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A  R E S O U R C E  F O R  C O A C H E S  



The Family CAFÉ project is designed to build
meaningful partnerships between families of students
with disabilities and the schools that serve them.
Designed for highly mobile families and their school
districts, the CAFÉ model empowers families to
confidently navigate the education system, especially
the complex processes related to special education.

You will serve as a bridge between families and
schools, helping families understand special
education procedures and policies. You can help
communicate effectively with school personnel to ask
questions and communicate needs.  Through
relationship-building, resource-sharing, and
strategic coaching, you can help families feel less
overwhelmed and more confident in their role as
partners in their child's education.

  INTRODUCTION
WELCOME

This coaching  guide is designed to support you in your role as a family coach.  
This reference will include: 

1.  Core coaching principles and best practices
2.  Key concepts related to special education law (IDEA)
3.  Guidance on collaborating with school teams and sustaining your work for

highly mobile families
4.  Session summary pages to capture key insights from training  
5.  Additional resources and tools

Thank you for partnering with this project to make a difference in the lives of children
and families.  

ABOUT THIS GUIDE



A good coach creates a strong partnership with families built on trust and mutual
respect. The following strategies help coaches build that foundation and set
themselves up for success:

Listening to Understand
TIP:  Ask “What is most important to you right now?” or “Can you tell me
more about that?” Then pause and give families time to respond. Avoid
filling silences too quickly because people often share the most valuable
information after a short pause.

Demonstrate Active Listening 
TIP:   Take notes (without identifying information), so that you can
remember parent concerns and questions that emerge during the
conversation to fully address them.  

Facilitating Goal Setting
TIP:   Break big ideas into smaller, manageable steps. Use questions like
“What’s the first step you’d like to take?” or “How will we know this is
working?” to make goals specific and measurable.

Modeling Co-Regulation
TIP: Keep your voice steady and your body language open, even if a
conversation becomes tense. Slow your own breathing and maintain steady
eye contact to help the caregiver feel grounded.

Translating Jargon
TIP:  When a term comes up, explain it as if you are talking to someone
outside of education. For example, explain that “IEP accommodations”
include “changes in how lessons or tests are given so your child can learn
in the way that works best for them.”  

COACHING FOUNDATIONS
COACHING SKILLS

Key Takeaway: Coaching is not about having all the answers. It is about helping
families believe they can ask questions and know they deserve clear, accurate
answers. Confidence comes from clarity, and your role is to guide them toward both..



 IMPLEMENTATION TIPS &
SUSTAINABILITY 

This section is about keeping the Family CAFÉ program strong after the initial
excitement of training wears off. Whether you’re a coach or a school partner, the
goal is to build systems and habits that make family engagement part of the
everyday culture.

IMPLEMENTATION TIPS

1. Start Strong
Set clear expectations from day one. Make sure families, coaches, and
school teams all understand what the CAFÉ program is (and is not).
Learn names, faces, and stories early. With highly mobile families, trust
has to be built quickly. Small personal touches matter.
Create a safe space right away. Families should feel heard without
judgment.

2. Cultivate Relationships with Families
Check in between formal meetings. A quick text, email, or call shows
families they have not been forgotten.
Celebrate wins, big and small. Even small progress, like a child trying a
new activity or showing up on time, deserves recognition.
Invite families into the school community. Open houses, performances, or
volunteer opportunities help build connection beyond the IEP table.

3. Track Progress Simply
Use a shared log or tracker in a way that is accessible for the family.
Ensure both coaches and schools can see what has been discussed and
what is next.
Document commitments. Write down who is doing what, by when, so
follow-up is easy and transparent.



4. Prevent Burnout
For coaches: Pace your outreach and protect time for reflection. You
cannot support families well if you are running on empty.
For families: Offer resources that lighten the load, like respite care,
homework help, or connections to other parents.
For both: Ask for help when you need it!

5. Plan for Mobility
Keep key information portable. Summaries of IEP goals, progress, and
family priorities should be easy to share if the family moves.
Build connections across districts. Coaches and school staff can help
“handoff” families to new schools when possible.
Teach families how to keep their own records. A binder, folder, or cloud
storage account can make transitions smoother.

