email to participate in the study with a direct link to the 

survey.  A follow-up email was sent three weeks after the first.  Data was collected from 

the web-based survey and transferred into SSPS for analysis.  The consent form is 

included in Appendix B.   

 Data analysis.  The independent variables in this study were enrollment, location 

of the district (viz., New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, and Rural), 

and socio-economic status (i.e., percentage free lunch eligibility).  In order to determine 

if the five location areas were equally represented, a Chi-Square was run.  The results 

yielded a significant finding, χ
2  

(4) = 17.49, p = .002, indicating that the five locations 

were not equally represented.  In addition, the dependent variables in this study were the 

policy, legal mandates implementation score, and best practices implementation score 

based on practices reported. 

 Once data was collected from the participants, a total score of the following areas 

was determined: policy, legal mandates, and best practices.  Stated school policy was 

determined based on yes or no answers.  The maximum score was 3 (i.e., a policy existed, 

it was written, and it was easily accessible), and the minimum was 0 (i.e., answered no on 

all the items).  Data on the other dependent variables (i.e. legal mandates and best 

practices) ranged from 1 never to 5 always.  These variables were based on an average of 
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the answers from 1 to 5: legal mandates and suggested best practices.  For the legal 

mandates section, compliance was determined if the school received an average of 5.  This 

was determined because these practices are legally required by all school districts in New 

York State; therefore, school districts should receive a perfect rating.  For each school 

policy and suggested best practice, compliance was with a rating of 4.  This was 

determined by computing 80% of the maximum score of 5.  Often in education, 80% is 

considered mastery.  On these scales, a low result was a score of 1.  

 Statistical analyses were: paired samples t test, one-way ANOVAs, and 

simultaneous multiple regression.  To better understand how the information was assessed, 

the different questions are listed below with the corresponding analyses.  The general 

question was: Is there a significant difference between the legally mandated practices and 

the research suggested best practices?  To assess this difference, an average legal mandate 

score and an average best practice score were compiled based on the results of the surveys.  

The statistical analysis was a paired samples t test that compared the average 

implementation scores on the legal mandates and the best practices in order to determine if 

there was a difference.  Specific questions and analyses are as follows: 

1) To what extent are the current practices in place to involve parents in the 

special education eligibility process? 

This was determined by looking at a total based on the yes or no responses that 

assess the district’s policy (questions 1-3).  The maximum score was 3 (i.e., a policy 

existed, it was written, and it was easily accessible), and the minimum was 0(i.e., 

answered no on all the items).  A descriptive discussion of the different ratings was 
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completed in order to gain a better understanding of those school districts reflected in the 

study.   

2) To what extent are the current practices in accordance with the legally 

mandated practices under Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of Education 

Regulations, as indicated by a score of 5?  

This was determined by the rating of the items that assessed the legal mandates 

section of the survey (questions 4 -24).  From this information, the average based on the 

Likert responses that assessed these practices was determined.  The rating should have 

been 5, because these are requirements by law and are not negotiable.  A descriptive 

discussion of those items where most participants received a score of 5 was completed.  

The averages of each question were determined and discussed.   

 3) To what extent are school districts implementing best practices in involving 

parents in the special education eligibility process, as indicated by a score of 4 or greater?  

This was determined by looking at the average based on the Likert responses that 

assess the best practices section (questions 25-35).  To determine compliance, the rating 

should have been 4.  A descriptive discussion of those in compliance was completed.  

The results of this information was compiled and discussed.   

 4) Is there a relationship between legal mandates implementation and the 

enrollment, location, or the socio-economic status of the district? 

 A simultaneous multiple regression equation was conducted to assess the 

relationship between each of the independent variables (i.e., enrollment, location, SES) 

and the score on legal mandates implementation.   
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 To address the variable of location, the location of the districts were divided into 

five groups (viz., New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, and Rural) 

based on the report of the participants themselves.  These five variables were turned into 

dummy variables in order to run the regression analysis.   

  To address the variable of socio-economic status, socio-economic status of school 

districts was determined by gathering data on students eligible for free lunch.  

Participants were asked to report on their school district’s percentage of students eligible 

for free lunch.  The participants were given a link to follow within the survey that 

allowed them to find this information.  Those districts with a higher percentage of 

students eligible for free lunch were considered to have a lower socio-economic status.  

In contrast, those districts with a lower percentage of students eligible for free lunch were 

considered to have higher socio-economic status.   

 5) Is there a relationship between best practices implementation and the 

enrollment, location, or the socio-economic status of the district? 

 A simultaneous multiple regression equation was conducted to assess the 

relationship between each of the independent variables (i.e., enrollment, location, SES) 

and the score on best practices implementation.   

 To address the variable of location, the location of the districts were divided into 

five groups (viz., New York City, Large City Districts, Urban, Suburban, and Rural) 

based on the report of the participants themselves.  These five variables were converted 

into dummy variables in order to run the regression analysis.   

  Socio-economic status of school districts was determined by gathering data on 

students eligible for free lunch.  Participants were asked to report on their school 
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district’s percentage of students eligible for free lunch.  The participants were given a 

link to follow within the survey that allowed them to find this information.  Those 

districts with a higher percentage of students eligible for free lunch were considered to be 

in the lower socio-economic group.  In contrast, those districts with a lower percentage of 

students eligible for free lunch were considered to be in the higher socio-economic group.   
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Chapter IV- Results 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited through an invitation on the New York Association of 

School Psychologists list serve or through an individual search of the school districts’ 

website.  School psychologists throughout the state of New York were invited to 

participate.  Participants were sent an initial email with an invitation which included a 

link to the web based survey.  After three weeks, a reminder email was sent to 

participants.  A total of 824 participants were contacted.  A total of 117 participants 

responded to the survey.  The response rate was 14%. Demographic information 

regarding the participants can be found in Table 3.  Most of the participants reported that 

their job title was school psychologist.  Some participants also fulfilled the role of CSE 

Chairperson.  The range of district enrollment was 366 to 59,844 students.  The range of 

free lunch eligibility was from 1% to 100% eligible for free lunch.  Results of the chi 

square analysis found that the five locations were not equally represented.  It should be 

noted that the New York City group is underrepresented in this sample.  During the time 

of this study, Hurricane Sandy hit the east coast which resulted in severe devastation in 

the New York City area.  Several invitations to participate in the study were sent out; 

however, these attempts were unsuccessful in getting more respondents from this area.   

Analysis 

 Legal mandates implementation compared to best practices implementation.  

The average for the legal mandates questions was calculated to be 4.49 (SD = .36).  The 

average of the best practices questions was calculated to be 3.87 (SD = .59).  Scores were 

based on a likert scale, ranging from 1 never to 5 always.  A higher average would 
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indicate a greater level of implementation of either legal mandates or best practices.  

When comparing the means, significant differences were found between the average on 

the legal mandates and average on the best practices (t[94] = 15.05, p < .001).  These 

results suggest that legal mandate implementation is significantly better than best 

practices implementation within the school setting. 

 Parent involvement policies.  Of the participants who reported whether or not a 

policy to involve parents in the special education eligibility process existed in their 

school district, 41.9% (n = 49) received a perfect score (i.e., a policy existed, it was 

written, and it was easily accessible).  More specifically, of those participants who 

answered, 74.4% (n = 87) stated that a policy for involving parents existed.  From those 

87 participants, only 59% (n = 69) had written policies.  Finally, 42.7% (n = 50) of those 

participants said that these policies were easily accessible.  These results suggest that a 

majority of respondents had parent involvement policies, but fewer had formally written 

policies that were easily accessible.  

