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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

Welcome

This toolkit was written for families who want a clearer, calmer way to advocate for a child with a disability in
school. It brings together the main federal rights and school processes that parents hear about most often,
including special education under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Section 504 plans, disability
protections under the Americans with Disabilities Act, and privacy rights under FERPA.

The aim is practical. You should be able to pick up this guide before a meeting, during a disagreement, or
while trying to understand a school document and find a next step that makes sense. The writing is
intentionally plain, because legal words and school jargon can make families feel excluded from decisions
that affect their child every day.

This guide is written for families in the United States. Federal law applies across the country, but each state
and district can add procedures, forms, timelines, and local policies. That means this toolkit is a strong
starting point, not a replacement for checking your own state rules or getting legal advice when a dispute
becomes serious.

Important note This toolkit is for general information and family education. It is not legal advice, medical
advice, or a substitute for professional representation. State law may give additional rights or deadlines.

How to use this toolkit
* Read Parts 1 and 2 first if you are new to school advocacy and want the big picture.

« Go straight to Part 3 if you already have meetings coming up and need scripts, questions, and preparation
tools.

» Use Part 4 if you are monitoring progress, dealing with behavior concerns, or trying to organise records.
 Use Part 5 for older students, transition planning, and life after school.
« Use Part 6 if you are in a disagreement and need to understand informal and formal complaint options.

* Print the worksheets in Part 7 so you can bring them to school meetings or fill them in at home.

What this guide is based on

The legal foundation in this toolkit comes from official U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of
Justice resources about IDEA, Section 504, Title 1l of the ADA, procedural safeguards, parent participation,
and privacy. A short official resource list appears at the end so families can go directly to the source when
needed.

Toolkit at a glance

« Part 1. Foundations for confident advocacy

« 1. Understanding the main school rights

2. The people around your child

« 3. Child Find, referral, and evaluation

4. Understanding assessment reports and eligibility
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« Part 2. Building the plan

¢ 5. The IEP process in plain English

* 6. Writing strong present levels, goals, and services

7. Section 504 plans and when they fit

« 8. Accommodations, modifications, and assistive technology
* 9. Inclusion, least restrictive environment, and placement
« Part 3. Meetings that move things forward

« 10. Preparing for meetings

e 11. Speaking up in meetings

« 12. Monitoring progress after meetings

 13. Communication, records, and organisation

* Part 4. Solving harder school problems

« 14. Behavior, discipline, attendance, and health needs

« 15. Transition planning and future pathways

« 16. Resolving disagreements

 17. Real-life advocacy scenarios

* Part 5. Printable family toolkit

» Worksheets, planners, trackers, logs, templates, glossary, and official resources
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Part 1

Foundations for confident advocacy
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1. Understanding the main school rights

Families often hear a lot of labels at once: IDEA, IEP, Section 504, ADA, due process, accommodations,
FAPE, and LRE. These are not just technical words. They describe the rules that decide how a school must
identify a child, assess needs, plan supports, provide services, include the student, and respond when
families disagree.

IDEA is the main special education law. It is designed to make sure eligible children with disabilities receive a
free appropriate public education, often called FAPE, through special education and related services. Under
IDEA, families have rights around evaluation, consent, parent participation, progress monitoring, records, and
dispute resolution. The written plan used under IDEA is the Individualized Education Program, or IEP.

Section 504 is a civil rights law. It focuses on equal access and nondiscrimination in programs that receive
federal funding. A student may not need specially designed instruction under IDEA but may still qualify for a
504 plan because they need accommodations, health supports, accessibility changes, or other adjustments
to access school on an equal basis.

Public schools are also covered by Title Il of the ADA. The ADA reinforces disability nondiscrimination duties
and accessibility expectations for public entities. FERPA is the privacy law that governs education records. It
gives parents, and later eligible students, rights to inspect records, seek amendment of records, and control
some disclosures of personally identifiable information.

Rights comparison at a glance

Law | system Main purpose Typical plan or process Good to remember
Special education and Evaluation, eligibility Best for students who need
IDEA related services for eligible | meeting, IEP, annual specially designed
children review, reevaluation instruction
. Best for students who need
. Equal access and 504 evaluation and .
Section 504 L . accommodations but not
nondiscrimination accommodation plan . .
full special education
ADA Title II Disability nondiscrimination | Accessibility and equal Public schools must avoid
by public entities participation duties disability discrimination
. . Record access, .
Privacy of education Keep written requests and
FERPA amendment requests, .
records . dated copies
disclosure rules

State law may add extra rights, timelines, or forms.

Core ideas every parent should know

* Free appropriate public education means school supports are not a favour. They are a right when the law
applies.

« Parent participation matters. Families are part of decision-making, not just observers.

« Evaluation should answer real questions about need. A label without useful information does not help your
child.

« Inclusion matters. Schools must think about supports in general education before moving a child to a more
separate setting.

« If you disagree, there are both informal and formal ways to raise concerns.
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Quick language tip Accommodations change how a student learns or shows learning. Modifications
usually change what the student is expected to learn. Services are the support actions the school
provides, such as speech therapy, counseling, transport, or specialised instruction.

Why this matters for advocacy

Strong advocacy is not about being the loudest person in the room. It is about being prepared, organised,
and focused on what your child needs to access school and make progress. Families often get better results
when they can explain the problem clearly, connect it to evidence, propose a practical support, and ask the
team to document the decision in writing.

The more you understand the purpose of each law and process, the easier it becomes to ask the right

question. For example, if your child mainly needs classroom accommodations and access supports, a 504
plan may be the right place to start. If your child needs specialised teaching, measurable goals, therapy, or
intensive support, an IDEA evaluation may be more appropriate.

2. The people around your child

Parents are often told that the school team will handle everything, but effective advocacy becomes much
easier when families understand who does what. Different people carry different pieces of responsibility.
Some staff collect data, some deliver instruction, some write goals, some arrange services, and some make
decisions about district procedures or budget.

Not every person on the team has the same level of authority. A classroom teacher may see the daily reality
better than anyone, but they may not control staffing or district-level resources. A case manager may
coordinate services and paperwork, but they may not be the final decision-maker on eligibility or placements.
Knowing where each person sits in the process helps you direct questions well and follow up with the right

person.

