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The Family CAFÉ program was
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 complex processes
related to special education.

This parent guide is a collection of
resources designed to help families
understand and navigate special
education processes and
procedures. 

  INTRODUCTION
WELCOME TO FAMILY CAFÉ!

This parent resource guide provides parents with information about: 
The Family CAFÉ program;
Working with a Coach;
Navigating and understanding the special education system;
Maintaining educational records;
Effective communication with schools

ABOUT THIS GUIDE



At the heart of the Family CAFÉ model is the belief that strong families
and strong schools help children thrive.  Our approach is built on these
core beliefs: 

FAMILY CAFÉ CORE BELEFS 
PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE THE FAMILY CAFÉ

Parents know their child the best.  
You are an expert on your child. You know their strengths and
challenges.  Your insights are invaluable to your child’s success. 

Families matter in education.  
When families are a part of the educational process, schools are
stronger and children are more likely to be successful. 

Coaching is about empowerment.
Navigating special education system can be overwhelming.  A coach
can provide tools, strategies, and support to help you feel confident
and ready to make decisions. 

Every child can grow.
With the right support and teamwork, all children can learn and
make progress.  

Understanding brings clarity.  
The more you understand the special education terminology,
policies, and procedures, the easier it will be to communicate
effectively and make decisions.  



Family CAFÉ coaches provide tools and information to help you navigate the
school system.  Their goal is to make things less overwhelming, help you feel
confident, and ensure your child’s needs are understood and supported. 

WORKING WITH A COACH
THE BASICS

WHAT A COACH IS
A partner who listens to your concerns
and celebrates your child’s strengths.

A guide who helps explain school
processes, paperwork, and meetings in
plain language.

A connector who links you to
resources, tools, and people who can
help.

A supporter who helps you prepare
questions, organize records, and stay
on track.

WHAT A COACH IS NOT
An advocate:  They can explain rights
but cannot give legal advice.

A replacement for your voice:  
Decisions are always yours to make.

A school employee:  They don’t
grade, evaluate, or discipline your
child.

Someone who will speak for you:  
They support you in speaking with
the school.

TIPS FOR MAKING THE MOST OUT OF COACHING
Be open and honest. Share your questions, concerns, and priorities.

Stay organized. Bring your IEP, 504 Plan, or other records to meetings.

Ask questions. No question is too small.  If you do not understand
something, ask.

Work as a team. The best outcomes happen when you and your coach
partner together.



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101

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

IDEA requires schools to identify, evaluate, and provide special
education and related services to eligible children from birth
through age 21.

Under IDEA, schools must work with families to create an
Individualized Education Program (IEP), a written plan that outlines
the student’s goals, services, and supports. IDEA is the foundation of
special education in the United States and ensures that students
with disabilities can learn, grow, and participate alongside their
peers.

The world of special education comes
with its own language, which is full of
legal terms, jargon, and endless
acronyms.  This section is designed to
serve as a reference to make things
easier to understnad. 

Let’s start with two laws which are the foundation of special
education in the United States:  IDEA and FAPE.  

DECODING THE JARGON

FOUNDATIONAL LAWS



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.

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 embedded within IDEA
and ensures students with disabilities are guaranteed the right to a free,
appropriate, public education that meets each student’s unique needs. It is
the cornerstone of special education, and guides how schools develop IEPs,
deliver specially designed instruction, which includes accommodations and
modifications so that students with disabilities can learn and grow alongside
their peers.



An IEP, or Individualized Education Program, is a legal document for a
student who qualifies for special education under IDEA (Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act).  An IEP represents a roadmap to your child’s
education, which includes goals, accommodations, services, placements,
and ways to measure progress.

Education: 
Focused on academic, social, emotional, and behavioral
growth
Includes supports, services, modifications, and
accommodations.
Designed to ensure your child can participate in school
alongside peers.

Individualized:
Unique to your child
Built around strengths, needs, and goals
Ensures that your child has access to learning according
to his or her unique needs.

Program:
A written plan that outlines goals, services, and how
they will be measured.
Created by a team that includes, teachers, parents,
specialists, and sometimes the student.
Legally binding, which means the school is required to
follow it.  

SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
WHAT IS AN IEP? 



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
WHAT DOES AN IEP INCLUDE?
An IEP includes:

Present levels of performance: Current data about your child’s
academic, social, and behavioral performance.
Annual goals:  Measurable goals for the year, tailored to your child’s
academic, social or behavioral needs.
Special education services:  The specially designed instruction, which
includes therapies, or supports your child will receive.
Accommodations and modifications: Changes to how teaching or
testing is done so your child can access learning with extra support.
Placement:  the least restrictive environment (*LRE) where your child
will learn, alongside peers whenever possible.
Progress monitoring:  how the school will track and report your child’s
progress.