 Existing legal mandate practices.  For legal mandates, in order to be considered 

compliant, the score needed to be 5 (i.e., all practices rated always).  The overall average 

on the legal mandates scale was 4.49 (SD = .36).  A breakdown of each of the questions 

and the averages can be found in Table 4.  On the legal mandates section, 2.6% of the 

participants (n = 3) received a perfect score.  When looking at the individual questions, 

the highest average rating was on questions 21 (viz., Parent consent is obtained before the 

child’s special education program begins) and 23 (viz., Parents receive a copy of their 

child’s IEP) (M = 4.86, SD = .38).  The lowest rating was question 20 (viz., The IEP is 

developed at the IEP meeting with the parents present) (M = 3.71, SD = 1.13).  When 
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looking at the different predictor variables, averages by location ranging from highest to 

lowest were as follows: Suburban (M = 4.63, SD = .32), Rural (M = 4.55, SD = .31), New 

York City (M = 4.44, SD = .44), Urban (M = 4.41, SD = .38), and Large City District (M 

= 4.31, SD = .34).  A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted between the 

average legal mandate score and the independent variable which was the five locations of 

the district (viz., NYC, Large City, Urban, Suburban, and Rural.)  Based on location, the 

ANOVA was significant, F(4, 93) = 3.15, p = .018.  Post-hoc Ryan-Einot-Gabriel-

Welsch Range tests showed that Large City School Districts had significantly lower 

scores than the other location areas.   

When looking more closely at the different locations, some items were rated 

higher than others.  Specifically, on question 5 (viz., A copy of the procedural safeguards 

notice is given to the parents upon initial referral for evaluation) and question 23 (viz., 

Parents receive a copy of their child’s IEP), the respondents in the rural location received 

a perfect score of 5 (SD = .00).  In addition, for question 21 (viz., Parent consent is 

obtained before the child’s special education program begins.); the respondents in New 

York City received a perfect score (i.e., 5).  In contrast, the lowest average was for 

question 8 (viz., Parents are contacted within 10 days by a school administrator regarding 

their request for an evaluation of their child) in the Large City District (M = 2.94, SD = 

1.21).    

 Additional information on respondents’ averages based on the other predictor 

variables (i.e., enrollment and percentage of free lunch eligible) can be found on Table 5.  

In order to determine if there were differences among the other two predictor variables 

categorical variables were created from the continuous variables.  More specifically, 
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enrollment was placed into 10 equal intervals and percentage of free lunch eligible was 

placed into 7 intervals).  A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted between 

the average legal mandate score and ten categories of enrollment in a district (viz., 1-999, 

1000-2999, 3000-4999, 5000-6999, 7000-8999, 9000-10999, 11000-12999, 13000-

14999, 15000-16999, and 17000+).  Based on enrollment, the ANOVA was not found to 

be significant, F(9, 73) = 1.54, p = .149.  A separate one-way between subjects ANOVA 

investigated the impact of seven categories of free lunch eligibility and the average legal 

mandate score (viz., 1-5%, 6-10%, 11-20%, 21-30%, 31-50%, 51-75%, and 76-100%).  

In this ANOVA, there was no significant difference found, F(6, 72) = 2.20, p = .053.  

These results suggest that the legal mandates implementation did not differ among the 

enrollment size or among the free lunch eligibility groups, indicating similar responses.  

 Existing best practices.  For best practices, in order to be considered compliant, a 

score needed to be 4 or above (i.e., average ratings of usually or above).  The overall 

average on the best practices scale was 3.87 (SD = .60).  A breakdown of each of the 

questions and the average results can be found in Table 6.  Two of the participants 

received perfect scores of 5.  Out of the respondents that completed all of the best 

practices questions, 36.8% of the respondents (n= 43) met the criteria level of 4 or above.  

When looking at the individual questions, the highest average rating was on question 30 

(viz., Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational 

programming. [Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic 

information, evaluation results, or educational possibilities], M = 4.59, SD = .63).  The 

lowest rating was question 31 (viz., Parents are taught the skills to necessary to 

participate in their child’s educational programming. [This may include: trainings or 
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practice], M = 2.74, SD = .83) with 4 out of the 5 locations scoring a 3 or below.  When 

looking at the different predictor variables, averages by location ranging from highest to 

lowest were as follows: Suburban (M = 4.09, SD = .56), Rural (M = 3.83, SD = .58), 

Large City District (M = 3.77, SD = .58), Urban (M = 3.76, SD = .54), and New York 

City (M = 3.65, SD = .87).  To determine if these differences were significant, a one-way 

between subjects ANOVA was conducted between the average best practices score and 

the independent variable which were the five locations of the district (viz., NYC, Large 

City, Urban, Suburban, and Rural).  Based on location, the ANOVA was not significant, 

F(4, 90) = 1.56, p = .192, suggesting that ratings among the groups were similar.   

On questions 30 (from above) and 34 (viz., School personnel accept and 

encourage parents to advocate for their children. [This may include: allowing parents to 

have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree, or 

adding parents’ views to IEP]), all of the locations met the criteria of an average rating of 

4 or above.  Each of the locations met the criteria of 4 or above in some of the questions.  

Specifically, the number was 3 for New York City, Large City District, and Urban, 5 for 

Rural, and 6 for Suburban.  The specific questions and averages can be found in Table 7.   

Additional information on respondents average results by predictor variables (i.e., 

enrollment and percentage of free lunch eligible), can be found on Table 8.  Again, the 

categorical variables of enrollment and percentage of free lunch eligibility were used to 

run the following analyses.  The results of the one-way between subjects ANOVA 

between the average best practices and the ten categories of total student enrollment was 

not found to be significant, F(9, 73) = 1.30, p = .253.  Similarly, a one-way between 

subjects ANOVA between the average best practices results and the seven categories of 
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free lunch eligibility was not found to be significant, F(6, 72) = 1.58, p = .167, suggesting 

that ratings among the groups were similar.   

 Factors influencing legal mandates.  A multiple regression analysis was 

conducted to evaluate the effect on legal mandates implementation based on the three 

predictor variables (i.e., location, enrollment, percentage of free lunch eligibility).  

Dummy variables of three locations were created.  Average legal mandates scores were 

regressed on enrollment, percentage of free lunch, and the dummy variables of location in 

order to determine the effects each of the predictors has on the legal mandates 

implementation.  Using a simultaneous regression method, a significant model emerged, 

F(6, 57) = 2.35, p = .043.  The adjusted R square = .11.  The results of the model can be 

found in Table 9.  However, when looking at the individual factors, no factor had a 

greater influence than the combination of all of the factors.  Significant variables were 

not found in individual factors, suggesting that there is not one factor that is a better 

predictor on legal mandates implementation.  This suggests multicollinearity among the 

predictors.  Specifically, statistically significant correlations were found between 

percentage of free lunch eligibility and the large city group (r(79) = .52, p < .001) and 

suburban group (r(79) = -.71, p < .001).  Furthermore, statistically significant correlations 

were found between enrollment and New York City (r(69) = .52, p < .001) and large city 

(r(69) = .60, p < .001).  The specific correlations can be found in Table 10.   

 A second simultaneous multiple regression was run with the location variable 

removed from the equation.  With this equation, a significant model emerged, F(2, 74) = 

5.65, p = .005.  The adjusted R square = .11.  Finally, when looking at the individual 

factors, percentage of free lunch was found to be a significant predictor of legal mandates 
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scores, = -.30, t(76) = -2.50, p = .015.  The regression model can be found in Table 11.  

These results suggest that free lunch eligibility is a significant of predictor of legal 

mandate implementation.  More specifically, for every unit increase of percentage of free 

lunch, the legal mandates implementation would decrease by .06.  This indicated that free 

lunch eligibility has a greater impact on legal mandate implementation than enrollment 

size. 

 Factors influencing best practices.  A multiple simultaneous regression analysis 

was conducted to evaluate the effect on best practices implementation based on the three 

predictor variables (i.e., location, enrollment, percentage of free lunch).  Average best 

practices scores were regressed on enrollment, percentage of free lunch, and the dummy 

variables of location in order to determine the effects each of the predictors has on the 

best practices implementation.  Using a simultaneous regression method, a significant 

model was not found, F(6, 57) = 1.45, p = .212.  The adjusted R square = .04.  The results 

of the model can be found in Table 12.   

