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1. Don’t assume that you know more about the child, his needs, and how those 

needs should be met than his parents do. If you make this assumption, you will 

usually be wrong and, worse, miss opportunities to obtain and provide 

meaningful information. 

2. Junk the jargon. Educators whose speech is laced with technical terminology will 

have difficulty communicating effectively with parents (or with anyone else, for 

that matter). Speak in clear, everyday language and avoid the “alphabet soup” of 

special education (e.g., FAPE, IFSP, MFE). 

3. Don’t let assumptions and generalizations about parents and families guide your 

efforts. Do not assume a parent is in the x, y, or z stage of adjustment and 

therefore needs a, b, or c type of support or program. If you are genuinely 

interested in what a father or mother feels and wants, and you should be, ask. 

4. Be sensitive and responsive to the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of parents 

and families. The information and support services desired by families from 

diverse cultural and ethnic groups vary, and majority educators must work to be 

sensitive to those differences. 

5. Don’t be defensive or intimidated. Unless you are one, you cannot ever really 

know what being the parent of a child with disabilities is like. But as a trained 

teacher, you do know something about helping children with disabilities learn. 

That’s your job; it’s what you do every day. Offer families the knowledge and 

skills you have without apology, and welcome their input. 

6. Refer families to other professionals when needed. As a teacher, you interact 

with parents and families in an effort to improve the child’s educational progress. 

You are not a marriage counselor, therapist, or financial advisor. If a parent or a 

family member indicates the need for non–special education services, offer to 

refer him to professionals and agencies qualified to provide them. 

7. Help parents strive for a realistic optimism. Children with disabilities and their 

families benefit little from professionals who are doom-and-gloom types or who 

minimize the significance of a disability. Help parents analyze, plan, and prepare 

for their child’s future. 
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8. Start with something parents can be successful with. When parents show an 

interest in helping their child at home, don’t set them up to fail by giving them 

complicated materials, complex instructions, and a heavy schedule of nightly 

tutoring. Begin with something simple that is likely to be rewarding to the parent 

and the child. 

9. Respect a parent’s right to say no. Most educators are eager to share what they 

know and to help families plan and carry out shared teaching goals. And that’s 

good. But professionals should also recognize that among every family’s basic 

rights is the right to not want professional support and to respect those times 

when parents and other family members want to be left alone (Howard et al., 

2012). 

10. Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t know.” Sometimes parents will ask questions 

that you cannot answer or request services you cannot provide. The mark of a 

true professional is knowing the limits of your expertise and when you need help. 

It is okay to say, “I don’t know.” Parents will think more highly of you. 


