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Encouraging
Active Parent
Participation in
IEP Team Meetings
Diane Marie Dabkowski

H ow did you do? If you wavered a
bit, you should know that many

educators are also unsure. This article
provides tools and processes that can
help welcome parents into school as
equal partners in their children’s educa-
tion. 

Team Culture
Let’s explore team attitudes and prac-
tices and the potential effect of the
behavior of team members on active
parent participation in decision making.  

Though all IEP teams come together
for the purpose of developing an IEP,
team culture usually dictates the
process by which the meeting takes
place (by culture, we mean the attitudes
and beliefs that are valued by a particu-
lar team). Among other attributes,
teams demonstrate their culture in the
following ways:

• The procedure by which people
share information.

• Who speaks at meetings.
• How influential their perspective is

in making decisions.

• The specific recommendations peo-
ple make.

• The expressed beliefs about instruc-
tional strategies and their effective-
ness.
For example, one professional may

serve as meeting facilitator and domi-
nate the discussion, whereas on other
teams, all members may actively partici-
pate in discussions. Some teams may be
quick to recommend a particular
instructional strategy or placement, and
others may be reluctant to do so.

Team culture dictates the ease or dif-
ficulty with which parents gain accept-
ance as team members (Briggs, 1997).
Some teams, for example, may encour-
age parent participation throughout the
meeting, whereas others may encourage
such participation only at the end.
Further, team culture may affect parent
participation by the way the team struc-

Now answer these questions honestly:

Are parents equal partners with you in the education 

of students with disabilities?

Do you actively invite parents, accommodate 

their schedules, and welcome their differing cultural 

contributions?

Are you aware of cultural and linguistic team 

processes or environments that might make parents

uncomfortable?

Are you wondering how to improve parent participation

in your decision-making processes?



tures the meeting environment, the lan-
guage team members use, or the respect
team members give differing cultural
values.

Meeting Environment

Conference space in school buildings
can range from formal, well-appointed
conference rooms to converted storage
rooms with small tables and folding
chairs. Though seemingly an issue of lit-
tle importance, the physical environ-
ment in which the IEP meeting takes
place and how teams use that space
may affect the comfort levels of parents.
Thus, the level of parent participation
may be affected. (See the examples in
the box, “Parental Reactions to IEP
Meeting Environments.” )

In Example 1, Mary Smith felt dis-
tanced from the team rather than a team
member. She may, therefore, believe
that her contributions to the meeting
would seem of little value to the profes-
sionals. For some parents, this belief

may result in a reduced willingness to
actively participate. Barbour and
Barbour (2001) suggested that teams
can use seating arrangement to estab-
lish a sense of equity among meeting
participants. Sitting beside the parent
can remove both physical and psycho-
logical distance. Using a round confer-
ence table eliminates a sense of hierar-
chy among participants that may other-
wise exist when particular team mem-
bers are seated at the head of a rectan-
gular table.

In Example 2, the physical environ-
ment in which the meeting took place
reduced Catherine Brown’s comfort
level and participation. Professional
team members need to recognize
changes in parental comfort level
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Example 1. On arrival at Pine Ridge

Elementary School, Mary Smith was

escorted to the room in which her

son’s IEP meeting would take place.

Mary noticed that the professional

team members had already arrived

at the room. They seated themselves

along one of the long sides as well

as at both short ends of the rectan-

gular table. Mary took the lone seat

in the middle of the remaining side.

This seating arrangement made

Mary feel isolated from the rest of

the team. …

Example 3. Other than responding briefly to 

questions posed to her, Mrs. Jones sat quietly

throughout her son’s IEP meeting. This surprised

Lisa Brown, Eric’s special education teacher. Lisa’s

encounters with Mrs. Jones were quite different.

