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Building a Collaborative Partnership with
School Staff
A step-by-step guide for parents of children with special needs

The research on student outcomes is consistent across decades: children whose parents and teachers
work in genuine partnership do better academically, behaviorally, and socially than children whose adults
are working in parallel or in conflict. For students with special needs, the effect is larger — these children
depend on a coordinated response across home and school more than their peers do.

Partnership is not the same as agreement. You will not always agree with the school, and a functional
partnership does not require you to. What it requires is a working relationship strong enough to survive
disagreement without collapsing into adversarial posture. This guide walks through seven steps to build
and maintain that relationship.

Why this matters now

The teachers and specialists working with your child this year will likely not be the same ones
next year. Each September, you rebuild the partnership from something close to zero. The
process below is not a one-time setup — it is a cycle you will run every school year.

1 Start Before There Is a Problem

The single most common mistake parents make is waiting until something is wrong to introduce
themselves. A teacher’s first impression of you should not be formed during a crisis. Their first impression
should be of a parent who is organized, informed, and easy to work with.

What to do in the first two weeks of school

• Send a short introduction email to each teacher and service provider (speech, OT, counselor)
working with your child.

• Include one paragraph describing your child — strengths first, then needs, then what works.

• Offer specific times you are reachable by phone or email.

• Ask one question that invites a response (keeps the channel open).

• Attach or reference the current IEP or 504 plan so they know you are informed.
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SAMPLE INTRODUCTION EMAIL

“Hi Ms. Rodriguez, I’m Sam Chen, Alex’s mom. I wanted to introduce myself before the year gets
busy. Alex is curious and a strong verbal reasoner, and he works hardest in classes where
directions are given in writing as well as verbally. He has an IEP for a specific learning disability in
reading — I’m happy to share the most recent report if helpful. I’m reachable at this email or at
555-0142 most weekdays. What’s the best way to reach you if something comes up? Thanks for
the work you’re doing.”

What this email is doing

It signals that you are informed without being combative, gives the teacher useful information
about your child in under a minute of reading, establishes a communication channel, and asks a
question that requires a response. The teacher now has a positive first impression of you before
anything has gone wrong.

2 Learn the People, Not Just the Roles

Schools are staffed by people with different training, authority, and incentives. Treating everyone as “the
school” obscures who can actually help you with what. Learn who does what, and match the question to
the right person.

Role What they do When to contact them

General Education
Teacher

Delivers core instruction;
implements accommodations in
class.

Academic progress, classroom
behavior, day-to-day concerns.

Special Education
Teacher

Delivers specially designed
instruction; often the IEP case
manager.

IEP goals, progress monitoring,
specially designed instruction.

Related Service
Providers

Speech, OT, PT, counseling —
deliver specific therapies.

Questions specific to their service area;
progress on related goals.

School Psychologist Conducts evaluations; consults on
behavior and mental health.

Evaluation requests, behavioral
concerns, mental health referrals.

Principal / Assistant
Principal

Building leader; handles discipline,
scheduling, staff oversight.

Escalations when direct contact has not
resolved an issue.

Director of Special Ed
/ CSE Chair

District-level administrator
overseeing special education
compliance.

IEP disputes, compliance issues,
placement disagreements.
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Escalate deliberately, not reflexively

Start with the person closest to the issue. Going straight to the principal over something the
teacher could have handled damages the teacher relationship and often produces worse
outcomes than giving the teacher a chance to address it first. Save escalation for when direct
contact has failed or when the stakes require it.

3 Establish a Communication Rhythm

Communication that happens only when there is a problem will always feel like complaint. Build in
low-stakes contact so the channel stays warm.

Match the channel to the message

Message Type Best Channel Why

Quick question, scheduling Email or school app
message

Asynchronous, documented,
low-stakes.

Sharing context about a hard
weekend or a change at home

Brief email or note in the
backpack

Gives the teacher context without
requiring a response.

Concern about something that
happened

Email first, then phone if
needed

Written record; allows teacher to
investigate before responding.

Strong disagreement or
emerging conflict

Phone or in-person meeting Tone and nuance matter; email
escalates conflict.

Formal requests (evaluation,
IEP changes)

Written letter or email Starts legal timelines; creates
documentation.