Common school team roles

What they often contribute

Helpful questions to ask

Parent or guardian

History, strengths, patterns, goals,
family priorities

What is the biggest barrier you want
school to understand?

Student

Voice, preferences, worries,
strengths, lived experience

What helps school feel safer or easier
for you?

General education teacher

Classroom performance, grade-level
expectations, participation

Where is my child accessing the
curriculum well and where are they
getting stuck?

Special education teacher or case
manager

IEP implementation, data, goal
progress, coordination

How will progress be measured and
how often will | see it?

School psychologist

Testing, interpretation, behaviour and
learning data

What do the results mean in everyday
school life?

Speech, OT, PT, counselor, nurse

Related service expertise

What support is needed in class, not
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What they often contribute Helpful questions to ask

only in pull-out sessions?

Procedures, staffing, authority, Who can approve this, and when will

Administrator . . . L -
dispute escalation we receive the decision in writing?

The parent role is not passive

You do not need to be an expert in law to be a strong team member. Your expertise is your child. You know
your child’s routines, fatigue patterns, stress triggers, communication style, interests, and what happens after
school when the day has gone wrong. This information is essential because many school decisions look
reasonable on paper but fail in real life.

A good advocacy habit is to describe impact in concrete terms. Instead of saying only that your child is
struggling, you might explain that they are spending two hours on homework because handwriting takes so
long, or they are refusing school every Monday after loud assemblies, or they understand material verbally
but cannot show knowledge in timed written tasks.

Who can come with you to a meeting
* A spouse, grandparent, trusted friend, or other support person
« A private therapist or evaluator if their perspective is relevant and the school agrees to include them
« A community advocate or parent center representative
* An interpreter if language access is needed

« Your child, especially when their voice will help the team understand what support really feels like
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3. Child Find, referral, and evaluation

Child Find is the legal idea that schools must identify, locate, and evaluate children who may have disabilities
and may need special education or related services. In everyday family language, this means a school
should not simply wait forever while a child struggles. If there are signs that disability may be affecting
access, learning, behaviour, communication, attendance, or participation, a referral for evaluation may be

appropriate.

Families can often start the process by making a written request for evaluation. A clear written request is
powerful because it creates a date, a paper trail, and a concrete statement of concern. The request should
briefly describe the areas of worry, the impact on school participation or progress, and the kind of evaluation
you believe is needed. Keep the tone calm and factual. Attach examples if useful, such as report cards, work
samples, behaviour logs, attendance records, outside reports, or teacher emails.

Evaluation should be tailored to the suspected areas of disability. A child who is struggling with reading,
attention, sensory regulation, anxiety, and communication may need more than one type of assessment.
Families can ask the school to explain what domains it plans to assess, why those domains were chosen,
who will do the assessment, and whether existing data is enough or whether more testing is needed.

Examples of referral concerns that may justify evaluation

Area of concern

What families may notice at home
or school

Possible next step

Academic progress

Large gap between effort and results,
persistent reading or math difficulty

Ask for psychoeducational and
academic assessment

Speech / language

Trouble following directions,
expressing ideas, social
communication difficulty

Ask for speech-language assessment

Attention / executive function

Task avoidance, slow start, forgetting
materials, incomplete work

Ask how data supports evaluation or
accommodations

Behaviour / regulation

Frequent meltdowns, shutdowns,
elopement, aggression, panic, refusal

Ask for functional behaviour
assessment and support planning

Motor / sensory

Handwriting fatigue, clumsiness,
trouble with self-care or sensory
overload

Ask about OT, PT, or sensory-related
assessment

Health / access

Medical condition affects attendance,
stamina, mobility, or safety

Discuss 504 and health plan supports

Make the request in writing

Oral conversations are useful, but written requests are easier to track. A short email is enough. State that you
are requesting an evaluation because you suspect your child may have a disability and may need special
education services or accommodations. Ask the school to respond in writing with the next steps, proposed
assessments, and any consent forms.
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A written request also helps if you later need to show that the school was on notice. Families do not need to
write like lawyers. A simple, respectful statement is fine. What matters most is that the concern is specific and
dated.

Good practice After every important phone call or meeting, send a short follow-up email that says what
you understood, any decisions made, and what happens next. This turns verbal conversations into a
usable record.

Evaluation timelines

Federal IDEA materials describe an initial evaluation timeline that is generally tied to parental consent, and
states may set their own timelines within the federal framework. This is why families should always ask the
school or district to identify the exact local deadline in writing. Do not assume the person speaking to you is
using the legal deadline correctly.

If the timeline matters because the delay is harming your child, ask for the date the referral was received, the
date consent was requested, the date consent was signed, and the date the evaluation is expected to be
complete. Keep those dates in one place.

4. Understanding assessment reports and eligibility

Assessment reports can feel overwhelming because they combine data, terminology, percentile ranks,
observations, and recommendations. Try not to read them as a pass or fail document. Instead, read them as
a map. Ask what the report says about strengths, barriers, how the child learns best, and what supports are
likely to work in real school settings.

A strong report should answer practical questions. What is hard for the student? When is it hard? What does
the student do instead? What is easier? What support reduces the barrier? What evidence supports the
recommendation? If a report uses technical language without connecting findings to classroom impact,
families should ask for a plain-English explanation.

Eligibility meetings are not supposed to be popularity contests or budget discussions. The key question is
whether the student meets the criteria under the law and whether the disability creates the need for special
education or accommodations. A child can have a diagnosis and still be denied if the team decides school
access is not sufficiently affected. A child can also have no outside diagnosis and still qualify based on school
evaluation data.

How to read school reports more confidently

Look for Why it matters Parent follow-up question

How can the plan use these strengths

Strengths Strong skills can guide support design more often?

How does this affect classwork,
behaviour, or participation day to
day?

Eligibility depends on educational

Functional impact . .
P effect, not only diagnosis

What did teachers, observations,
Multiple data sources One test rarely tells the whole story work samples, and rating scales show
together?
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Why it matters Parent follow-up question

Which recommendations will appear

Specifi dati Good pl d tical acti .
pecific recommendations ood plans need practical action in the IEP or 504 plan?

Families need understandable Can you explain this section in plain

lear lan . ;
Clear language explanations English?