6. Make Family-Centered Practice Part of the Culture
Reflect upon family engagement success stories. 
Highlight positive outcomes to keep other staff motivated and informed.
Read and learn about research-backed best practices in working with
families.   

 IMPLEMENTATION TIPS &
SUSTAINABILITY 

Bottom line: Sustainability is not about doing everything perfectly. It is
about building consistent habits, sharing responsibility, and staying
flexible enough to meet families where they are, even when
circumstances change. 



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
To be an effective coach for families of children with disabilities, it’s essential to
understand the foundations of special education. This section provides a plain-
language overview of key terms, processes, and rights under federal law.

KEY TERMS
IDEA: The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act is the federal law that
guarantees a free appropriate public education (FAPE*) to students with disabilities.

IEP: An Individualized Education Program is a legal document developed for each
eligible student that explains the student’s learning goals, services,
accommodations, and supports.

504 Plan: A 504 Plan is a written plan developed under Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act that ensures a student with a disability has equal access to
education by explaining the specific accommodations and supports they need in the
general classroom. It is often used for students who do not qualify for special
education under IDEA, or who do not require an IEP, but still need adjustments  or
medical supports to be successful in school.

LRE: Least Restrictive Environment means students with disabilities should be
educated with their non-disabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate.

Procedural Safeguards: The legal protections built into IDEA that make sure
parents and students with disabilities are treated fairly. These safeguards explain
parents’ rights, how schools must involve parents in decisions, and what steps can
be taken if there is a disagreement. Examples include the right to:

Be informed in your native language about your child’s education and rights.
Participate in meetings about your child’s evaluation, placement, and services.
Review records related to your child’s education.
Disagree with the school’s decisions and use mediation or due process to
resolve disputes.
Prior written notice before the school makes changes to your child’s program
or refuses a request.

*FAPE defined in an infographic on the next page.  



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101

Free:  The education must be
provided at no cost to the parents.

Appropriate: The education must be
tailored to the individual needs of
the student with a disability, as
outlined in their Individualized
Education Program (IEP).

Public:  It must be provided by the
public school system.

Education: It must meet the
standards of the state and prepare
the student for further education,
employment, and independent
living.

FAPE (Free Appropriate Public Education):  FAPE is a provision within IDEA that
ensures students with disabilities are guaranteed the right to a free, individualized
education that meets their needs. It is the cornerstone of special education,
guiding how schools develop IEPs, deliver services, and provide accommodations
so that students with disabilities can learn and grow alongside their peers.



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101

1. Referral or Request for Evaluation
The process starts when a teacher, parent, or another
professional notices a child may be struggling and requests an
evaluation.
Parents can make this request in writing at any time, but they
can also do this orally. 
Schools must respond within set timelines (30 days or less) as to
whether the school district will evaluate or refuses to evaluate
the child. If the district refuses, then the district must provide
the parents a prior written notice outlining why they are
refusing.
Parents must give written consent before testing begins.

2. Evaluation
During the initial meeting, there will also be discussion about
which areas will be evaluated. 
The school conducts assessments to see if the child qualifies for
special education services.
Evaluations can cover academics, speech and language, motor
skills, behavior, and more.

3. Eligibility Meeting
Once testing is complete, the school holds a meeting with
parents to review results.
The team decides if the child meets the criteria for one or more
disability categories under IDEA.
If the child is eligible, the team moves on to create an
Individualized Education Program (IEP).

OBTAINING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES
The special education process can feel overwhelming, especially for families who
are new to it. Here’s a step-by-step look at how it usually works under IDEA (the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act). While the details can vary by state, the
overall flow is similar everywhere.
STEP BY STEP PROCESS



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
4. IEP Development

The IEP outlines the child’s present levels of
performance, annual goals, services, accommodations,
and how progress will be measured.
Parents are equal members of the IEP team and have the
right to contribute input.
The IEP must be written and finalized within a specific
timeframe after eligibility is confirmed (often 30 days).

5. Placement
The team determines the Least Restrictive Environment
(LRE) where the child can receive services.
This could be a general education classroom with
supports, a resource room, or a specialized program—
always aiming for the most inclusive setting possible.