 Because of the multicollinearity found, a second simultaneous multiple regression 

was run with location variable removed from the equation.  With this equation, a 

significant model emerged, F(2, 74) = 4.15, p = .020.  The adjusted R square = .08.  

Finally, when looking at the individual factors, percentage of free lunch was found to be 

a significant predictor of best practices scores, = -.35, t(76) = -2.81, p = .006.  The 

regression model can be found in Table 13.  These results suggest that free lunch 

eligibility is a significant of predictor of best practices implementation.  More 

specifically, for every unit increase of percentage of free lunch, the best practices 



Parent Involvement Special Education       82 

 

implementation would decrease by .11.  This indicated that free lunch eligibility has a 

greater impact on best practices implementation than enrollment size. 
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Chapter V- Discussion 

 Research has found that when parents are actively involved in their child’s 

education, all parties benefit (NASP, 1999; Sykes, 2001).  This includes the student, the 

parent, and the school (Grimmet & McCoy, 1980; Keith et al., 1993; Loffredo et al., 

1984; Margolis & Brannigan, 1990; Shapero & Forbes, 1981).  This study looked at the 

current practices for involving parents in the special education process based on what is 

mandated by law and what research suggests as best practices.     

 Results showed that significant differences were found between legal mandates 

implementation and best practices implementation, suggesting that school districts had 

greater compliance with what they should do as stated in the New York State 

Commissioner of Education Part 200 Regulations than what is recommended by research 

as optimal practice.  This supports the hypothesis that the legal mandates score was going 

to be higher than the best practices score.  However, the overall averages for legal 

mandates and best practices were lower than hypothesized.  These results suggest that 

schools have improvements to make in their implementation of legal mandates and their 

implementation of best practices activities.    

 It is possible that the differences between the hypothesized results and the true 

results may be due to several factors.  One possibility is that many of the regulations are 

open for interpretation by individual school districts.  How one district interprets the 

mandates may not be exactly the same in a neighboring district.  Another possibility is 

that by the nature of the community, some districts have to consult the regulations more 

frequently.  For example, some communities may be more litigious than others which 

would require the school district to reference the regulations more frequently.  Fielder 
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and Swanger (2000) and Strickland (1982) found that those families who are more 

educated and are able to afford it are more involved in exercising their legal rights than 

others.  Furthermore, Allen et al., (1993) found that lower income families often accept 

the schools’ decisions and do not challenge through a due process hearing.  The current 

study also found that as districts are more wealthy, they are more likely to follow the 

rules.  To further investigate these constructs, future research may want to look at what 

factors influence compliance with legal mandates and how frequently schools are being 

held accountable in following these mandates through due process proceedings.    

Parent Involvement Policies 

 It was hypothesized that school districts would not have formal stated practices in 

place to support parent involvement in special education.  Most (74.4%) of the 

participants reported that there was a policy for involving parents.  This is promising, 

since parent involvement is required by regulations under the Commissioner of Education 

at some level.  According to Nardine and Morris (1991), at the time of their study, only 

20 states had parent involvement policies and even fewer had mandated funding for 

involving and collaborating with parents.  The results of the current study show that most, 

but not all schools in the sample had policies for involving parents.  This is an 

improvement from Nardine and Morris’ (1991) study, as well as the findings from 

Christenson et al. (1997) and Salett and Henderson (1984).   

 However, when asked if this policy was written, fewer (59%) participants stated 

that it was.  Despite written policies being less common than those stated policies, there 

were still more than half of the respondents who reported that there were written policies 

for parent involvement within their school district, suggesting that schools are more 
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proactive in involving parents in their child’s education.  Finally, fewer (42.7%) said that 

the parent involvement policy was easily accessible. These results show that many 

schools have policies for including parents, but fewer are formal and easily accessible. 

This information suggests that schools have started the process of including parents, but 

they still need to formalize these policies and make them accessible in their school.  

Existing Legal Mandate Practices 

It was hypothesized that all of the schools in the sample would be in compliance 

with the legal requirements of Part 200 of the New York State Commissioner of 

Education Regulations.  Compliance was determined by a score of 5.  Although the legal 

mandates results were higher than the best practices results, they were not as high as 

hypothesized.  When looking at individual questions, schools are more frequently 

obtaining consent before starting a special education program and also providing parents 

with a copy of their child’s IEP than the other mandates investigated in this study.  These 

ratings were close to the criteria of 5 with an average of 4.86.  This indicates that most of 

the time, schools seek parental consent before starting special education services and 

provide parents with their child’s IEP document.  In contrast, lower ratings were found in 

the development of the IEP while parents are present.  This indicates that parents are not 

as involved in the development of their child’s IEP as required under Part 200 of the New 

York State Commissioner of Education Regulations.  These results support the findings 

of Salett and Henderson (1984) who found that 52-75% of the IEPs were already 

developed prior to the meeting.  Furthermore, previous research has found that parent 

attendance at IEP meetings is quite high; however, true participation is limited (Fiedler, 

1991; Lynch & Stein, 1982; Maxman, 1983; Soffer, 1982; Strickland, 1982; Turnbull et 
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al., 1982; Yoshida et al., 1978).  Moreover, Salett and Henderson (1984) found that 

schools did not ensure that the basic IEP contents were complete before ending the 

meeting and implementing the services.  This study continues to support prior research 

that parent involvement in the development of the IEP is not a common practice.  

 Location.  Based on the predictor variables of location, it was hypothesized that 

there would be no differences between the groups as it related to the implementation of 

legal mandates.  This hypothesis was formulated because respondents were from public 

schools which are required to follow the Commissioner of Education Regulations.  The 

results of this study did not support the hypothesis.  Specifically, when comparing the 

groups to each other there was a significant difference found.  Furthermore, post hoc tests 

showed that the Suburban location ratings were higher than those of the Large City 

location.  It was interesting to find that there were differences between locations in the 

implementation of legal mandates, because any school funded by New York State under 

the Department of Education is required to comply with the regulations established by the 

Commissioner of Education. 

 Within this section of the survey, there were some locations that yielded higher 

results on individual questions.  For example, in rural locations, perfect ratings (score of 

5) were found in providing parents with a copy of their procedural safeguards upon initial 

referral for an evaluation and providing parents with a copy of their child’s IEP.  This is a 

difference from the research conducted by Salett and Henderson (1984), which identified 

several problems in compliance with informing parents of their rights to an independent 

evaluation, an impartial due process hearing, and to an appeal.  The current results 

suggest that when it comes to providing documentation, rural schools are following 
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through with the requirements under the Commissioner of Education.  Moreover, in New 

York City schools, a perfect score was found on obtaining parental consent before 

beginning special education programming.  Again this shows an improvement from the 

findings by Salett and Henderson (1984) which revealed that schools did not provide 

parents with a notice of changes in their child’s placement or obtain their consent.   

 Because there were differences in the legal mandates results between the 

locations, future research can investigate which factors may have an impact on the 

implementation of legal requirements.  More specifically, what is working better for 

some groups rather than others and with those groups with lower scores, and how to 

support these groups in making improvements and raising their compliance is needed.    

 Enrollment.  For the predictor of enrollment, it was hypothesized there would be 

no difference between the groups.  The results supported this hypothesis.  The fact that 

there are no differences between school groups based on the number of students enrolled 

suggests that the population of the school does not impact a school’s implementation of 

legal mandates.  This is different than the research found by Salett and Henderson (1984) 

which found that the smaller school districts (viz., those with fewer than 5000 students) 

had more difficulty meeting the child’s IEP requirements.  

 Free lunch eligibility.  For the predictor of percentage of free lunch eligibility, it 

was hypothesized that there would be no difference between the groups.  When reviewing 

the results, there was no significant difference found, which supports the hypothesis that 

each of the scores would be similar.  When looking at the individual results, the groups 

that received the higher scores were 6-10% and 21-30%. The group with the lowest result 

was 76-100%.  Research suggested that lower income families often accept the schools’ 
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decisions (Allen et al., 1993) and do not challenge through a due process hearing.  This 

would suggest that there is a less involvement within this group.  Finally, Fielder and 

Swanger (2000) and Strickland (1982) found that parents who could afford it (i.e., higher 

SES) and had a higher level of education were more involved in exercising their legal 

rights to due process.   