Send positive feedback when it is warranted

Teachers of students with special needs hear from parents mostly when things are wrong. A short email
acknowledging something that went well — a specific teaching move that helped, progress on a hard goal,
a day your child came home happy — is rare enough that teachers remember who sends them. This is not
flattery. It is genuine feedback on something that worked, and it changes the relationship.

SAMPLE POSITIVE FEEDBACK EMAIL

“Hi Mr. Patel, Alex mentioned at dinner that you had the class act out the story today and he said
it ‘made the words make sense.’ That kind of multisensory approach has always worked well for
him. I wanted you to know it landed. Thank you.”

4 Come to Meetings Prepared
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IEP meetings, parent-teacher conferences, and problem-solving meetings are where the real decisions
get made. Parents who walk in prepared change the dynamic of the meeting. Parents who walk in
unprepared are consumers of whatever the team decides.

Before the meeting

• Ask for the agenda in advance. If none is provided, send your own proposed topics.

• Request any draft documents (draft IEP, evaluation reports, progress data) at least 48 hours
ahead.

• Write down your top three concerns and your top three questions. Keep the list short.

• Bring a notebook, pen, and any documents you may reference.

• Consider bringing a second adult — your partner, a friend, or an advocate. Two sets of ears and
notes are better than one.

During the meeting

• Ask questions before disagreeing. Understand the reasoning first.

• Take notes on who said what, not just what was decided.

• If something is unclear, say so and ask for a plainer explanation.

• If you are asked to sign something you are not ready to sign, don’t. You can take it home.

• End with a summary: “Let me make sure I have this right…” and restate the key decisions and next
steps.

After the meeting

• Within 24–48 hours, send a follow-up email summarizing what was decided, who owns each action
item, and when things will happen.

• Keep this email factual, not editorial. If you disagreed with something, note that you disagreed —
don’t re-litigate it in the recap.

• File the email with your records. This is often the cleanest written record of what was agreed.

SAMPLE POST-MEETING RECAP EMAIL

“Hi all — thank you for the meeting today. To confirm what I heard: (1) the team will add a goal for
written expression, with a draft to me by Friday; (2) speech sessions will increase from 1x to 2x
weekly starting next Monday; (3) I will share the outside evaluation report by end of week. I noted
that I asked about extended time on tests and we agreed to revisit at the next meeting. Please let
me know if any of this is inaccurate. Thanks — Sam”

5 Disagree Without Damaging the Relationship

You will disagree with the school. The question is not whether to disagree but how. A parent who
disagrees skillfully gets more of what they want over time than a parent who either avoids conflict or
escalates it reflexively.

Principles for productive disagreement
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• Separate the issue from the person. You can disagree with a decision without attacking the
person who made it. “I don’t agree with this plan” is different from “you don’t understand my child.”

• Lead with the data or the observation, not the conclusion. “Here’s what I’m seeing at home”
invites a conversation. “You need to do X” invites defensiveness.

• Ask before asserting. “Help me understand the reasoning behind this” often reveals that the
decision has a rationale you had not considered — or that it does not.

• Be specific about what you want. “This isn’t working” is not a request. “I’d like to try X for six
weeks and reconvene” is.

• Leave the relationship intact, even when you don’t get what you want. You will need this team
next month and next year. A scorched-earth meeting wins the battle and loses the war.

REFRAMING COMMON CONFRONTATIONAL PHRASES

“Instead of: ‘This accommodation isn’t being followed’ → Try: ‘I want to make sure I understand
— is the extended-time accommodation still in place for tests? Alex mentioned he didn’t get it on
Tuesday’s quiz.’ — The second opens an investigation; the first starts a fight.”

When to escalate

Escalate when: (1) you have raised the issue directly and it has not been addressed; (2) the
school is out of compliance with a legal obligation; or (3) the stakes are high enough (safety,
FAPE denial, significant regression) that the relationship cost of escalation is worth paying.
Otherwise, stay at the lowest level that can solve the problem.

6 Document Everything, Quietly

Good documentation is a partnership tool, not a weapon. It protects the relationship by ensuring that “what
was agreed” is not a matter of memory. It also protects your child if the relationship breaks down and the
case moves to formal dispute resolution.