6. Services Begin
The school starts providing the services and
accommodations listed in the IEP.
Teachers, specialists, and related service providers work
together to support the child.

7. Progress Monitoring
The school regularly measures progress toward the
child’s goals and shares updates with parents (often
quarterly).
If progress is not being made, the team can meet to
adjust the plan.



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
8. Annual Review

The IEP team meets at least once a year to review and
update the plan.
Parents can request a meeting at any time if concerns
arise before the annual date.

9. Reevaluation
At least every three years, the school must reevaluate to
determine if the child still qualifies for services and
whether needs have changed.
This can happen sooner if requested by parents or staff.

Coach Tip: Families don’t have to memorize every step. Your role as a
coach is to help them know where they are in the process, what’s coming
next, and what their rights are at each stage.



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
Parents are essential members of the IEP team. Their rights include:

1.Participation in Meetings:  Parents have the right to attend and contribute to
all IEP meetings. For example, if a school schedules an IEP meeting during a
parent’s work hours, the parent can request a different time or participate
virtually. This will be a “mutually agreed upon time and place.” 

2.Reviewing Educational Records:  Parents can request copies of all evaluations,
progress reports, draft IEP reports, and meeting notes. This ensures they have
the same information as the school when making decisions.

3.Providing or Withholding Consent:  Before a school conducts an initial
evaluation or provides initial special education services, they must obtain
parental consent. If a parent disagrees with the evaluation plan, they can refuse
consent or request changes.

4.Requesting Independent Educational Evaluations (IEE):  If parents disagree
with the school’s evaluation, they have the right to request an IEE at public
expense.

5.Dispute Resolution Options:  Parents can use mediation, file a state complaint,
or request a due process hearing if they believe the school is not following the
law or their child’s IEP.

6.Prior Written Notice:  Schools must provide written notice before they change
(or refuse to change) a child’s placement, services, or identification.

7.Stay-Put Provision:  During disputes, children remain in their current
educational placement until the issue is resolved, unless the parent and school
agree otherwise.

PARENTAL RIGHTS

Coaches, please note that it is not your job to advise families legally about
their rights.  Rather, it is your role to help families understand what is
happening and to provide them with support as they navigate the system.
Your role as a coach is empowering families, helping them navigate the
system, and making the process less overwhelming.  



Working with highly mobile families means you’re often helping them navigate
change on top of change. Moves can disrupt education, services, and trust in the
system. As a coach, you can be the steady hand that helps them keep momentum.

Be the Constant
The family may lose contact with teachers, administrators, and specialists
during a move,  but you can be their consistent point of reference.
Keep your own log of where they are in the special education process so
you can pick up the thread instantly, no matter where they land.

 Build a “Go-Bag” of Records
Help the family keep two versions of all essential documents — a hard-
copy binder and a digital folder.
Include IEPs, evaluation reports, progress updates, therapy notes, and
contact lists from the previous school.
Practice with them how to quickly explain these documents to a new
school team.

Teach “The 30-Second Story”
Help the family craft a short, clear way to explain their child’s needs,
strengths, and supports.
This helps new teachers and staff understand the child before they even
open the IEP.

 Know the Legal Basics, But Stay in Your Lane
You don’t have to be a legal expert, but you should know the family’s basic
rights around transferring IEPs and comparable services.
Your role is to help them understand and use their rights, not to interpret
the law like an attorney.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
FOR HIGHLY MOBILE FAMILIES



Anticipate Service Gaps
Moves can cause delays in getting services started — sometmes for
scheduling, sometimes for paperwork.
Coach the family to follow up within the first week to confirm supports
are in place.

Keep Relationships Front and Center
Encourage the family to connect with key people at the new school,
including the special ed coordinator, teachers, front office staff.
A warm relationship with even one staff member can make the transition
much smoother.

Follow Up Beyond the First Month
Keep checking in for at least 6–8 weeks after a move.
Some issues don’t appear until after the “honeymoon” period, when
routines and expectations get real.