 Based on previous research and the current findings, it would be interesting to 

further investigate those schools with a higher level of implementation to see how many 

due process cases they had in their school district over the course of a school year.  

Future research could look more specifically at the relationship between the number of 

due process cases and the level of compliance with legal mandates.    

Existing Best Practices 

 It was hypothesized that there would be significant variability among the schools 

in the sample.  In order to be compliant, a score needed to be 4 or above.  The overall 

averages on the best practices scale was 3.87 (SD = .59).  This overall average was lower 

than predicted which was similar to the finding in the legal mandates section.  Although 

the overall ranges were not at the level expected, it was encouraging to find that two of 

the participants received perfect scores of 5.  More specifically, out of the respondents 

that completed all of the best practices questions, 36.8% of the respondents met the 

criteria level of 4 or above.    

 Despite the low number of respondents meeting the criteria level, the results 

found some practices to be implemented more frequently than others investigated.  

According to Fine (1991), a collaborative model serves as an educative and strengthening 

function for the family.  Within a collaborative model, parents are included in the 
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decision making process at all levels, are educated so they can participate in the decision 

making process, are assisted therapeutically so they can cope with the issues which 

impede their participation, and are enabled and empowered to work actively on behalf of 

their child (Fine, 1991).  Each of these areas was assessed in the best practices section of 

the survey.  The results found that schools are providing parents with information they 

need during the special education process, with this practice receiving the highest rating.  

Past research has found that when parents were provided with information, they were 

more satisfied with the evaluation process (Berman, 1994).  Furthermore, Christenson et 

al. (1997) found that school psychologists reported providing parents with information as 

a feasible practice within their current role.  The current study continues to support that 

the practice of providing information is being implemented more frequently.  In addition 

to this practice, on those items that assessed the practice of encouraging parents to 

advocate for their children, participants’ ratings also met the cutoff criteria of 4 or above.  

These results show that school districts are providing education and enabling activities in 

order to meet the needs of parents during the special education process.  In contrast, 

schools were rated lower in providing parents with actual trainings and practice in order 

to be involved in their child’s educational programming.  Schools are providing parents 

with information and encouraging them to advocate, but practices in providing training 

on how to advocate still need to be implemented.  Therefore, the current results found 

that schools are addressing the areas of educating and enabling parents.  However, based 

on the research of Fine (1991) and Fine and Nissenbaum (2000), the two additional 

practices of including and assisting are not be implemented as frequently.  Future 

research may want to look at what is preventing schools from achieving these practices.   
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 Location.  As it relates to location of the district, it was hypothesized that the 

practices among school districts would differ.  Based on location, no significant 

differences were found, which does not support the hypothesis.   

 Rural.  It was hypothesized that those communities in the rural location would 

have more support available to the parents within the school.  Research has found, 

however, that there is less parent involvement in rural areas because parents often leave 

educational decisions to school professionals (Epstein, 1984; Graue, 1993).  Because of 

the reliance of parents on school professionals, it was hypothesized that the results on the 

best practices section would be higher in this group.  The results found that in the rural 

location, 5 of the questions met the criteria of 4 or above.  Of the five locations, the rural 

group had the second highest score in best practices implementation.   

 Urban.  It was hypothesized that those communities which were classified as 

urban would have outside support available for families; and therefore, would have less 

involvement within the school.  Thus, the implementation score on best practices would 

be lower.  In New York City, Large City District, and Urban, 3 of the items the met the 

criteria of 4.  Of the five locations, these groups had the three lowest results.  Epstein 

(1984) found that parents in these types of communities were more involved when they 

were provided with training and support on how to help their child.  None of these 

locations met the criteria level of 4 on question 27 which addressed the practice of 

providing training and practice to parents.  This finding supports the hypothesis that 

parents would not receive as much support within the school setting and shows that the 

type of support that was found by Epstein (1984) to be effective is provided less 

frequently.    
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 Suburban.  Past research has found that parents of suburban school districts seek 

more involvement in their child’s education.  Becker and Epstein (1982) found that 

parents in suburban areas were more likely to be involved by volunteering in their child’s 

school.  It was hypothesized that those communities classified as suburban would have 

variability within the group.  More specifically, some parents would seek the involvement 

in the school, and others would leave the educational decisions to the school 

professionals.  Because of these differences, it was hypothesized that there would no 

relationship between best practices and the suburban location.  Interestingly, in suburban 

schools, 6 of the questions met the criteria of having an average of 4 or above.  Of the 

five locations, the suburban group had the highest number of questions meeting the 

criteria level of 4.  This is a positive finding and continues to support the previous 

research findings that parents are more involved within the suburban school setting.   

 Enrollment.  It was hypothesized that the greater the enrollment of a district, the 

lower the implementation on best practices.  Furthermore, schools with lower enrollment 

sizes were hypothesized to have higher best practices scores.  When comparing the 

averages of each of the groups on the best practices section, there was no significant 

difference found, which does not support the hypothesis.  Specifically, the group which 

scored the highest had 11,000-12,999 students and the group who scored the lowest had 

13,000-14,999 students.  Furthermore, when looking at the average range from highest to 

lowest, some of the lower enrollment groups were on the bottom, and some of the higher 

enrollment groups were higher.  This suggests that the size of the school district is not 

necessarily related to the level of best practices implementation.     
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 Free lunch eligibility.  It was hypothesized that those school districts that have a 

higher percentage of students eligible for free lunch (i.e., lower SES) would have less 

parental involvement.  Based on this information, it was hypothesized that a negative 

relationship would be found.  When comparing the free lunch groups to each other, there 

was no significance found, thus not supporting the hypothesis.  The current study may 

suggest the finding by Christenson (1995) and Christenson et al. (1997) that what parents 

do to support their child’s learning at home has a greater impact on their child’s success.  

When looking at the individual results, the 1-5% group received the highest score.  This 

finding somewhat supports the hypothesis that the lower percentage of free lunch would 

have a higher implementation of best practices.  Interestingly, the 21-30% group scored 

the lowest.  Past research has found that parents in middle class communities took the 

perspective that parents knew best and were more willing to voice their opinions (Graue, 

1993).  This suggests that parents in middle class communities were more involved in 

their child’s education and spent more time in their child’s school.  The difference 

between the current study results and past research suggests the need for future 

investigation.  Potential future research may involve a more in depth investigation into 

this demographic by looking at the specific practices in place for involving parents.  

Factors Influencing Legal Mandates 

 It was hypothesized that there would be no relationship between legal mandates 

based on enrollment, location, or socio-economic status.  The linear combination of the 

factors (i.e., location, enrollment, and percentage of free lunch on legal mandates 

implementation) was found to be significant, not supporting the hypothesis.  The 

combination of the factors had an effect on the legal mandates implementation, but there 
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was no one variable to have a greater effect than the others.  Upon further assessment of 

the factors, multicollinearity was found with the factors, indicating that they were similar 

constructs.  A second regression equation was run with the location predictor variable 

removed.  With the location variable removed from the equation, a significant model 

emerged.  This model showed that percentage of free lunch explained a significant 

portion of variance in the sample, suggesting that with each increase in percent of free 

lunch, the legal mandates score would decrease by .06.  This finding was not expected 

since each of the predictor variables were hypothesized to have similar averages because 

the items were based on legal requirements.  Future research might look at why there may 

be differences within these groups.  