*WHAT IS A LRE? 
The least restrictive
environment (LRE) is an
important term to understand.  
It means that students with
disabilities should learn
alongside their peers without
disabilities as much as possible
in the general classroom, while
still receiving the supports and
services they need to succeed.



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
HOW IS AN IEP CREATED?  
IEPs are legal documents required by federal law, which require specific processes
and procedures that guide their creation.  
1. Referral or Request for Evaluation

The process starts when a teacher, parent, or another professional suspects a
child may be struggling academically or behaviorally and requests an
evaluation.
A parent can request an evaluation at any time.  It can be verbal, but a written
request will help with record keeping.  
Schools must respond within 30 days as to whether they will move forward
with an evaluation.

If the district refuses to evaluate, the district must send Prior Written
Notice (PWN) explaining the specific reasons for refusal. Parents have the
right to disagree, request mediation, or file for due process if they believe
an evaluation is needed.
If the district agrees to evaluate, move on to step 2. 

2. Evaluation
Parents must give written consent before testing begins.
The school has 60 days to complete the evaluation once consent is given.
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 has 30 days to create the IEP.



5. Placement
The team determines the most appropriate LRE for the child.  If the child is outside
the general education classroom, the school must explain why.
This could be a general education classroom with supports, a resource room, or a
specialized program in or out of school.  

6. Services Begin
The school starts providing the services and accommodations listed in the IEP after
signing an agreement.
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, shares data, and
provides updates to parents (quarterly).
If progress is not made, the team can meet to adjust the plan.

8. Annual Review and Reevaluation
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.
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.

Parents know their child best and bring valuable insights that no test
or teacher observation can capture. Their input ensures that the team
has a complete understanding of the child’s unique strengths, needs,
and goals.  Federal law gives parents the right to be equal members of
the IEP team, and their participation helps create a plan that is
stronger, more accurate, and more effective for the child’s success.

SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
4. IEP Development

The IEP outlines the child’s present levels of performance, annual goals,
services, accommodations, and how progress on each goal 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 (30 days).



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101

504

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
outlining the specific accommodations and supports they need in the general
classroom. It is often used for students who do not qualify for specially
designed instruction education under IDEA, but still need accommodations
such as extended time, educational supports, or medical supports to be
successful in school.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN AN IEP AND 504?

WHAT IS A 504 PLAN?

IEP

Created under Section 504
of the Rehabilitation Act Created under IDEA

Qualification under IDEA 
special education categories.

Qualification based on a 
disability that substantially
limits a major life activity. Legally binding

Developed 
as a team 

Focuses on access to the general
classroom with supports

Provides accommodations
only, no specialized
education.

Provides specialized instruction,
accommodations, and related
services.  

Reviewed regularly

Provide student
supports Includes annual goals, placement

decisions, and progress
monitoring.  

PARENT PARTICIPATION IS KEY 

Include  procedural 
safeguards



SPECIAL EDUCATION 101
UNDERSTANDING PROCEDURAL SAFEGUARDS

Procedural safeguards are the legal rights and protections given to
parents and students under the IDEA. They are designed to make
sure families are treated fairly, are fully included in the special
education process, and can resolve disagreements if they arise.

Procedural safeguards provide parents with the right to:  
Participate in meetings about your child’s education.
Receive information in your native language.
Give or withhold consent for evaluations and services.
Review your child’s education records.
Receive Prior Written Notice if the school proposes or refuses to
change services.
Use mediation, file complaints, or request a due process hearing
if you disagree with the school.

Most of the time, parents and teachers work together without any issues.  However,
if disagreements, questions, or issues come up, it’s important for parents to know
about their rights specific to special education.  The rights and protections afforded
to parents and children are called procedural safeguards.  

IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER
Even though your coach is in a supportive role, your coach is not a lawyer or an
advocate.  They can connect you to resources and help you understand what is
happening, but it is important to understand that your coach has a limited scope of
work and cannot provide legal advice under the law. 



What to Pack in Your Go-Bag
Current IEP or 504 Plan

Keep both a paper copy and a digital copy (on a flash
drive or cloud storage).

Most Recent Evaluation Reports
Include eligibility determinations, psychological
testing, and progress reports.

Transition Summary
A one-page overview of your child’s strengths, needs,
and what works best for them.

Progress Updates
Report cards, progress monitoring sheets, and teacher
notes.

Medical or Therapy Documentation
Notes from doctors, therapists, or outside providers
related to services.

Contact Information
Names and emails of past teachers, service providers,
and special education coordinators.

Important Dates
Last IEP review, next reevaluation due, and upcoming
annual review date.

BE PROACTIVE WITH RECORDS

Navigating a move or changing school districts can
feel overwhelming for families receiving special
education services, especially with the paperwork
shuffle. Having a “Go-Bag” of special education
records already prepared can make the process much
easier and less stressful. Maintaining your own
records is a smart way to navigate any transition. This
document contains helpful tips in building your Go-
Bag.