What to keep

• A dated log of communications: who you spoke to, when, what was discussed, what was agreed. A
simple spreadsheet works.

• Copies of every written communication — emails, letters, notes home.

• All IEPs, evaluation reports, progress reports, and report cards.

• Work samples that show progress or lack of progress on goals.

• Notes from every meeting, with date, attendees, and decisions.

• Any outside evaluations, medical records, or therapist reports relevant to the IEP.

How to organize it

• One binder or one digital folder per school year, organized chronologically.

• A running log document for quick entries after phone calls or conversations.

• Never rely on the school to keep your records. They have their copy; you need yours.
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Document without advertising that you document

Parents who wave their documentation around signal distrust and invite defensive behavior.
Keep records privately. Reference them when needed — “I have a note from our September call
that says…” — without making the act of documenting itself the focus.

7 Share Home Information That Actually Helps

Teachers working with your child have information about school performance that you cannot see. You
have information about home life, medical changes, sleep, family stressors, and after-school behavior that
they cannot see. The partnership works when both sides share the information the other needs.

What teachers find genuinely useful

• Changes in medication (new prescription, dose change, timing change).

• Major family events — illness, death, divorce, a new sibling, a move.

• Sleep disruption or changes in morning routine.

• What worked at home on a particular skill, especially if it’s replicable at school.

• Warning signs that mean your child is becoming dysregulated (“when he starts chewing his sleeves,
he’s about 10 minutes from melting down”).

• What helps after a hard moment — not just what prevents them.

What to avoid oversharing

• Details of family conflict that are not directly relevant to school functioning.

• Your opinions about other parents, other students, or other teachers.

• Every small incident at home — teachers do not need a daily log.

• Medical or psychological details beyond what the teacher needs to do their job.

SAMPLE CONTEXT-SHARING NOTE

“Hi Ms. Rodriguez — quick heads up: Alex’s grandmother passed away over the weekend and
he’s been quieter than usual. No need to do anything differently, but wanted you to know in case
he seems off today or later this week. Thanks.”

The Partnership Cycle
These seven steps are not a one-time checklist. They form a cycle you run every school year, because the
people on the other side of the table change.

Phase What You Do Timing

Set up Introduce yourself; learn the team; share your child’s
profile.

First two weeks of school.
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Maintain Consistent low-stakes communication; positive
feedback when warranted.

Ongoing, roughly every
2–4 weeks.

Meet Come prepared; take notes; send recap emails. Conferences, IEP
meetings, problem-solving
meetings.

Address When issues arise, raise them directly, clearly, and at
the right level.

As needed.

Document Keep records of communications, meetings,
decisions, and progress.

Ongoing.

Transition End-of-year handoff: write a letter for next year’s
team.

May–June.

The end-of-year letter

One of the highest-leverage things you can do each year is write a one-page letter to next year’s
teacher, to be passed along with the IEP. Include: a description of your child, what worked this
year, what didn’t, specific strategies that helped, and the best way to reach you. This letter can
save the incoming teacher weeks of figuring out your child — which they will remember.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Going silent between meetings. The teacher only hears from you when something is wrong.
Build in routine contact.

Escalating to the principal before
talking to the teacher.

You burn the teacher relationship and usually get sent back to
the teacher anyway.

Bringing a confrontational posture to
the first meeting.

Sets an adversarial tone that takes months to undo. Start
collaborative; escalate only if needed.

Accepting verbal agreements
without documentation.

“We agreed in the hallway” is not enforceable. Put it in writing.

Signing the IEP at the meeting
without reading it.

You have the right to take it home. Use that right.
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Treating every small issue as a legal
matter.

Most problems can be solved by a conversation. Save legal
escalation for real violations.

Forgetting to say thank you. Teachers who feel appreciated work harder for your child.
This is human, not strategic — but it is also strategic.

A note on this guide

This guide is for general parent education. It is not legal advice. If you believe your child’s school
is out of compliance with federal or state law, or if the partnership has broken down to the point
where formal dispute resolution is necessary, consider consulting a special education advocate
or attorney in your state. Most of what follows, however, is about the roughly 95% of the school
year where formal legal processes are neither necessary nor helpful.