Factors Influencing Best Practices 

 It was hypothesized the there would be differences in the scores on best practices 

by each of the predictor variables.  The linear combination of the factors was not found to 

be significant.  Again, this does not support the hypothesis.  These results suggest that 

best practices activities are similar regardless of the location, population size, and socio-

economic status of a school community.  Because of the multicollinearity found between 

the predicted variables, a second simultaneous regression equation was run with the 

location variable removed.  The results of this model found that with this combination of 

factors (i.e., enrollment and percentage of free lunch) percentage of free lunch explained 

a significant portion of this variance.  These results suggest that percentage of free lunch 

has a greater impact on best practices implementation.  In particular, with each increase 

in percent of free lunch, the best practices implementation decreases by .11. 
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Limitations 

 This section discusses the limitations in this study.  First, the recruitment of 

school psychologists was limited.  Because limited research has been conducted in this 

area, the scope of this study was focused only on New York State school psychologists.  

Even though this study was offered to school psychologists in New York State, it is not a 

complete sample of all of the school psychologists practicing in the state.  More 

specifically, only those affiliated with NYASP and those who were motivated to 

complete the survey participated.  This may suggest that this is not a true representation 

of all of the practices occurring in New York State and limited generalizability beyond 

New York State.  Finally, within recruitment, it was found that there were differences in 

the group size.  Each of the locations were required to have at least 20 participants.  

However, there were more participants from the Suburban location group and there were 

a limited number of participants from the New York City location.  When running a chi-

square analysis on the number of participants in each group, a significance was found 

suggesting that each group was not equally represented.  During the time the survey was 

open for respondents, Hurricane Sandy had hit the east coast, causing significant damage 

and devastation to the New York City area.  As a result, this group is underrepresented in 

the study.  These ratings may not necessarily be a true representation of the actual 

practices in the New York City location, but rather the individual practices of those who 

responded.  

 Another limitation to this study is the low response rate.  Of the 824 potential 

participants, only 117 completed the study; resulting in a 14% response rate.  Research 

was consulted on how to conduct survey research (Dillman, 1983; Sudman, 1983).  The 



Parent Involvement Special Education       95 

 

suggested practice of sending out initial invitation followed by reminders was 

implemented in this current study.  However, it did not result in a higher response rate.  

 Further limitation is the multicollinearity found between the factors of location, 

enrollment size, and percentage of free lunch.  This suggests that these were assessing 

similar constructs and the factors were not truly independent.   

 Finally, it is important to note that the responses were completed by individual 

participants and were ratings rather than direct assessment of practices.  This may have 

led to a bias in reporting, even though responses were anonymous, there may still be a 

chance that the respondents rated themselves more favorably.  Therefore, it cannot be 

completely assumed that these responses are a representation of the school districts in 

which they practice rather than personal experiences.    

Future Directions 

 This study attempted to gain additional information on the current practices for 

involving parents in the special education eligibility process.  The current study found 

that schools are better at implementing legal mandates than best practices, but not at the 

level hypothesized.  Future research may want to investigate more deeply the 

characteristics of the school districts that scored well on the legal mandates section and 

the best practices section.  Specifically, it would be interesting to take a more in depth 

look into the community where the school is located.  Factors such as parents’ 

professions, other community supports available, and other factors that may have an 

influence on implementation are additional areas to investigate.  Moreover, future 

investigation can be conducted on the implementation of the best practices activities 

within the school setting in order to determine if there is an impact on parent involvement 
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and satisfaction with the process.  Finally, further research can investigate those activities 

that have a positive impact and their feasibility within the school setting.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the current practices for parent 

involvement in special education eligibility related to the implementation of legal 

mandates and best practices.  As long as a school receives federal funding, it is required 

to at least minimally meet federal and state requirements.  These mandates suggest the 

practice of collaboration, but provide only a framework.  Best practices provide greater 

depth in involving parents, but there is little research as to how these practices are 

implemented within the school.  The current study took a more in depth look at the 

implementation of such practices within the school setting.  Research has found that 

working with parents during the assessment process is critical in improving outcomes for 

children.  Currently, there are some practices being implemented to meet parent needs 

and that there are areas for improvement for involving parents in the special education 

eligibility process.   

 Implications for school psychologists.  The results of this study identified 

several positive findings.  As part of their role, school psychologists are involved with 

parents and families regularly and are highly trained to support the connection between 

school and home.  Therefore, school psychologists are ideal professionals within the 

school setting to ensure that home-school partnerships are implemented in order to bridge 

the gap between the mandates and best practice research.  Based on their training, they 

have the knowledge to work within the family and the school system.  In addition, 

because of their major role in the eligibility process, they can ensure that parent 
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involvement practices take place.  Positive findings of this study supported an increase in 

parent involvement policies within the school.  However, improvements still need to be 

made in developing formal policies that are written and accessible.  To accomplish this, 

school psychologists can work closely with their administrators by sharing the 

importance of parent involvement in developing positive working relationships.  With the 

support of the administration, school psychologists can ensure that policies which provide 

parental involvement are developed, formalized, and implemented. 

 Additional findings support that legal mandate implementation is higher than best 

practices implementation, but not at the level that is required.  The current study also 

found that related to legal mandate implementation, most schools did not have active 

parent involvement in and development of their child’s IEP.  This is a required practice 

under NYS regulations, thus, improvements in this practice need to be made.  School 

psychologists can ensure this occurs by directing specific questions to parents and 

encouraging them to comment on each of the sections of the IEP.  Since school 

psychologists are required to attend and often are presenting results of an evaluation, this 

implementation should be feasible.   

 Similarly, related to best practices, the current study found that some specific 

areas are being implemented more frequently than others.  Results showed that schools 

are educating and enabling parents to be involved in the process.  However, according to 

the model from Fine (1991) and Fine and Nissenbaum (2000), the two additional 

practices of including and assisting parents are not implemented as frequently.  To 

address these needs school psychologists again can adjust their practice by ensuring that 

parents are contacted and invited to decision making meetings regarding their child.  In 
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addition, school psychologists can have conversations with parents to help address their 

needs and concerns throughout the process.  This may include a simple phone call after 

sending home the report to ask how the parents are feeling about the information.  In 

summation, with some adjustments to their current practices, school psychologists can 

help to ensure that the parents are more involved during the special education eligibility 

process, resulting in positive outcomes for all parties involved.   
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Table 1 

Special Education Process 

             

1. Pre-referral of child to support team.   

Child receives: beginning and/or remedial instruction, interventions to address 

behavior, small group instruction, and instruction in the use of adaptive and 

instructional software.  

2. Formal referral to special education. 

3. Parents are notified in writing of school’s intent to evaluate child.  

Information includes: the reason for the special education referral, a description of 

the evaluation process and procedures, and a listing of the legal safeguards.  

4. Parental consent is obtained. 

5. Evaluation of child in the areas of suspected disability. 

Parents can express their concerns and share any relevant information 

Evaluation includes: standardized assessment of cognitive ability, academic skills, 

language skills, and social-emotional status; observations in classroom and other 

school settings 

6. Eligibility meeting. 

Special education committee determines educational label using mandated 

criteria. 

7. Individualized Education Program is drafted. 

8. Individualized Education Program meeting. 

9. Child is placed in special education. 
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Table 2 

Survey Breakdown 

             

 

Questions 1-3 – Individual School Policy  

 

Questions 4- 24 – Legal Mandates 

 

Questions 25- 35 – Best Practices 

 Include- Questions 25-29 

 Educate- Questions 30-31 

 Assist- Questions 32-33 

 Enable- Questions 34-35 

Questions 36-41 - Demographic Characteristics  
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Table 3  

Demographic Characteristics  

             

                Participants     

       N   %  

Gender 

 Male      11   9.4 

 Female      82   70.1 

 No Report     24   20.5 

Years of Experience 

 1-5      18   15.4 

 6-10      27   23.1 

 11-15      25   21.4 

 16-20      14   12.0 

 21-25      4   3.4 

 25+      6   5.1 

 No Report     23   19.7 

Location 

 New York City    8   6.8 

 Large City District    21   17.9 

 Urban      29   24.8 

 Suburban     35   29.9 

 Rural      24   20.5 
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Table 3  

Continued 

Demographic Characteristics  

             