If you disagree with the evaluation

Start by asking questions before assuming bad faith. Sometimes the problem is not the data itself but the
interpretation. Ask the assessor to explain scores in plain language and connect them to your child’s
functioning. Ask what evidence led the team to a conclusion and what evidence did not fit that conclusion.

If concerns remain, families can ask for further discussion, request additional assessments, submit private
evaluations, or explore the right to an independent educational evaluation in appropriate circumstances.
Keep the focus on what information is missing and why that missing information matters to the educational
decision being made.
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F:1g W4

Building the plan
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5. The IEP process in plain English

An IEP is the written plan used under IDEA for a student who is eligible for special education. It is meant to
be individual, measurable, and practical. A good IEP does more than list nice goals. It explains where the
student is now, what annual progress is expected, what services will be delivered, what accommodations are
needed, and how the team will know whether the plan is working.

Families often feel lost because the IEP process contains several steps that happen close together. In simple
order, the path usually looks like this: concern or referral, evaluation, eligibility meeting, IEP meeting, service
delivery, progress monitoring, annual review, and reevaluation. Problems can happen at any step, which is
why documentation matters from the beginning.

An IEP is not only a special education teacher document. It should describe the support the child needs
across settings, including general education, related services, testing, transportation, behaviour,
communication, health, and transition planning when relevant. Every line in the IEP should help answer a
practical question: what barrier exists, what support will be provided, who will provide it, where, how often,
and how progress will be measured.

Main parts of an IEP

IEP section What it should do Common weak version Stronger version
Describe current -
. Specific strengths, needs,
performance and how General statements without
Present levels - examples, and current
disability affects access and | data X
baseline data
progress
Clear skill, condition, level
Set measurable targets for
Annual goals Vague hope statements of accuracy, and
one year
measurement method
. Frequency, duration,
. Show what support will be q. y .
Services . Only broad labels location, provider, and
delivered
purpose
List access supports used Supports linked to observed
Accommodations in daily school life and Copied generic list barriers and classroom
testing routine
. . . N Decision based on supports
Explain where services Default setting with little . . PP
Placement / LRE hapoen and wh explanation needed and inclusion
PP Y P considered first
Proaress reportin Tell families when and how No clear schedule Regular, understandable
9 P 9 they will be informed updates tied to goals

What parents can ask before signing or agreeing
« Can you explain how each goal connects to the present levels section?
« How will progress be measured in a real and consistent way?

* Who is responsible for each service and how often will it happen?
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» What support happens inside the general education classroom?
« What happens if my child is not making progress after the first reporting period?

 Will I receive a copy of the final IEP and any prior written notice?

Remember A plan can look impressive and still be weak. The strongest IEPs are not the longest ones.
They are the ones that describe the child accurately and make school staff clearly accountable for action.

6. Writing strong present levels, goals, and services

The present levels section is the engine room of the IEP. If it is vague, the goals and services are often
vague too. Present levels should describe current abilities, barriers, and functional impact using
understandable data. This might include reading accuracy, writing output, behaviour frequency,
communication needs, stamina limits, sensory triggers, organisation difficulties, or social-emotional
functioning.

A useful parent check is this: if another teacher picked up the IEP and only read the present levels, would
they understand what school is like for your child on a normal day? If not, the description may be too thin.
Families can help by bringing examples that show the pattern, such as work samples, attendance data, notes
about homework time, or a short summary of what happens before and after challenging school situations.

Annual goals should be measurable and meaningful. They should not just look measurable. A goal like ‘will
improve behaviour' is too broad. A goal like 'given a visual regulation routine and adult prompt, the student
will return to task within three minutes in four out of five observed opportunities' is much easier to monitor.
Strong goals also matter because progress reports should tell you whether the child is moving toward
something concrete.

Services must match need. If a child has major expressive language barriers, it may be unreasonable for the
plan to mention speech needs but not show any related service or communication support. If a child’s
behaviour keeps them from accessing learning, the plan may need behavioural supports, staff training, and a
clearly defined response plan rather than a generic behaviour statement.

Goal quality checklist

Question Yes | No prompt

Does the goal target an important skill that affects school
access, participation, or progress? -

Is the current baseline clear enough that anyone can see
where the child is starting? B

Does the goal name the skill, conditions, and expected
level of performance? -

Is the measurement method stated, such as curriculum-
based measure, observation tally, rubric, or work sample? —

Can the family understand what success would actually
look like in daily school life? —
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From weak wording to practical wording

Weak wording Why it is a problem Improved wording idea

Given grade-level passage with text-
to-speech available for access
support, student will answer literal
comprehension questions with 80
percent accuracy across three data
points.

Student will improve reading. Too broad and not measurable.

Using a visual break card and co-
regulation routine, student will use a
taught coping strategy instead of
leaving the classroom without
permission in 4 of 5 opportunities.

Does not define the target behaviour

Student will behave appropriately. or support

Occupational therapy consultation 30
minutes monthly plus direct service
OT as needed. No frequency, duration, or purpose. 30 minutes weekly to support
handwriting endurance, sensory
regulation, and classroom tool use.

7. Section 504 plans and when they fit

A 504 plan can be a strong tool when a student has a disability that substantially limits a major life activity
and needs accommodations or related supports to access school. It is often used for health conditions,
attention difficulties, anxiety, physical disabilities, temporary medical recovery, diabetes care, concussion
recovery, sensory needs, and other barriers that affect access but do not always require specially designed
instruction.

Families sometimes hear 504 plans described as the 'lighter' option. That can be misleading. A 504 plan
should still be specific, meaningful, and implemented consistently. The main difference is legal purpose.
IDEA focuses on special education. Section 504 focuses on equal access and nondiscrimination. A weak 504
plan often fails because it lists general accommodations without identifying who will implement them or what
problem they are meant to solve.

A good 504 plan should be usable by every relevant staff member. The plan should tell a teacher, substitute,
nurse, transport staff member, or testing coordinator what support must happen, in what circumstances, and
why. It should also include emergency or health procedures if needed.

IEP or 504 plan?

Question More likely IEP More likely 504

Does the student need specially
designed instruction, not only Yes Usually no
accommodations?

Are annual special education goals

and progress reports needed? Often yes Not usually in the same formal way
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Question More likely IEP More likely 504

Does the student mainly need equal
access, health support, and Sometimes Often yes
classroom adjustments?