Maintaining Your Own Records with a Go-Bag System 

Parent Tip:



Nobody knows your child better than you do.  You have been there from the
beginning and know all the details.  As important as your child’s full history is to
understand, it is very helpful to be able to tell your child’s story in 30 seconds or
less to emphasize key details and key points to new staff who do not know your
child.  The 30-second story can help new schools understand your child right away
before a full IEP meeting.  

Telling a 30-second story
Start with who my child is: 
My child’s name is [Name]. They love [strengths/interest].
They do best when [positive trait].”

Next say what helps them:
“They need support with [main challenge]. What works is
[strategy/accommodation].

Conclude with the most important
thing to know:
“The most important thing to know is [top priority for
learning/behavior/transition].

Example:  “My daughter’s name is Mia. She loves art and learns best when she can
draw or write things down. She needs help staying focused in class, and using a
quiet corner really helps her. The most important thing right now is that her
small reading group continues without interruption.”

TELL YOUR STORY QUICKLY
Learn to tell your child’s story in 30 seconds.  

Parent Tip:



4. District Administration

Any unresolved questions or concerns should be
brought to district administration as the final step. 

Friendly Conversation Starters
“I just wanted to check in about…”
“Can you help me understand how…”
“I noticed that my child is…”
“Could you clarify what will happen with…”
“When should we expect…”
“What’s the best way to support this at home?”
“I appreciate the work you’re doing with [child’s name], and I had a question about…”

3.  Principal 

Communicating questions or issues early helps these questions and issues stay small.
Early communication helps everyone stay on the same page and builds trust and
collaboration.  Most of the time questions or concerns can be solved quickly if they
are addressed as soon as they come up.  

Communication Ladder
1.Teacher or Service Provider

2.  Case Manager or Coordinator

Start here if you have a question or concern about
day to day learning or services. 

If you have still have questions or concerns about
your child’s IEP, services, progress, or
accommodations, speak with the point person on
your child’s IEP or 504.  

If you have broader questions, unanswered
questions or concerns, the school leader is the next
person to talk with in the school. 

COMMUNICATE EARLY 
Parent Tip:



QUICK REFERENCE
BIP- Behavior Intervention Plan
A written plan that addresses challenging behaviors.
ESY – Extended School Year
Services provided beyond the regular school year if a student needs them to
maintain progress.
FAPE – Free Appropriate Public Education
The right of every eligible student with a disability to a free, individualized
education.
FBA- Functional Behavioral Assessment
An evaluation to understand the causes of challenging behaviors.
IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
The federal law that guarantees special education services.
IEP – Individualized Education Program
A written plan that outlines a student’s goals, services, and supports.
LRE – Least Restrictive Environment
Students should learn with peers without disabilities as much as possible.
MDR- Manifestation Determination Review
A meeting when a student with a disability faces disciplinary action to
decide if the behavior was related to the disability. 
OT – Occupational Therapy
Services that help with fine motor skills, daily living skills, and sensory
needs.
PT – Physical Therapy
Services that support mobility, strength, and gross motor development.
SLP – Speech-Language Pathologist
A professional who helps with speech, language, and communication skills.
SPED – Special Education
Services and supports for students with disabilities.
504 Plan – Section 504 Plan
A plan that provides accommodations for students who don’t need special
education but still require supports.

ACRONYM QUICK REFERENCE 



ADDITIONAL 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/


UNDERSTANDING ROLES 
This section explains different roles of people you may encounter in your child’s
special education team.  The people on the team will depend on your child’s
needs.
CORE TEAM

SERVICE PROVIDERS

Parent: You guide decisions and share key insights, information, and needs with the team.
Student (when appropriate): Older students are often included to share the decision-
making.  They can also share goals, needs, and preferences.
General Education Teacher:  Explains how your child is doing in the regular classroom, what
the curriculum looks like, and what support is needed to help your child succeed with peers.
Special Education Teacher:  Designs and delivers specialized instruction, accommodations,
and modifications. Helps the team track progress toward IEP goals.
Administrator: Usually a principal, assistant principal, or special education coordinator.
They make sure the IEP meets legal requirements and that the school provides the services
promised.
School Psychologist: Interprets testing results, explains learning and behavior patterns, and
helps match supports to your child’s needs.

Speech Language Pathologist (SLP): Works on speech, language, and communication
needs.
Occupational Therapist (OT): Helps with fine motor skills, sensory processing, handwriting,
and daily living skills.
Physical Therapist (PT): Focuses on gross motor skills like balance, walking, and
coordination.
School Counselor or Social Worker:  Supports emotional well-being, behavior, and social
skills; may connect families with outside resources.
Nurse or Health Services Provider Advises on medical needs that affect school (e.g.,
medications, health plans, safety).provides the services promised.
School Psychologist: Interprets testing results, explains learning and behavior patterns,
and helps match supports to your child’s needs.

NOTES
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