Coach Mindset
Think of yourself as the “continuity keeper.” Your job is to make sure the
child’s progress, confidence, and support systems stay intact, no matter
how many times they change schools.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
FOR HIGHLY MOBILE FAMILIES



TRAINING  SESSION 1

Focus: Getting to know the CAFÉ model, your role as a coach, and the
families you’ll serve.

Key Takeaways:
Build trust first; it’s the foundation for every conversation.
Learn each family’s story before jumping into problem-solving.
Keep things strengths-based; see what’s working before looking at what’s
not.

SESSION 1:  BUILDING THE FOUNDATION

NOTES:



TRAINING SESSION 2

Focus: Understanding the basics of IDEA, IEPs, 504 Plans, and parental
rights.

Key Takeaways:
You don’t need to be a lawyer; just know enough to guide and explain.
Break down jargon into plain language families can use.
Make sure parents know their rights and how to use them.

SESSION 2:  SPECIAL EDUCATION 101

NOTES:



TRAINING SESSION 3
Focus: Communication strategies that help families be heard.

Key Takeaways:
Use active listening; sometimes the most powerful tool you have.
Model calm, respectful interactions even when tensions run high.
Help families prepare questions and talking points before meetings.

SESSION 3:  EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION & ADVOCACY

NOTES:



TRAINING SESSION 4

Focus: Helping families set meaningful goals and tackle barriers.

Key Takeaways:
Keep goals realistic, specific, and measurable.
Break big challenges into smaller, manageable steps.
Revisit and adjust goals as situations change.

SESSION 4:  PROBLEM SOLVING & GOAL SETTING

NOTES:



 TRAINING SESSION 5

Focus: Keeping momentum going after initial sessions; Learning about
procedural safeguards.  

Key Takeaways:
Celebrate wins, no matter how small.
Empower families through knowledge of procedural safeguards.
Your role is to support, not advise.  

SESSION 5:  LEGAL RIGHTS IN SPECIAL EDUCATION
^ SUSTAINABILITY

NOTES:



COACHING RESOURCES
This section includes a collection of external resources to support your work with
families.  These items are accessible by clicking the click on the digital PDF.  

UNDERSTANDING SPECIAL EDUCATION 

13 Disability Categories under IDEA

A review of the literature outlining best practices on partnering with families. 

IEP Basics

A clear and concise explanation of the IEP process.  

IEP vs. 504

A resource to help understand the difference between a 504 and a IEP.

EMPOWERING  PARENTS WITH INFORMATION
Parent Checklist for IEP Meeting 

A comprehensive checklist to help families prepare for IEP meetings.  
What to Expect in an IEP Meeting

Helpful information to help families know what to expect during an IEP meeting.
Ohio Guide of Rights in Special Education 

A guide outlining parent-rights pertaining to special education.  

Steps to Communicating with Schools

A resource to promote effective communication and partnerships between
schools and families.  

Sample Evaluation Request Letter

A sample letter to use as a model to request an evaluation.  

FORMS
The forms on the next two pages are tools that can help with planning and
implementation.

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea
https://www.understood.org/en/topics/ieps
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/the-difference-between-ieps-and-504-plans
https://highqualityieps.net/uploads/documents/1712852838_HQIEPsFlyersParentChecklist06_Compliant.pdf
https://highqualityieps.net/uploads/documents/1712852838_HQIEPsFlyersParentChecklist06_Compliant.pdf
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/what-to-expect-at-an-iep-eligibility-meeting
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/A-Guide-to-Parent-Rights-in-Special-Education
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/A-Guide-to-Parent-Rights-in-Special-Education
https://cadreworks.org/resources/cadre-materials/steps-success-communicating-your-childs-school
https://ohiofamiliesengage.osu.edu/resources/sample-family-request-letter-for-special-education-evaluation-from-a-school/
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Date:
Who initiated: 

Date:
Who initiated: 

Date:
Who initiated: 

What was decided:

What was decided:

What was decided:

What was discussed:

What was discussed:

What was discussed:

What prompted the communication:

What prompted the communication:

What prompted the communication:

Child’s name:

Phone Email Letter In person

Who participated, received, or attended:

Phone Email Letter In person

Who participated, received, or attended:

Phone Email Letter In person

Who participated, received, or attended:
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