Can a diagnosis alone guarantee

No No
support?

Should the plan still be specific and

. Yes Yes
written clearly?

Examples of 504 supports
« Extended time for tests and class tasks when processing speed or health needs affect performance
* Preferential seating based on vision, hearing, focus, or sensory needs
« Breaks, movement opportunities, water, snacks, medication, or restroom access
* Reduced distraction testing setting
* Flexible attendance or make-up work plan for medical treatment or episodic conditions
 Access to assistive technology, enlarged print, keyboarding, note supports, or audio access

* Health and safety procedures, including emergency plans where relevant
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8. Accommodations, modifications, and assistive
technology

Families are often offered accommodations without a clear explanation of what they actually do. Good
accommodations reduce a barrier without lowering the learning expectation unless the team intentionally
decides a madification is needed. They are not rewards and they are not unfair advantages. They are access
tools.

The best accommodation decisions begin with a barrier. If the barrier is slow written output, support might
include keyboarding, speech-to-text, reduced copying, guided notes, or extra time. If the barrier is sensory
overload, support might include headphones, predictable seating, transition warnings, or access to a calm
space. If the barrier is working memory, support might include chunked directions, visual reminders, or
repeated instructions in written form.

Assistive technology can be very simple or very advanced. It might be pencil grips, slant boards, visual
timers, enlarged print, communication boards, text-to-speech, speech-to-text, audiobooks, note-taking tools,
captioning, organisation apps, or alternative communication devices. Families can ask not only what device is
being used, but whether staff and the student have been trained to use it consistently.

Accommodation ideas by barrier area

Barrier area Possible support ideas Watch out for

Text-to-speech, audiobooks, preview | Giving easier work without discussing
Reading access vocabulary, chunked text, guided whether access or modification is
reading support intended

Keyboarding, speech-to-text, reduced
Writing output copying, graphic organisers, sentence
starters

Only giving extra time when
production barrier remains

Checklists, visual schedules, chunked
Attention / executive function tasks, start prompts, breaks, seating
support

Relying on repeated verbal reminders
only

Noise reduction, visual warnings,
Sensory / regulation calm corner, transition routine,
movement options

Treating sensory overload as
deliberate noncompliance

Extra processing time, visuals, AAC
Communication support, simplified language,
repetition

Assuming silence means
understanding

Lift access, rest breaks, adaptive
Mobility / health seating, medical protocol, mobility
support

Ignoring fatigue or safety because
student 'looks fine'

A practical way to choose supports
* Name the task that is hard.

» Describe what the barrier looks like in real time.
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« Decide whether the student needs access support, skill instruction, or both.
* Choose one or two supports that directly match the barrier.

» Agree on who will implement the support and how effectiveness will be checked.

Good advocacy question What exactly will this support look like on an ordinary Tuesday in class?

9. Inclusion, least restrictive environment, and placement

Least restrictive environment, often called LRE, means students with disabilities should be educated with
nondisabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate, with supplementary aids and services considered
before more separate placements are used. In real family language, schools should think about what support
can make inclusion work before deciding the child needs to be removed.

LRE does not mean every child must be in the same setting all day no matter what. It means placement
decisions must be individual, based on need, and made after considering supports. Some students need a
mix of environments. The key advocacy issue is whether the team seriously considered supports, access
tools, staff training, behaviour planning, or schedule changes before choosing a more separate setting.

Families can ask the team to explain the options considered, the supports tried, the data reviewed, and why
the chosen setting is the least restrictive one that still provides appropriate education. Ask what part of the
school day the student can participate with peers and what additional supports could increase inclusion over
time.

Questions that help in placement discussions

Question Why it helps

What supports were considered to make general
education more successful?

Keeps the team focused on support before removal.

Which parts of the day are going well in inclusive Builds on existing success instead of treating placement
settings? as all or nothing.

What data shows the current setting is or is not working? | Moves discussion away from opinion.

If the student is separated from peers, what is the plan to

. S . Encourages forward planning.
increase participation safely and meaningfully? 9 P 9

Placement decisions often fail because adults were not

What training or consultation do classroom staff need?
supported.
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Part 3

Meetings that move things forward

Prepared for Safe Hands Support | Page 21



SAFE HANDS SUPPORT | School Advocacy Toolkit

10. Preparing for meetings

Many parents walk into meetings hoping the team will guide the conversation fairly. Sometimes that happens.
Sometimes it does not. Preparation gives you stability even if the meeting becomes rushed, emotional, or
confusing. The goal is not to script every sentence. The goal is to know your priorities, your evidence, and
your desired next step.

Try preparing a one-page family summary before the meeting. Include strengths, top concerns, what is
working, what is not working, and the specific outcomes you want from the meeting. Keep it short enough
that someone can actually read it. If your child is old enough, include their perspective too.

Bring a folder or digital file with relevant documents. Useful items include recent evaluations, report cards,
work samples, behaviour notes, attendance data, communication logs, examples of unfinished work,
homework patterns, medical letters if relevant, and questions you do not want to forget. If you feel anxious in
meetings, bring a support person whose job is simply to listen and take notes.

Meeting preparation checklist

Read the draft documents in advance if provided

Write your top three concerns

Write your top three requests or goals for the meeting

Bring data or examples that match each concern

Decide which points must be documented in writing
before the meeting ends B

Bring a notebook, printed documents, and support person
if needed -

Helpful meeting habits
« Ask for clarification when a term is unclear.
« Slow the pace down if decisions are happening too fast.
* Request written copies of proposals, notices, and final plans.
» Take breaks if the meeting becomes overwhelming.
* Repeat key decisions aloud so there is less room for misunderstanding.

« If you need time, say that you want to review the draft before giving final agreement.

11. Speaking up in meetings
Many families worry about sounding difficult. A more helpful goal is to sound clear. Clear advocacy is

respectful, specific, and child-centered. You do not need to argue every point. You can keep returning to
impact, evidence, and the support your child needs.
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It helps to use short phrases that keep the meeting focused. For example: '‘Can we connect that
recommendation to data?' or 'l want this concern reflected in the present levels section' or 'Please explain
how that support will look in class' or 'l am not ready to agree to that without it being written more specifically.'
These statements are calm but strong.