When meeting with Lisa, Mrs. Jones contributed a

great deal to the discussion. She frequently asked

questions to gain a better understanding of her

son’s progress and educational program. Typically,

she did not hesitate to offer suggestions or express

her concerns. At one point during the IEP meeting,

Lisa expected Mrs. Jones to express a difference of

opinion with the other team members. This did not 

happen. At the conclusion of the IEP meeting, Lisa

pulled Mrs. Jones aside; and the two sat down

alone. When asked if she had any questions about

the new IEP, Mrs. Jones reverted back to the

woman Lisa knew. …

Parental Reactions to IEP Meeting Environments…

Example 2. The IEP meeting for Catherine
Brown’s daughter was held in a former
storage room located between the boys’ 
and girls’ bathrooms in one wing of the
school building. The meeting coincided with
the morning bathroom break for some of
the classes in that wing. Catherine did not
have to strain to hear the conversations of
the children in the bathrooms. “If I can
hear them,” Catherine wondered silently,
“what can they hear about my child?”
Catherine contributed little to the meeting
until the bathroom noises subsided. …

Team culture means 
the attitudes and beliefs

that are valued by a
particular team, such as the
procedure by which people
share information and who
usually speaks at meetings.



brought about by uncontrollable
events. They must be flexible in con-
ducting meetings so that such changes
can be accommodated.

Aside from the physical environ-
ment and use of space, parent partici-
pation may be influenced by the cli-
mate or tone set by the professional
team members. Climate is evidenced
in the way in which team interaction
takes place (Briggs, 1997). Parents
may perceive meeting climate along a

continuum from inviting to intimidat-
ing. In Example 3, Mrs. Jones did not
actively participate during the IEP
meeting, yet she did so when meeting
alone with the special education
teacher. When the teacher provided

Mrs. Jones with a debriefing period in an
environment more suited to her needs, she
was able to participate in the discussion
about her son’s new IEP.

Culture, Language, and
Meaning

The cultural context through which
both parents and professionals form
their personal value systems con-
tributes to their ability to make joint
decisions. An understanding of the
team process, including the role of
participants’ cultural background,
can influence the effectiveness of IEP
teams (see box, “What Does the
Literature Say About Parent Partici-
pation.”) 

Cultural differences can result in
disparate beliefs about disability and
the nature of disabilities served
through special education services.
This disparity may result in differing
goals for the child’s educational pro-
gram (Cloud, 1993; Lamorey, 2002).
Perhaps more significantly, cultural
beliefs influence the value placed on
parent-professional partnerships in
decision making, a concept not val-
ued equally across cultures (Kaly-
anpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000). In a
professional team culture, partici-
pants should respect these differ-
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What Does the Literature Say About Parent Participation? 

IDEA. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA} Amendments of 1997 mandate that par-
ents be included as members of the team that develops the evaluation plan, determines eligibility, and
makes decisions about the individualized education program (IEP) and placement (Federal Register,
1999, p. 12472).

Despite the importance attributed to active parent participation on teams, parents are not necessarily
partners in the decision-making process (Garriott, Wandry, & Snyder, 2000; Harry, Allen, & McLaughlin,
1995; Salembier & Furney, 1997). Some parents choose to limit their participation in making decisions
about their child’s program. Some other parents continue to find their efforts to participate blocked as
a result of barriers they encounter in the decision-making process. The body of research conducted in
this area has resulted in the identification of issues such as attitudes, cultural background, logistics,
and parental responsibilities as some of these barriers (Rock, 2000).

IEP. The most significant venue for exercising the right to parent participation in decision making is
the IEP meeting. The IEP meeting process must adhere to legal requirements relative to what should be
included in the IEP. At the same time, it must meet legal requirements relative to who participates on
the IEP team and how, including the parent (Council for Exceptional Children, 1999; Drasgow, Yell, &
Robinson, 2001; Huefner, 2000).

Get Real. In practice, however, opportunities for parent participation in making decisions can vary con-
siderably. Such participation may vary not only from one school district to another, but also from school
to school, depending in part on the people who serve on the team.

Though studies that have focused on team process and effects are limited, some evidence suggests that
an understanding of the team process can influence team effectiveness (Fleming & Monda-Amaya,
2001).

Recognizing and addressing cultural
differences are important ingredients
in successful IEP team meetings.

Teams need to ensure a
comfortable physical
environment for IEP

meetings.



ences. Teams should structure their
decision-making processes to address
these differences when they arise, rather
than merely dismiss them. 

For example, cultural beliefs might
result in a parent indicating agreement
with a team decision out of respect for
professional educators rather than con-
viction. Professional team members
need to be aware when such a possibil-
ity exists and provide another avenue
for a parent’s voice to be heard. Here,
this might be accomplished through the
availability of a parent liaison with a
similar cultural background. 