                Participants     

       N   %  

Job Title 

 School Psychologist    77   65.8 

 Middle School Psychologist   2   1.7 

 High School Psychologist    1   0.9 

 Psychologist     3   2.6 

 School Psychologist/CSE Chairperson 4   3.4 

 Clinical Psychologist    1   0.9 

 School Psychologist/CSE Chairperson/504  

  Chairperson/RTI Team Leader           2                                  1.7                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 School Psychologist/Alternate CSE Chair 1                                  0.9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 School Psychologist and K-12 Special  1   0.9 

  Education Coordinator               

 Assistant to the Superintendent  1   0.9 

 School Psychologist/Sub-CSE Chairperson 1   0.9 

 No Report                                                    23                                19.7  
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Table 4   

Mean Scores on Legal Mandates Questions 

                  

Question                  Mean (SD) 

4. The special education eligibility process follows set procedures with all parents.    4.36   (.66) 

5. A copy of the procedural safeguards notice is given to the parents upon initial referral for evaluation  4.78   (.65) 

6. The procedural safeguards notice is provided to parents in their native language.    4.10   (.83)  

7. Parents are notified when a school professional has concerns about their child’s academic progress  4.28   (.59) 

8. Parents are contacted within 10 days by a school administrator regarding their request for an evaluation of  3.86 (1.19) 

    their child. 

9. A copy of the evaluation report is provided to parents.         4.78   (.51) 

10. Parents are notified of the meeting date 5 days prior to a CSE meeting.      4.56   (.63) 

11. If parents cannot attend, other methods are used to ensure parent participation, including individual,   4.43   (.64) 

      videoconferences or conference telephone calls. 

12. All required members of the Committee on Special Education (child’s parent, regular  education teacher, 4.04 (1.01) 

      special education teacher, school psychologist, CSE chairperson, and parent member) are present at the  

      child’s special education meeting. 

13. When the CSE is determining eligibility for special education services, input from parents is requested. 4.67   (.55) 

14. The child’s level of functioning is accurately reviewed at a CSE meeting.     4.69   (.51) 

15. Parental participation is requested when discussing the educational services for the child.   4.64   (.54) 
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Table 4   

Continued 

Mean Scores on Legal Mandate Questions 

                  

Question                  Mean (SD) 

16. The child’s educational placement/ program is justified by the evaluation results and recommendations  4.54   (.56) 

       presented at the CSE meeting. 

17. Efforts are made to ensure that the parents understand the proceedings at the CSE meeting.   4.57   (.54) 

18. Parents of a child with a disability are allowed to inspect and review all education records with respect to  4.66   (.75) 

      the identification, evaluation, and educational placement of their child in order to ensure the provision of   

      a free appropriate public education. 

19. Parents are allowed to give oral or written reports that become official and part of the child’s    4.57   (.75) 

      educational record. 

20. The IEP is developed at the IEP meeting with the parents present.      3.71 (1.13) 

21. Parent consent is obtained before the child’s special education program begins.    4.86   (.38) 

22. Parent consent through a formal signature is obtained before the child’s special education program begins. 4.61   (.70) 

23. Parents receive a copy of their child’s IEP.         4.86   (.38) 

24. Parents are notified that they can review their child’s placement and program at any time by requesting a  4.74   (.53) 

      CSE meeting.        
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Table 5  

Mean and Standard Deviations on Legal Mandates by Predictor Variable  

             

Variable     N  Mean   SD   

 Enrollment   

  1-999   11  4.37  .43   

  1000-2999  17  4.65  .32 

  3000-4999  9  4.56  .35 

  5000-6999  8  4.70  .18 

  7000-8999  1  4.90 

  9000-10999  7  4.45  .46 

  11000-12999  2  4.38  .40 

  13000-14999  1  4.57   

  15000-16999  1  4.33 

  17000+  12  4.23  .34 

 

 % Free Lunch   

  1-5%   7  4.63  .38 

  6-10%   4  4.70  .18 

  11-20%  8  4.56  .44 

  21-30%  5  4.69  .11 

  31-50%  16  4.56  .38 

  51-75%  27  4.33  .31 

  76-100%  12  4.32  .39 
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Table 6  

Mean Scores on Best Practices Questions 

                  

Question                  Mean (SD) 

25. The school personnel gets to know the family well, including the family’s individual and cultural  3.69   (.67) 

       characteristics, as well as how the family distributes authorities and responsibilities. 

26. The school personnel seek to determine the family’s needs, strengths, weaknesses and resources to meet  3.78   (.76) 

       those needs. 

27. The school personnel take all of the above into account when working with families.    4.05   (.72) 

28. The school personnel treats families as equal partners with the school in making decisions about  4.09   (.70) 

       educational programming for the child. 

29. The school personnel modify their practice to meet the individual needs of the family.    3.77   (.71) 

30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming.  4.59   (.63)  

      (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results, or  

      educational possibilities).  

31. Parents are taught the skills to necessary to participate in their child’s educational Programming. (This 2.74   (.83) 

      may include: trainings or practice).  

32. School personnel actively listen to parents about and provide emotional support for parental concerns, 4.05   (.79) 

      preferences, resources, and stressors related to their child with disabilities. 

33. Parents are helped to cope with the situation of having a child with a disability. (Activities may include: an 3.48   (.98) 

      opportunity to talk with other parents, helping parents prepare for information, providing a private place to  

      meet after results, or offering follow up conferences). 
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Table 6  

Continued 

Mean Scores on Best Practices Questions 

                  

Question                  Mean (SD) 

34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include: allowing 4.27   (.81) 

      parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree, or adding  

      parents’ views to IEP).   

35. School personnel empower parents to be advocates for their children. (This may include: participating in  4.01   (.99) 

      the meeting, writing part of the IEP, or advocating for their children and with other parents). 
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Table 7  

Mean Responses That Meet Compliance Criteria by Location 

                  

Location                 

Question                  Mean (SD) 

NYC     

 28. The school personnel treats families as equal partners with the school in making decisions about  4.00   (.71)  

        educational programming for the child    

 30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming. 4.40   (.89) 

       (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results, 

       or educational possibilities). 

 34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include:  4.40   (.89) 

       allowing parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree,  

       or adding parents’ views to IEP).          

Large City District 

 27. The school personnel take all of the above into account when working with families.   4.11   (.66) 

 30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming. 4.05   (.78) 

       (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results,  

       or educational possibilities)      

 34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include: 4.17 (1.04) 

       allowing parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree,  

       or adding parents’ views to IEP).      
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Table 7  

Continued 

Mean Responses That Meet Compliance Criteria by Location 

                  

Location                 

Question                  Mean (SD) 

Urban 

 30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming. 4.65   (.49) 

       (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results,  

       or educational possibilities)   

 32. School personnel actively listen to parents about and provide emotional support for parental   4.09   (.73) 

       concerns, preferences, resources, and stressors related to their child with disabilities. 

 34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include: 4.39   (.66) 

       allowing parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree,  

       or adding parents’ views to IEP).  

Suburban  

 27. The school personnel take all of the above into account when working with families.   4.21   (.68) 

 28. The school personnel treats families as equal partners with the school in making decisions about  4.38   (.73) 

       educational programming for the child.       

 30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming.   4.79   (.49) 

       (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results,  

       or educational possibilities). 

                  



 

 

P
aren

t In
v
o
lv

em
en

t S
p
ecial E

d
u
catio

n
  

 
1
2
8

 

Table 7  

Continued 

Mean Responses That Meet Compliance Criteria by Location 

                  

Location                 

Question                  Mean (SD) 

Suburban Continued   

 32. School personnel actively listen to parents about and provide emotional support for parental  4.14   (.74)       

                  concerns, preferences, resources, and stressors related to their child with disabilities. 

 34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include:  4.34   (.67) 

       allowing parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents agree,  

       or adding parents’ views to IEP). 

 35. School personnel empower parents to be advocates for their children. (This may include:  4.31   (.85) 

       participating in the meeting, writing part of the IEP, or advocating for their children and with other  

       parents). 