When the team says a support is not necessary, ask what evidence supports that view and what alternative it
recommends. When the team says it cannot provide something, ask whether the issue is legal, procedural, or
resource-based. Sometimes 'we do not do that here' is not the same as 'the law does not allow that.'

Useful parent scripts

Situation Possible sentence stem

Can you explain that without school jargon so | can

You need a plain-English explanation . .
P 9 P understand the practical meaning?

Please include this concern in the notes and in the

You want a concern documented .
present levels section.

| understand the proposal, but | do not agree based on the

You disagree with a recommendation . .
impact we are seeing.

You need specificity Who will do that, how often, and where will it happen?

I am not comfortable making that decision today without

Youn more tim -
ou need more time reviewing the draft carefully.

Can we put the next review date and action steps in

You want follow-up writing before we finish?

Meeting mindset You are not there to win a debate. You are there to help create a plan your child can
actually use.

12. Monitoring progress after meetings

A written plan only helps if it is implemented and reviewed. Many families feel relief after a good meeting and
then discover weeks later that the plan never really reached the classroom. Monitoring is not about mistrust.
It is about making sure the support described on paper becomes visible in school life.

Start by checking early, not late. In the first month after a new plan begins, ask how accommodations are
being shared with staff, who is coordinating implementation, when related services start, and when the first
progress update will be sent. If supports depend on training, technology setup, or schedule changes, ask for
dates.

Progress should be understandable. Families do not need a stack of numbers without context. Ask how
progress is being measured, whether the student is on track to meet goals, and what changes will be
considered if progress is weak. If a support is not working, the answer is not always to remove it. Sometimes
the problem is inconsistent implementation or poor matching between the support and the barrier.
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Early follow-up questions after a new plan starts

Question Why it matters

Have all teachers and service providers received the

A good plan fails if staff do not know it exists.
plan?

When do services or accommodations begin in practice? | Families need dates, not assumptions.

What should | expect to notice in daily school life? Helps parents recognise whether implementation is real.

How and when will progress be reported? Creates accountability early.

What is the process if a support is not being used

consistently? Prepares a path for quick correction.

Prepared for Safe Hands Support | Page 24



SAFE HANDS SUPPORT | School Advocacy Toolkit

13. Communication, records, and organisation

Organisation is one of the biggest hidden advocacy tools. Families who keep records do not just feel more
prepared. They often communicate more clearly because they can point to dates, documents, examples, and
follow-up actions without relying on memory during stressful moments.

Create one place for everything. This can be a binder, a digital folder, or both. Organise it by category:
evaluations, IEPs and 504 plans, progress reports, behaviour incidents, medical notes, emails, work
samples, attendance, and meeting notes. Name files consistently so you can find them quickly.

A simple communication log can be extremely helpful. Record the date, who you spoke with, what the issue
was, what was said, and what the next step should be. If the issue later grows, your log becomes a timeline.
This is especially useful when there are repeated implementation problems, delayed responses, discipline
concerns, or confusion between school staff about who is responsible for a support.

Parents also have rights around education records under FERPA. In general, parents or eligible students can
inspect and review records and can ask for amendments when they believe records are inaccurate or
misleading. Knowing this helps when important information is missing or when a school note does not reflect
what actually happened.

Records families often find most useful

Document type Why keep it

Shows the basis for decisions and recommended

Evaluation reports
supports

Current and past IEPs / 504 plans Helps compare promises against current implementation

. . . . . Important for understanding school decisions and
Prior written notices and meeting notices

timelines
Progress reports Shows whether the plan is working over time
Emails and letters Creates a clear written record of concerns and responses
Work samples and assessments Demonstrates real functional impact
Attendance and discipline records Useful for patterns, barriers, and dispute resolution
Medical or therapy letters Can support health, access, or accommodation needs

When to ask for records
 Before a major meeting so you know what the school is working from
* When a behaviour or discipline event is disputed
* When progress reports are vague and you want underlying data
* When your child changes schools or programs

* When you are considering a complaint or formal dispute
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Simple follow-up email formula Thank you for meeting today. My understanding is that the team agreed
to: 1) , 2) , and 3) . Please let me know if | misunderstood anything. | look forward to the
next update by .
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Part 4

Solving harder school problems
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14. Behavior, discipline, attendance, and health needs

When behaviour, discipline, or attendance concerns are involved, advocacy often becomes more emotional
because the child may already be seen through a negative lens. Families can help by pulling the focus back
to function and access. Behaviour is information. It may be communication, overload, skill gap, anxiety,
sensory distress, trauma response, or a mismatch between expectations and supports.

If behaviour is affecting access, ask what the team believes the behaviour is doing for the student. Is the child
trying to escape a hard task, get sensory relief, gain attention, avoid embarrassment, seek predictability, or
communicate distress? A functional behaviour perspective leads to better planning than a punishment-only
approach. Families can ask whether a functional behaviour assessment is needed and how positive supports
will be taught and monitored.

Discipline is a particularly important area for students with disabilities. Federal IDEA materials include
protections around removals, changes in placement, and manifestation determinations. Families should keep
careful records of each removal, suspension, shortened day, or request to pick up a child early, because a
pattern matters. A school day that ends early again and again may be affecting access even if it is described
informally.

Health needs also belong in advocacy planning. Students may need medication access, feeding supports,
rest breaks, toileting support, diabetes care, seizure response planning, allergy procedures, mental health
safety planning, or fatigue-related accommodations. When health needs affect attendance or stamina, a 504
plan or IEP should show what the school will do, not only what the family must manage.

Discipline and behaviour advocacy prompts

Question Why ask it

What does the team think the behaviour is communicating

. Moves discussion toward function, not blame.
or achieving?

What data has been collected and in which settings? Good behaviour plans require real information.

Has the child been removed from class or school, and

hew many times? Patterns matter for legal protections and access.

What positive skills are being taught, not only what

consequences are being used? Replacement skills are essential.

What support will staff provide before, during, and after

. Clarifies implementation instead of vague promises.
escalation?

Attendance and school refusal

Attendance problems are often treated as motivation problems when they may actually reflect disability-
related barriers. Families can ask whether the child is avoiding school because of sensory overload,
academic overwhelm, bullying, social anxiety, fatigue, pain, medication effects, transportation stress, or
unmet supports. The right response depends on the cause.

