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Parent Involvement in IFSPs and IEPs

The IFSP (Individualized Family Service Plan) or the IEP (Individualized Education Plan) is as much a process as a document.  It serves as a communication tool among families, educators, a student and service providers.  IFSP/IEPs are vehicles for planning and making decisions which will assure that a child’s needs are being addressed.

The IFSP/IEP Conference can be a very intense time for those involved.  SO much is at stake.  Different people with different perspectives, who don’t necessarily know each other well, come together to decide one child’s future.  What happened before, during and after the meeting can help families feel more comfortable and contribute to an effective outcome. 

Before the meeting:

· Regular contacts with the family help to create rapport and trust.

· Informal chats – in the hallways, in the community, etc.

· Sharing information regularly.

· Regularly requesting information from families.

· Providing families information about the IEP/IFSP process, their role and the role of other team members, avoids assuming that the parents are familiar and know what to expect.

· Utilizing existing pamphlets and brochures available through the Iowa Department of Education, Grant Wood AEA, or the PEP Resource Library.

· Offering a parent one on one contact from another parent who is knowledgeable about the process and who would be willing to help them prepare.

· Inventories/Checklists/Questions provided before the conference help families come prepared to contribute to the IFSP/IEP planning process.  They could cover:

· Child’s interests, strengths, needs, goals.

· Parent’s concerns, questions, fears, hopes, expectations, desired options.

· Families do best when they don’t encounter surprises at the meeting; information ahead of time, such as, test results, possible options to be considered, other agenda items, etc., can be helpful.

· Invite parents, and the student, when appropriate, to give input as to who they would like to have attend the IFSP/IEP meeting.  Students may enjoy sending out invitations.

· When the student will be involved, give families information about the preparation and expectations for the student’s involvement; invite parents to give input or ask questions about their son or daughter’s involvement.

· Scheduling to meet at a convenient time and mutually agreed upon location is important to the comfort level and success of IFSP/IEP meetings. 

Prepared and distributed by: PEP (Parent Educator Partnership) Program; Grant Wood Area Education Agency.  (To contact PEP, call 1-800-332-8488, ext. 6702 or 399-6702)
During the IFSP/IEP Meeting

· Have everyone introduce themselves, even though it appears all know each other.  

· Having table tent nametags, that can be seen from across the table, is very helpful.

· Overview the process and the agenda; clarify roles and time factors.  Offer alternatives should additional time be required.

· Give parents the option of not deciding or signing agreement at this meeting, should they want to have time to think about it.  It’s amazing how that can reduce the pressure and even eliminate or minimize the need for taking more time.

· When talking to families about their rights, it helps to provide them with a written summary.  (PEP has a user-friendly copy that includes Parent Responsibilities.)

· Turn to family members, frequently, to invite, ask questions, check need for clarification, etc., as each aspect of the IFSP/IEP is discussed and developed.  Such encouragement will assure understanding and greater involvement from parents, affirm their role and show professional appreciation for their expertise. 

· Be supportive of family ideas; affirm their strengths as a family.  They may not see themselves as having any.  

· Discuss progress checking; many families leave conferences wondering how they will find out about how their child is doing.

· Summarize the meeting, clarify expectations and responsibilities.

· Remind families that the IEP plan is in place for a year, but that that doesn’t preclude taking a look at it before then should there be a need.  It assures those who worry about sealing something in concrete that may not turn out to be right for their child.

After the Meeting

· Contacting families within 24-72 hours after an IFSP/IEP meeting could revolutionize how families feel about the process.

· Checking in with them sends parents a strong “we care, we value you” message.

· Listen and clarify as needed.  Where there are concerns or doubts, empathize with the anxiety or hesitation.  Offer encouragement, a “lets try” approach, and remind parent of established progress checkpoints.

· Follow up at regularly agreed upon times to review progress.

· Contacts to report “good news” or “good days” are very meaningful to families, and don’t happen frequently.  It’s also a good rapport builder and will enhance your relationship.
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