Language barriers do not always
refer to linguistic differences or the use
of professional jargon (Berry & Hard-
man, 1998). Language barriers to active
parent participation may exist among
native English speakers and in the
absence of professional jargon. Whether
intended or not, language preferences
and practices embedded in team culture
can create a barrier to active parent par-
ticipation. For example, a parent invited
to participate in an IEP meeting may be
more likely to do so than a parent who
is invited to observe their child’s IEP
meeting. A professional who couples an
indifferent attitude with a suggestion
that a parent speak up “if they want”
may send a message that the team is
merely going through necessary
motions rather than placing any value
on what might be said.

Implications for Practice
As we have seen, IEP meetings can be a
source of stress for parents. Profession-
als can take action to reduce potential

stress by recognizing the effect of their
team practices on parental comfort lev-
els. Professional team members, there-
fore, need to engage in ongoing self-
reflection and analysis to ensure a team
structure that reduces stress and pro-
motes active parent participation. Team
members must be willing to focus on
team effectiveness, as well as team
responsibilities (Briggs, 1997).

The work of Briggs (1997), Cloud
(1993), and Lamorey (2002) lays the
foundation for reflection, analysis, and
observation of the team meeting process
(Figures 1 and 2). Team self-reflection
should begin on an individual level by
evaluating one’s own attitudes and
beliefs about the team meeting process.
In turn, teams should recognize how
individual beliefs contribute to team
culture and influence parent participa-
tion. Figure 1 presents suggested ques-

tions to consider in the self-reflection
process.

Further, team members should
observe the meeting process and ana-
lyze it to determine how the meeting
actualizes team culture and whether
team practices provide opportunities for
active parent participation. Figure 2
presents an observation form that
includes important focal points.

Changing Team Practices Through
Reflection and Analysis

After considerable self-reflection and
analysis, a team may decide that oppor-
tunities for parent participation would
be heightened by changes in the way its
team meetings are conducted. The team
might adapt the framework for change
outlined by Hord (1992).
Shared Vision. Create a shared vision
for new team-meeting practices by dis-

TEACHING EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN ■ JAN/FEB 2004 ■ 37

Figure 1. Professional Team Member Self-Reflection:
Questions to Consider

Individual-Level Reflection

• As an individual, what are your beliefs about disability and special
education services? What effect does this have on your contribution to
individualized education program (IEP) development?

• In general, what role should the parent(s) play on the team? Observer?
Provider of information? Decision maker? 

• Who should be responsible for making decisions? The parent(s)? A
specific team member? The team as a whole (including parents)?

• What value do you place on the collaborative process? How should
your team implement this process to ensure equitable opportunity for
participation among all team members?

Team-Level Reflection

• Has the team reached consensus on each of the preceding issues?

• How does the team respond to diversity of opinion on these issues?
Are conflicts resolved? Does the team maintain its effectiveness when
opinions differ?

• In general, how might lack of consensus on any of these issues affect
parent participation in your IEP meetings? 

• Do the attitudes and beliefs held jointly by the professional team mem-
bers enhance opportunities for parent participation or diminish them?

Postmeeting Reflection

• Does the way in which your team conducts a meeting reflect team atti-
tudes and beliefs? 

• What changes should be considered to better reflect attitudes and
beliefs that will enhance parent participation? 

In a professional team
culture, participants 

should respect 
cultural differences 

in how people view the
concepts of disability and

parent-professional
collaboration.
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cussing the results of the analysis
among team members. Recognize that
parents and administrators also have a
stake in this process. Teams should
include these participants in the discus-
sion. From the discussion, team mem-
bers can generate—and prioritize—
goals for transforming the new vision
into practice. For example, a team may
decide to request a change in facilities
for team meetings.

Resources. Some goals may require
resources in the form of time, money,
clerical support, or supplies. Teams
should identify such resources at the
same time they generate goals.

Training. To assist with proposed
changes, team members may benefit
from professional development activi-
ties, including participation in inservice
programs, attending conferences, observ-
ing other teams’ practices, or using con-
sultation resources. After the team has
established its vision, it should consider
and prioritize training needs, along with
other goals.