If attendance has become a major issue, ask for a meeting focused specifically on attendance barriers and
support planning. A strong plan may include gradual re-entry, reduced overwhelm at arrival, designated
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check-in adult, modified morning routine, flexible deadlines during recovery periods, or counseling supports
connected to the school day.

Short day caution

Families should be careful when a school informally suggests shortened days without clear documentation
and a plan to return to full access where appropriate. If a reduced schedule is discussed, ask why it is
necessary, what less restrictive supports were considered, how long it will last, what data will be reviewed,
and what the return plan is. A reduction in school time should not quietly become the new normal without a
proper decision-making process.

15. Transition planning and future pathways

Transition planning is one of the most important parts of later school advocacy because the goal of school is
not only surviving each year. It is preparing the young person for adult life, further education, training,
employment, and as much independence as possible. Federal IDEA regulations require transition planning to
be included by the first IEP that will be in effect when the student turns 16, and many teams start earlier.

Good transition planning begins with the student’s strengths, interests, preferences, and needs. The team
should think beyond graduation language and ask bigger questions. What does the student want adult life to
look like? What support will they need to travel, communicate, manage health, learn job skills, handle self-
advocacy, or access postsecondary education? Which daily school experiences are building those skills
now?

A transition-focused IEP should include measurable postsecondary goals, appropriate transition services,
courses of study, and annual goals linked to the student’s future needs. Families can ask whether the student
has been invited to participate, whether transition assessment has been used, and whether outside agencies
should be involved with consent.

Transition planning timeline

Focus questions Practical actions

Build self-awareness, routine

What are the student’s interests and . o
independence, communication, and

Upper elementary / middle years ST S

confidence
. What does the student want after Start career exposure, self-advocacy
Early high school . . . .
school? practice, executive function routines

What measurable postsecondary
goals and transition services are
needed?

Add formal transition content to IEP
and invite student

By the IEP in effect at age 16 or
earlier if appropriate

Plan disability services, vocational
links, records, and community
supports

What skills, documents, and supports

Final school years .
y need to transfer to adult settings?

Transition to college or training

Families should know that disability support often looks different after high school. In postsecondary settings,
students typically self-identify, provide documentation, and request accommodations through disability

Prepared for Safe Hands Support | Page 29



SAFE HANDS SUPPORT | School Advocacy Toolkit

support services. An IEP does not transfer directly. That is why high school advocacy should include self-
advocacy skill-building, understanding of one’s own supports, and realistic transition practice.

16. Resolving disagreements

Not every disagreement needs a formal complaint, but not every problem should be handled with endless
polite waiting either. A useful way to think about disputes is as a ladder. Start at the lowest step that has a
real chance of solving the problem, but do not stay there so long that your child loses months of access.

The first step is often a focused conversation with the teacher or case manager, followed by a written
summary. If that does not solve the issue, families may ask for an IEP or 504 meeting, involve an
administrator, or request district-level review. Keep the concern specific. For example: a listed
accommodation is not being implemented, services are not starting, reports do not match observed progress,
or a discipline response appears disability-related.

IDEA includes formal dispute options such as state complaints, mediation, and due process complaint
procedures. OCR also accepts civil rights complaints involving disability discrimination under Section 504 and
Title II. Different paths fit different problems. Some disputes are mainly about implementation. Others are
about eligibility, evaluation, placement, discrimination, or repeated denial of access.

Dispute resolution options at a glance

Option

Informal school meeting

Often useful for

Misunderstandings,
implementation gaps, early
concerns

Strengths

Fast and relationship-
preserving

Things to consider

May not be enough for
repeated or serious
problems

District-level escalation

When school staff cannot
fix the issue

Higher authority and
broader view

Still informal unless
documented carefully

Mediation

Problems where both sides
may reach agreement

Collaborative and
structured

Requires participation and
preparation

State complaint

Implementation failures or
procedural issues

Written process and official
review

Rules and timelines vary by
state

Due process complaint /
hearing

Major disputes about
identification, evaluation,
placement, or FAPE

Formal legal route

More complex and stressful

OCR complaint

Disability discrimination and
equal access issues

Civil rights enforcement
path

Different scope from IDEA
hearing routes

How to decide what path fits

* Use the narrowest effective tool first when the issue is simple and fixable.

» Move more quickly when your child is missing school, being repeatedly removed, or losing critical services.

« Focus on evidence and documents, not only frustration.

» Ask parent centers, advocates, or legal resources for guidance when the issue becomes formal.

Prepared for Safe Hands Support | Page 30




SAFE HANDS SUPPORT | School Advocacy Toolkit

Strong written complaint habit Describe the problem, list the evidence, explain the impact on your child,
state the remedy you are requesting, and attach supporting documents in date order.
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17. Real-life advocacy scenarios

The same legal rights can look very different depending on the child. That is why examples help. The goal of
these scenarios is not to give one correct answer for every family, but to show how a parent can connect
concern, evidence, and a practical request.

In each scenario, notice the pattern: the parent names the barrier, explains the educational impact, asks for a
specific process or support, and requests that the response be documented. This is usually more effective
than arguing in general terms that the child is not being treated fairly.

Common family situations and advocacy moves

Scenario

Reading difficulty in Year 3/ Grade 3

Barrier pattern

Child guesses words, avoids reading
aloud, cries at homework, and
progress is far below class
expectation despite strong effort.

Useful first advocacy move

Request evaluation focused on
reading, phonological skills, and
academic impact. Ask what intensive
instruction will be provided now while
the process is underway.

Anxiety and school refusal

Frequent morning distress, nurse
visits, missed classes, and panic in
noisy settings.

Ask for meeting on attendance
barriers, 504 or IEP review, arrival
support plan, safe person, and
sensory or mental health
accommodations.

ADHD with incomplete work

Student understands content verbally
but misses tasks, forgets materials,
and cannot start independently.

Ask for executive function supports,
task chunking, visual routines,
reduced copying, and data on
completion before assuming
noncompliance.

Autistic student with repeated
removals

Meltdowns triggered by transitions
and noise lead to suspension or early
pickup.

Track all removals, request functional
behaviour assessment, crisis
prevention supports, staff training,
and review of whether current
response is increasing dysregulation.

Medical condition affecting
attendance

Fatigue, appointments, pain, or
treatment interrupt consistent school
access.