Rural   

 27. The school personnel take all of the above into account when working with families.   4.00   (.75) 

 28. The school personnel treats families as equal partners with the school in making decisions about 4.06   (.64) 

        educational programming for the child.       

 30. Parents are provided information to enable participation in their child’s educational programming. 4.79   (.42) 

       (Information may include: due process rights, assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results,   

       or educational possibilities) 
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Table 7  

Continued 

Mean Responses That Meet Compliance Criteria by Location 

                  

Location                 

Question                  Mean (SD) 

Rural Continued   

 32. School personnel actively listen to parents about and provide emotional support for parental   4.10   (.66)    

                  concerns, preferences, resources, and stressors related to their child with disabilities. 

 34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to advocate for their children. (This may include: 4.05   (.91) 

       allowing parents to have a voice in making suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents  

       agree, or adding parents’ views to IEP). 
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Table 8  

Mean and Standard Deviations on Best Practices by Predictor Variable  

             

Variable     N  Mean   SD    

 Enrollment   

  1-999   11  3.60  .65 

  1000-2999  17  4.11  .55 

  3000-4999  9  3.78  .67 

  5000-6999  8  4.08  .42 

  7000-8999  1  4.09 

  9000-10999  7  3.95  .51 

  11000-12999  2  4.23  .45 

  13000-14999  1  3.55  

  15000-16999  1  4.00 

  17000+  12  3.56  .53 

   

 % Free Lunch   

  1-5%   7  4.21  .48 

  6-10%   4  4.02  .42 

  11-20%  8  4.06  .78 

  21-30%  5  3.66  .60   

  31-50%  16  3.97  .60 

  51-75%  27  3.69  .44 

  76-100%  12  3.68  .58  
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Table 9 

Predictors of Legal Mandates Implementation  

             

           Legal Mandates Implementation Score 

                        

Variable  B  SE(B)  B t  Sig. (p)  

Constant  4.72  .10   47.49  .000 

Location 

 NYC  .17  .42           .08        .40                 .695   

 Large City      -.17  .30          -.15        -.56  .575 

 Urban            -.02  .18          -.03        -.13  .900 

 Rural   .02  .15           .02 .11  .912 

 Suburban      

Enrollment  .00  .00          -.07        -.30  .767 

Free Lunch            -.00  .00          -.29        -1.29  .202 

R
2   

.20 

F             2.35 

             

F(6, 57) = 2.35, p < .05 
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Table 10 

Correlation Matrix of Predictor Variables  

                  

         Factor         

  Free Lunch New York City Large City Urban  Suburban Rural  Enrollment  

Factor                   

Free Lunch        ---   .07  .52**  .30**  -.71**  -.10  .49** 

New York City      .07   ---  -.13  -.16  -.18  -.14  .52** 

Large City        .52  -.13  ---  -.27**  -.31**  -.24**  .60** 

Urban         .30**  -.16  -.27**  ---  -.38**  -.30**  -.09 

Suburban       -.71**  -.18  -.31**  -.38**  ---  -.33**  -.27*  

Rural        -.10  -.14  -.24**  -.29**  -.33**  ---  -.33** 

Enrollment            .49**  .52**  .60**  -.09  -.27*  -.33**  --- 

                  

Note. Intercorrelations of the predictor factors of location, free lunch eligibility, and enrollment.  

* p < .05 

** p < .01
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Table 11 

Predictors of Legal Mandates Implementation with Location Removed 

             

           Legal Mandates Implementation Score 

             

Variable  B  SE(B)  B t  Sig. (p)  

Constant  4.81  .11   42.72  .000 

Enrollment  -.01  .01          -.10        -.85  .398 

Free Lunch            -.06  .03          -.30        -2.50  .015 

R
2   

.11 

F             5.65 

             

F(2, 74) = 5.65, p = .005 
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Table 12 

Predictors of Best Practices Implementation  

             

       Best Practices Implementation Score 

             

Variable  B  SE(B)  B t  Sig. (p)  

Constant  4.20  .16          26.53  .000 

Location 

 NYC  .52  .67    .16       .78                 .439  

 Large City .00  .47    .00 .01  .993 

 Urban            -.02  .29            -.01      -.05  .957 

 Rural             -.11  .25            -.09      -.46  .651 

 Suburban   

Enrollment                 -.00  .00            -.16      -.64  .528 

Free Lunch            -.01  .01            -.28     -1.18  .244 

R
2   

.13
        

 

F            1.45 

             

F(6, 57) = 1.45, p = .212 
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Table 13 

Predictors of Best Practices Implementation with Location Removed 

             

           Best Practices Implementation Score 

             

Variable  B  SE(B)  B t  Sig. (p)  

Constant  4.29  .18   24.03  .000 

Enrollment  .02  .02           .09        .75  .454 

Free Lunch            -.11  .04          -.35        -2.81  .006 

R
2   

.08 

F             4.15 

             

F(2, 74) = 4.15, p = .020 
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Appendix A 

How would you classify your school district? 
____ New York City (District Number ____) 

____ Large City District (Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Yonkers) 

____ Urban  
____ Suburban  

____ Rural 

Section I. The purpose of this section is to obtain information about any school 

district policies or procedures regarding the involvement of parents in the special 

education eligibility process.  Throughout this survey the word parents refers to 

parents, guardians or caretakers of the student who are able to make educational 

decisions of behalf of the student.  Throughout this survey the words school 

professionals refers to those professionals who hold positions within the school 

and are involved in the special education eligibility process.  Please answer each 

item to the best of your knowledge.   

 (If you are in the New York City School District, please answer the 

questions based on the sub-district in which you work.)  

 (If you are in a Large City School Districts or Urban District, please 

answer the questions based on the city district in which you work.)  

 (If you are in a suburban or rural district, please answer the questions 

based on the district in which you work.) 

1. The school district in which you practice has a policy for 
parental involvement in the special education eligibility 

process. 

Yes No 

2. There is a written policy in the school district that you 

practice in on parental participation in the special education 
eligibility process. 

Yes No 

3. This written policy is easily accessible to school personnel. Yes No 

For each of the following items, please choose the answer that best fits your 

knowledge and experience of the topic.   

1= never,  2= rarely,  3= sometimes,  4= usually,  5= always 

4. The special education eligibility process follows set 

procedures with all parents. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. A copy of the procedural safeguards notice is given to 
the parents upon initial referral for evaluation. 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. The procedural safeguards notice is provided to 

parents in their native language.  

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Parents are notified when a school professional has 
concerns about their child’s academic progress.  

1 2 3 4 5 

8. Parents are contacted within 10 days by a school 

administrator regarding their request for an evaluation 
of their child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

9. A copy of the evaluation report is provided to parents.  1 2 3 4 5 

10. Parents are notified of the meeting date 5 days prior to 

a CSE meeting.  

1 2 3 4 5 

11. If parents cannot attend, other methods are used to 
ensure parent participation, including individual, 

videoconferences or conference telephone calls.  

1 2 3 4 5 

12. All required members of the Committee on Special 
Education (child’s parent, regular education teacher, 

1 2 3 4 5 
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special education teacher, school psychologist, CSE 

chairperson, and parent member) are present at the 
child’s special education meeting.  

13. When the CSE is determining eligibility for special 

education services, input from parents is requested.  

1 2 3 4 5 

14. The child’s level of functioning is accurately reviewed 
at a CSE meeting.  

1 2 3 4 5 

15. Parental participation is requested when discussing the 

educational services for the child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

16. The child’s educational placement/program is justified 
by the evaluation results and recommendations 

presented at the CSE meeting.  

1 2 3 4 5 

17. Efforts are made to ensure that the parents understand 

the proceedings at the CSE meeting.  

1 2 3 4 5 

18. Parents of a child with a disability are allowed to 

inspect and review all education records with respect 

to the identification, evaluation, and educational 

placement of their child in order to ensure the 
provision of a free appropriate public education.  

1 2 3 4 5 

19. Parents are allowed to give oral or written reports that 

become official and part of the child’s educational 
record.  