Monitoring. Teams should recognize
that effecting change in team practices
is accomplished over time. It may help
to identify a team member as “cheer-
leader” who will keep the team focused
on its goals and monitor efforts toward
implementing the new vision. This
monitoring may include intermittent
observation and analysis of team meet-
ings.

School Culture. A school or district cul-
ture that supports change would assist
the team in transforming their vision to
practice. School principals and special
education administrators can enhance
the success of team efforts by advocat-
ing for change on the team’s behalf.

Additional Considerations in
Changing Team Practices

In an effort to reduce parental stress,
Berry and Hardman (1998) suggested
that teams provide parents with infor-
mation regarding meeting logistics—
location, time parameters, parking
information, and so forth (p. 134). Such
communication serves as a starting
point for parents new to the IEP pro-
cess. Team members need to give par-
ents opportunities to become informed

about how to participate in the decision-
making process, as well as about their
right to do so.

Schools and districts have found
many creative ways that parents may
become knowledgeable about parental
rights, their child’s disability, and avail-
able services. (See Turnbull & Turnbull,
2001, for a comprehensive discussion in
this area.) At the meeting level, howev-

er, specific teams should supplement
general knowledge about participation
in IEP meetings with information about
their team processes. Teams can set up
parent workshops or individualized pre-
meeting planning sessions to inform
parents as to who will be in attendance,
how people will share information,
when and how the team will give par-
ents opportunities for input, and what
parents can do to prepare for the meet-
ing (Turnbull & Turnbull). In addition,
information conveyed to parents should
include avenues for follow-up to the IEP
meeting in case parents continue to
have questions or concerns relative to
their child’s program.

Final Thoughts
Walker and Singer (1993) pointed out
that the relationship between parent
and professional is developmental in
nature. As professional team members

Parents who are supported
in their initial attempts to

participate in decision
making will likely continue
these efforts later in their

child’s school career.

Figure 2. Team Meeting Observation and Analysis of Practices

1. What professional disciplines are represented at the meeting? 
What role does each play?

Discipline Role 

Discipline Role

Discipline Role

2. What roles do the parents play?

___ Observer ___ Provider of information

___ Decision maker 

3. What team rituals are observed (e.g., who speaks when, how 
members are addressed, seating arrangement)?

4. What effect does the meeting environment have on parental comfort
level and establishing equity among team members?

5. Does the manner in which professionals convey information reveal 
an awareness of the parent's cultural beliefs about disability?

6. What kind of information is shared and who presents it?  

7. Is language used that will result in a mutual understanding of issues?

8. Is the meeting tone formal or more relaxed? How does this affect 
parent participation?



TEACHING EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN ■ JAN/FEB 2004 ■ 39

develop relationships with parents new
to special education services, team
members must consider the long-term
effect of that relationship on active par-
ent participation in decision making.
Parents who are supported in their ini-
tial attempts to be equitable team mem-
bers in decision making will likely con-
tinue to participate later in their child’s
school career. Professional team mem-
bers should take these factors into con-
sideration during the developmental
process.

Team members should view team
practices as a focal point for ongoing
professional development. Recognize
that as the knowledge base related to
teaming and collaboration grows, new
and better practices may continue to
emerge. Along with professional team
members, parents and administrators
will require knowledge of new practices
and opportunities to employ them in an
environment supported by all team
members.
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The MotivAider is an ingeniously
simple electronic device that helps
children change their own behavior.
Invented by a clinical psychologist,
the device works by automatically
keeping the child's attention focused
on making virtually any desired
improvement.

A remarkably versatile and cost-
effective tool: Used successfully in
schools for over fifteen years, the
MotivAider has helped children make
a wide variety of behavior changes -
from improving attention and reduc-
ing aggression, to preventing bowel
and bladder accidents.

And the MotivAider hasn't just
helped kids. It's helped parents and
teachers, too. It automatically and pri-
vately prompts them to monitor a
particular aspect of a child's behavior,
or to consistently respond in a partic-
ular constructive way.

To find out more about the MotivAider and how
and why it works, please visit us on the web at

www.habitchange.com 

Behavioral Dynamics, Inc.
207 Second Street East

Thief River Falls, MN 56701
Phone: 1-800-356-1506   

Fax: 775-599-7908 
info@habitchange.com

Help Kids
Change Their

Own Behavior
the Easy Way...