Ask for 504 plan or IEP review
covering attendance flexibility, make-
up work process, nurse
communication, rest needs, and
emergency procedures.

High school student nearing
graduation

Family is unsure whether the student
is being prepared for adult life, work,
or college supports.

Ask for transition assessment,
student participation, measurable
postsecondary goals, and linked
annual goals focused on future
needs.
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What these scenarios have in common
* The concern is described in observable terms, not just labels.
» The parent shows how the problem affects access, participation, or progress.
» The requested response matches the barrier.
 The family asks for written follow-up.

» The focus stays on the child’s needs, not on proving someone is a bad person.
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Part b

Printable family toolkit
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Family toolkit introduction

The next pages are designed to be used, printed, and brought into meetings. You can complete them by
hand or type into the editable document before saving a copy for yourself. The most helpful habit is to use the
same worksheet format each time so your advocacy stays organised and consistent.

You do not need to fill in every form. Pick the tools that match your current stage. A family new to the process
may begin with the parent vision sheet, records checklist, and meeting planner. A family already in dispute
may go straight to the communication log, implementation tracker, and dispute preparation forms.

Worksheet 1. Parent vision and priorities

Use this before any major meeting. Try to keep your answers concrete and focused on the next school
period, not every worry you have ever had. Clear priorities lead to clearer plans.

Prompt Your notes

What are your child’'s biggest strengths right now?

What are the top three barriers at school?

What do you want your child to experience more of at
school?

What support has worked before?

What support has not worked or has been inconsistent?

What outcome do you want from the next meeting?

What do you want the team to put in writing?

What is your biggest question for the school team?

Worksheet 2. Student strengths and support profile

Interests and motivators
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Communication style

Sensory preferences and triggers

Friendship and social strengths

Academic strengths

Academic barriers

Regulation supports that help

Health or safety needs

Things adults often misunderstand

What success looks like for this student

Worksheet 3. Records checklist

Record to collect Do | have it? Date | notes

Current IEP or 504 plan

Most recent evaluation report

Progress reports on goals

Report cards / grades

Attendance record

Discipline record
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Record to collect Do | have it? Date | notes

Teacher emails

Work samples

Medical or therapy letters

Meeting notices and notes

Prior written notices

District policy or handbook items

Worksheet 4. Meeting planner

Item Your notes

Date and purpose of meeting

People expected to attend

Top concern 1 and evidence

Top concern 2 and evidence

Top concern 3 and evidence

Requested support or change 1

Requested support or change 2

Questions | must ask

What | want documented
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Your notes

Follow-up date | will request
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Worksheet 5. Questions bank for meetings

Circle or highlight the questions that fit your situation. Add your own below.

How does the data show the current plan is working or
not working?

What part of the problem is skill deficit, and what part is
access barrier?

Which supports are happening in general education, not
only in pull-out settings?

What exactly will staff do when my child begins to
struggle?

How will substitutes and non-core staff learn these
supports?

How often will | receive progress information and in what
form?

What supports were considered and rejected, and why?

How is this recommendation connected to the evaluation
data?

What is the plan if the support is not implemented
consistently?

Can we set a review date now rather than waiting until the
annual meeting?

How will my child’s voice be included in this plan?

What training do staff need for this support to work?

Can we add this concern to the written notes and plan?
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Question

Who is the point person if there is a problem next week?

Worksheet 6. Implementation tracker

Support or service What should happen What | observed Date / follow-up

Worksheet 7. Communication log

What was said / Next step

agreed

Prepared for Safe Hands Support | Page 40



SAFE HANDS SUPPORT | School Advocacy Toolkit

What was said / Next step

agreed

Worksheet 8. Behavior and regulation log

Use this log to notice patterns rather than blame. Even a short pattern log can help the team think more
clearly about triggers, setting events, and useful supports.

Date / time What happened before What the behaviour What helped / what

looked like happened after
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Date / time What happened before What the behaviour What helped / what

looked like happened after

Worksheet 9. Attendance barrier review

Prompt Notes

What seems to make attendance hardest?

Are mornings, transitions, transport, noise, peers, health,
or workload involved?

What patterns do you see by day, subject, or setting?

What supports have reduced the barrier even slightly?

What support could school provide at arrival?

What flexibility may be needed during health flare-ups or
recovery?

Who should monitor the plan weekly?
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When will the plan be reviewed?

Worksheet 10. Accommodation brainstorm sheet

Barrier Current impact Possible support ideas Who will test /

implement

Worksheet 11. Transition planning sheet

Student / family notes

What does the student want after high school?
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Prompt Student / family notes

What strengths could connect to work, training, or
college?

What independent living skills need support?

What self-advocacy skills need practice?

What community experiences would help?

What adult services or agencies may be relevant?

What records should be gathered before leaving school?

What accommodations may be needed after high school?

What transportation skills are needed?

What is the next transition action step?

Worksheet 12. Dispute preparation form

Prompt Your notes

What is the exact issue?

What documents support your concern?

What impact is the issue having on your child?

What steps have you already taken informally?

What remedy are you asking for?

What dates matter?
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Prompt Your notes

Who has been notified so far?

What outcome would resolve the matter for your child?

What support do you need from an advocate or legal
resource?

Worksheet 13. Email templates

A. Request for evaluation

Template Dear [name], | am writing to request an evaluation for my child, [name], because | suspect a
disability may be affecting access to education. My main concerns are [brief list]. | would like the school to
respond in writing with the next steps, proposed assessments, and any consent forms. Thank you.

B. Request for meeting

Template Dear [name], | am requesting an IEP / 504 meeting to discuss [issue]. | would like the team to
review current data, implementation concerns, and possible changes to support my child’s access and
progress. Please send available dates and any draft documents in advance.

C. Follow-up after meeting

Template Dear [name], thank you for meeting today. My understanding is that the team agreed to [item
1], [item 2], and [item 3]. Please let me know if | misunderstood anything. | would appreciate the updated
document / follow-up by [date].

Worksheet 14. Family reflection after a meeting

Prompt Notes

What went well?

What still feels unclear?
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Prompt Notes

What was promised in writing?

What follow-up date matters most?

What support seemed realistic?

What support needs stronger wording?

What will | monitor in the next two weeks?

What is my next email or action?