1 2 3 4 5 

20. The IEP is developed at the IEP meeting with the 

parents present.  

1 2 3 4 5 

21. Parent consent is obtained before the child’s special 
education program begins.  

1 2 3 4 5 

22. Parent consent through a formal signature is obtained 

before the child’s special education program begins.  

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Parents receive a copy of their child’s IEP.  1 2 3 4 5 

24. Parents are notified that they can review their child’s 

placement and program at any time by requesting a 

CSE meeting.  

1 2 3 4 5 

25. The school personnel gets to know the family well, 
including the family’s individual and cultural 

characteristics, as well as how the family distributes 

authority and responsibility.  

1 2 3 4 5 

26. The school personnel seek to determine the family’s 
needs, strengths, weaknesses and resources to meet 

those needs.  

1 2 3 4 5 

27. The school personnel take all of the above into 
account when working with families.  

1 2 3 4 5 

28. The school personnel treats families as equal partners 

with the school in making decisions about educational 

programming for the child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

29. The school personnel modify their practice to meet the 

individual needs of the family.   

1 2 3 4 5 

30. Parents are provided information to enable 

participation in their child’s educational programming. 
(Information may include: due process rights, 

assessment, diagnostic information, evaluation results, 

1 2 3 4 5 
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or educational possibilities)  

31. Parents are taught the skills to necessary to participate 

in their child’s educational programming. (This may 
include: trainings or practice)  

1 2 3 4 5 

32. School personnel actively listen to parents about and 

provide emotional support for parental concerns, 
preferences, resources, and stressors related to their 

child with disabilities.  

1 2 3 4 5 

33. Parents are helped to cope with the situation of having 

a child with a disability. (Activities may include: an 
opportunity to talk with other parents, helping parents 

prepare for information, providing a private place to 

meet after results, or offering follow up conferences)  

1 2 3 4 5 

34. School personnel accept and encourage parents to 
advocate for their children. (This may include: 

allowing parents to have a voice in making 

suggestions for programming, ensuring that parents 
agree, or adding parents’ views to IEP)  

1 2 3 4 5 

35. School personnel empower parents to be advocates for 

their children. (This may include: participating in the 

meeting, writing part of the IEP, or advocating for 
their children and with other parents)  

1 2 3 4 5 

For the following items, please think about the general practice of your special 

education department.  For each item, please select the appropriate answer.   
36. Who reports to the parents that there are concerns about the child’s school 

functioning? (Please check all that apply) 

 Administration  

 CSE Chairperson 
  Principal 

 Regular Education Teachers   

 Special Education Teachers  
 Support Staff  

 School Psychologists  

 Speech Therapists/Pathologists  

 Occupational Therapists  
 Nurses  

 Physical Therapists  

 Social Workers  
 Guidance/School Counselors 

37. How do parents most often receive this information? (Please choose one) 

  Phone Call  

  Letter  
  Electronic Mail (e-mail)  

  Private Meeting  

  Parent Teacher Conference  
  Other         

38. What supports are sponsored or provided for the parents within your school 

district? (Please check all that apply)  

 Parent Support Groups 
 Parent Trainings 
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 Parent Advisory Groups 

 Parents as Members of Committees 
 Other       

The following items obtain specific information regarding the amount of time 

spent with families during various activities of the special education eligibility 

process. For each of the questions, please select the amount of time spent in a 

typical meeting. 

39. How long would you say the typical pre-CSE meeting with parents lasts? (Please 

choose one) 

___ Does not occur 
___ Less than 15 minutes 

___ Less than 30 minutes 

___ Less than 60 minutes 
___ Less than 90 minutes 

___ Greater than 90 minutes 

40. How long would you say the typical initial CSE meeting with parents lasts? 

(Please choose one) 
___ Does not occur 

___ Less than 15 minutes 

___ Less than 30 minutes 
___ Less than 60 minutes 

___ Less than 90 minutes 

___ Greater than 90 minutes 

41. How long would you say the typical post CSE meeting with parents lasts? (Please 
choose one) 

___ Does not occur 

___ Less than 15 minutes 
___ Less than 30 minutes 

___ Less than 60 minutes 

___ Less than 90 minutes 

___ Greater than 90 minutes 

Section II. This is the final section of the survey.  The purpose of this section is to 

gain information about the School Psychologists who are completing this survey.  

 

Sex (Please circle) Male Female  

Position Title  

Number of Years Working in Position  

In order to access the information to answer the following questions, please 

follow the directions below.   

Directions: Click on the link 

https://reportcards.nysed.gov/counties.php?year=2011. Click on the county that 

your school is in.  Find the report on your entire district.  Choose Accountability 

and Overview Report.  Under District Profile, 

Find Enrollment for Total K-12 for the 2010-2011 School Year. 

Enrollment of students in your school district 

 

Find Demographic Factors for Eligible for Free Lunch for the 2010-

2011 School Year.  

Percentage of Free Lunch 

 

Comments:  

THANK YOU FOR YOUR VOLUNTARY HELP AND COOPERATION!!!!! 

https://reportcards.nysed.gov/counties.php?year=2011
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Appendix B 

Dear Colleague, 

 

I am a doctoral school psychology student at Alfred University and a practicing school 

psychologist. I would like to invite you to participate in a research study. The purpose of 

the study is to investigate the role of school psychologists in parent involvement in 

special education. This research study will be used in my doctoral dissertation. Little 

research has been completed regarding the role of school psychologists’ in supporting 

parent’s during their child’s evaluation and this study will help to add to the current 

research. It is my hope that this study will provide information about current practices of 

school psychologists around New York State. I am inviting you to be in this study 

because you are currently a practicing school psychologist. Your name and email address 

were obtained from the New York State Association of School Psychologists (NYASP) 

database or your school district’s website. 

 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decide to participate your response in 

this study will be anonymous and confidential. Your survey will only be identified by a 

subject number and we will not ask for your name. Data will be analyzed by group 

averages and not by individual responses. Data will be stored on password protected files. 

The survey will typically take about ten minutes to complete. 

 

There are no known risks from being in this study, and you will not benefit personally. 

However, we hope that others may benefit from what we learn as a result of this study. 

 

If you have any questions regarding this research or wish to obtain results of the study, 

feel free to contact either me, Cathleen McEvoy (involvement.see.process@gmail.com or 

518-225-0741) or my advisor Dr. Edward Gaughan (fgaughan@alfred.edu or 607-871-

2212). If you have questions about your rights as a research participant you may contact 

Dr. Emrys Westacott, acting chair of the Human Subjects Research Committee at Alfred 

University (westacott@alfred.edu or 607-871-2217). 

 

Your completion of the survey serves as your consent to participate. 

 

I will appreciate it greatly if you participate. 

 

Sincerely, 

Cathleen K. McEvoy 

 

Cathleen McEvoy, MA, CAS, NCSP 

Doctoral Candidate 

Division of School Psychology 

Alfred University 

Alfred, NY 14802 

 

 

mailto:involvement.see.process@gmail.com
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Biographical Data 

 

 Cathleen K. McEvoy, MA, CAS, NSCP grew up in Niskayuna, New York.  She 

graduated from the University of Vermont with a B.S. in Psychology in 2003.  While 

attending UVM, she was recognized as a scholar athlete in 1999.  In 2000, she was 

entered into the Phi Eta Sigma Honor Society and the National Society of Collegiate 

Scholars.  In 2001, she was entered into the Psi Chi Honor Society and the Golden Key 

Honor Society.  In 2006, she graduated from Alfred University with her M.A. in School 

Psychology.  She completed a master’s level internship and went back to Alfred to pursue 

her doctoral degree.  In 2007, she was awarded a full graduate assistantship to recruit 

future school psychology students to the program.  She has conducted numerous 

presentations addressing behavior both within the home and in the school setting, as well 

as information about the field of school psychology.  She is a member of the National 

Association of School Psychologists and the New York Association of School 

Psychologists.  She is currently a practicing school psychologist at a public school in the 

Albany area. 