Glossary of common school advocacy words
Accommodation: A change in how a student accesses learning or shows learning without necessarily
changing the core expectation.

ADA Title II: A federal civil rights law that prohibits disability discrimination by public entities, including public
schools.

Child Find: The responsibility to identify, locate, and evaluate children who may have disabilities and need
special education.

Due process complaint: A formal IDEA dispute process used for certain major disagreements about
identification, evaluation, placement, or FAPE.

Evaluation: The process of gathering information to determine disability-related needs and whether a child
qualifies for support.

FAPE: Free appropriate public education. A key IDEA concept requiring appropriate educational services for
eligible students.

FERPA: The federal law protecting student education records and giving parents or eligible students certain
rights about those records.

Functional behaviour assessment: A process for understanding why behaviour happens and what
supports may reduce the need for that behaviour.

IEP: Individualized Education Program. The written special education plan under IDEA.

LRE: Least restrictive environment. The expectation that students with disabilities are educated with
nondisabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate.

Manifestation determination: A discipline-related meeting used when certain removals or changes in
placement are considered for a student with an IEP.

Modification: A change to what a student is expected to learn or complete.

OCR: The Office for Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of Education.
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Present levels: The IEP section describing the student’s current strengths, needs, and the effect of disability
on school functioning.

Procedural safeguards: The legal rights and notices that protect parent participation and provide dispute
options under IDEA.

Related services: Support services such as speech therapy, counseling, occupational therapy,
transportation, or other assistance needed for the student to benefit from special education.

Section 504: A federal civil rights law that helps ensure equal access for people with disabilities in federally
funded programs.

Transition services: Coordinated activities that help prepare students with disabilities for life after high
school.
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Official federal resources

The links below point families to official federal sources that explain rights, processes, and complaint options.
Website addresses can change over time, so if a link moves, search the page title on the U.S. Department of
Education or ADA website.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) home page: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/

About IDEA: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/about-idea/

Section 504 | U.S. Department of Education:
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/individuals-disabilities/section-504

Disability Discrimination | U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights:
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/civil-rights-laws/disability-discrimination

OCR discrimination complaint form information: https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/civil-rights-laws/file-
complaint/ocr-discrimination-complaint-form

Americans with Disabilities Act | ADA.gov: hitps://www.ada.gov/

ADA Title Il regulations: https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/regulations/title-ii-2010-regulations/

FERPA | Protecting Student Privacy: https://studentprivacy.ed.gov/ferpa

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act parent guide: https://studentprivacy.ed.gov/topic/family-
educational-rights-privacy-act-ferpa

Parent Training and Information Centers: https://www.ed.gov/program/parent-training-and-information-
centers

Special Education Parent Information Centers: https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-special-
populations/grants-special-education-and-individuals-disabilities/special-education-parent-information-centers

Sec. 300.320 Definition of individualized education program: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.320

Transition of Students With Disabilities To Postsecondary Education: https://www.ed.gov/teaching-and-
administration/supporting-students/transition-of-students-with-disabilities-to-postsecondary-education-a-
guide-for-high-school-educators

Final encouragement

Advocacy can be tiring, especially when you are also parenting, working, and managing appointments,
emotions, and uncertainty. You do not have to become a legal expert overnight. Strong advocacy usually
grows from simple habits repeated consistently: write things down, ask for explanations, stay child-focused,
follow up in writing, and return to the main question of what your child needs to access school and make
progress.

Safe Hands Support believes families deserve information that is practical, respectful, and empowering. Use
this toolkit as a working document. Highlight it, print it, adapt it, and bring the pages you need into the
conversations that matter most.
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Bonus pages

Extra planning tools for families and advocates
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Worksheet 15. Prior written notice and decision tracker

Use this page when the school makes an important decision, especially if you disagree with it or need the
rationale explained more clearly. A clean decision record helps later if you need to escalate the issue.

Prompt Your notes

What decision did the school make or refuse to make?

When was the decision communicated?

Who communicated it?

What reason did the school give?

What evidence or data was cited?

What options were discussed and rejected?

What written notice or document did you receive?

What follow-up action will you take?

Worksheet 16. Manifestation and discipline notes

This page is useful when removals, suspensions, early pickups, or major behaviour incidents become
repeated concerns. Even if the school uses different wording, families benefit from documenting each event
consistently.

What happened Length of removal / Was disability Follow-up needed

impact discussed?
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What happened Length of removal / Was disability Follow-up needed

impact discussed?

Worksheet 17. School day observation sheet

Sometimes the best advocacy information comes from a very ordinary day. Use this sheet to notice what
parts of the day seem to support your child and what parts repeatedly create barriers.

Part of day What went well Barrier noticed Support idea

Arrival
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Part of day What went well Barrier noticed Support idea

Whole-group instruction

Independent work

Transitions

Break / lunch

Specials / elective classes

Testing or assessment

Dismissal / transport

Homework carry-over

Worksheet 18. Home-school consistency planner

Routine / support area What school is doing What home is doing How we will stay

consistent

Morning start
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Routine / support area What school is doing What home is doing How we will stay

consistent

Visual schedule / reminders

Communication supports

Regulation / calming
strategies

Homework routine

Behaviour language /
expectations

Reinforcement or
motivation systems

Review date

Worksheet 19. End-of-term review

Question Reflection notes

What support worked best this term?

What support was written but weakly implemented?

Where did progress happen?

Where did progress stall?

What patterns showed up in behaviour, attendance, or
regulation?

What should be revised before next term?

What records should | collect now?
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Question Reflection notes

What is one clear advocacy goal for next term?

Who do | need to contact first?

Resource directory by topic

What to search or ask for

Why it helps

IDEA rights IDEA U.S. Department of Education

Official special education law and
regulations

Section 504 U.S. Department of

4 .
504 support Education

Equal access and nondiscrimination
information

OCR disability discrimination

Civil rights complaint .
9 P complaint

When access issues may involve
discrimination

Privacy and records FERPA parent guide

Understanding access to student
records

Parent Training and Information

Parent help centres
P Center plus your state name

Free family training and guidance

Transition to postsecondary

Transition plannin . . ) .
P g education students with disabilities

Planning for life after school

ADA access ADA Title 1l school accessibility

Public school accessibility and civil
rights information

Search the exact page titles if the website structure changes.
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