
>> PaTTAN Website.  So, go check those out.  And the next session is scheduled for May 18th, and the 

topic for that one will be, “Keeping the Momentum Going.” 

Today, you’ll have the opportunity to hear from a large, urban school district, and its effective practices 

to involve parents and families in the IEP process.  This aligns nicely with the PTA Standards and 

Communicating Effectively, which is a PTA Standard 2, families and school staff engaging in regular, two-

way, meaningful communication about student learning.  Standard 3, Supporting Student Success, 

where families and school staff continuously collaborate to support student learning and healthy 

development both at home and at school, and then Standard #4, Speaking Up for Every Child, families 

are empowered to be advocates for their own children and other children to ensure that students are 

treated fairly and have access to learning opportunities that will support their success, which is such a 

critical component. 

So, actively engaging parents – actively engaging families, sorry, to be involved in the IEP process is a 

critical component of both communicating effectively, and is necessary for supporting students’ success.  

In addition, an important component of effective family engagement is empowering parents to be 

advocates for their own children.  So, it is with my great pleasure to introduce to you Carole Clancy with 

the school district of Lancaster. 

>> Hi, everyone!  I’m thrilled to be here today to talk to you about our district, and how we involve our 

parents in the IEP process.  I’d first like to introduce you to our district.  We have about over 11,000 

students.  There are 12 elementary schools, one K-8 school, one high school campus, which has two 

buildings.  There are two alternative sites.  We have community partnerships in every building across the 

district.  We have 83% free and reduced lunch, over 1000 homeless students.  Thirty percent of our 

students move on to post-secondary opportunities; 20% of them complete it within six years, and 20% 

of our population have at least one incarcerated parent. 

This is a description of our demographics.  We are a high percentage of students that are Latino, 8% 

Asian/Pacific Islander, 19% African American and 15% Caucasian.  We also are a refugee resettlement 

population, so we have many different countries that we settle in Lancaster, right now we have a large 

population coming in from Congo and Somalia.  We have 3% migrant population, 18% English Language 

Learner, 18% of our district receives special education services, 8% are homeless, and as I already 

indicated, 4% refugee. 

Within the school district of Lancaster, we provide the majority of our special education services within 

our own district.  We provide learning support, emotional support, autistic support, multiple disabilities 

support, life skills support, speech and language support, and we do contract for about 30 students 

outside of the district, between the IU and some private entitles.  Within the district, we do operate our 

own center-based emotional support program, K-12, and we have one apartment program for students 

in their last year, before they exit high school. 

Communicating effectively with parents is the key for a productive IEP meeting.  Communication 

involves many facets; frequent communication with parents is better than the once a year at the annual 

IEP meeting.  Communication that provides families specific information to allow decision-making, and 



understanding the IEP and student’s program, communication should be a two-way street, allowing 

families to provide feedback based on what they’re perceiving, what the child needs.  Effective 

communication between home and school means that it happens more than once a year.  We provide 

information, sometimes it’s based on the parent.  Sometimes it’s day-to-day, sometimes it’s a weekly 

summary, sometimes we set up 30-day review meetings; it’s all based on the needs of the student or 

the family. 

These are some examples of some potential communication logs that could be used to communicate 

with families.  Daily communication notes encourage parents’ questions, comments and feedback.  Daily 

notes are so that parents are aware of what their child is learning, how they are progressing, and ensure 

that the parent does not feel surprised once a year at the formal meeting.  They are provided with and 

encouraged to actually participate in the discussion of the student’s education.  This example provides a 

designated spot for parent feedback, in addition to students gained or lost, and a spot for teacher 

comments. 

This is just another example of a communication log.  It should be decided at the IEP meeting what is the 

best means of communicating back and forth to parents.  This is an example of a weekly communication 

log, with a key so parents understand what skills are being taught.  Parent training is necessary, so the 

parents understand the intent behind the instruction, but they may not be able to understand from the 

observation, and we’ll talk more about that a little bit later.  The more the parents are educated, the 

more they understand, the more that they can support at home what you’re trying to teach at school.  

his is just a fourth example of a communication log that could be used, again, based on what the family 

preference is, or what the skillset is that needs to be communicated back and forth. 

I have found that there are ways that you can help facilitate parents’ participation in your meetings that 

may help them to gain a trust with the district, or have a better understanding of what is happening, or 

what the intent of the IEP process is.  We do have parents that come in to do some classroom 

observations on occasion, it helps them to learn how to strengthen the skills that we’re teaching in 

school at home, if they understand what is being taught.  Within our district, we provide multiple 

opportunities for parents to participate in activities, so they’re building a relationship with the school 

staff outside of the IEP process, which helps with communication between the teachers and the 

principals.  We work with our students to help them identify what their expectations are, and how to 

communicate that in the IEP process, and we make sure their needs are being met.  We provide the 

parents with visual assessments or data, so that they’re aware of how the student is progressing, and 

what the needs are. 

These are just some examples that we do within our district to help facilitate the things I just spoke 

about.  Twice a year, we offer something called Parent Academies, and they are four sessions held in the 

fall and four sessions held in the spring, and they cover a wide range of topics from all the different 

departments within our district; so Student Services may offer some training in mental health.  Our 

Technology may offer some Internet safety strategies for parents.  We offer a variety of topics, based on 

what we feel are the needs within the district.  For example, this spring, we’re offering four sessions on 



the Project Max initiative from PaTTAN, helping parents with students with complex needs access the 

supports within the schools and outside of the schools. 

Another way we try to engage our parents, and we’ve actually seen an increase of parent involvement is 

our Los Amigos program.  Our Los Amigos program, where we take students with disabilities and 

without disabilities and participate in a variety of extracurricular activities.  This is a picture if our 

homecoming game, so there are students with disabilities and without disabilities, it’s a way to establish 

peer relationships, and we have quite a momentum of parents involved.  There are times we have more 

parents there than students, and it really helps to increase their comfort in school, the communication 

in school where they might be nervous to come to a formal IEP meeting.  If they come in for activities 

ahead of a meeting, they feel much more comfortable discussing their perceptions at our meetings. 

We provide positive ways for our parents to come into our buildings.  I have Honor Roll Breakfasts just 

as an example, and our center-based emotional support program, if the students get Honor Roll, we 

have the parents come in for a breakfast.  And, it may seem very small, but for the parents who 

historically may have received the phone calls for problem behavior, to be invited into school for a very 

positive situation where we’re celebrating the student, it’s remarkable the relationships that we’re able 

to build with these families. 

We make a concerted effort to have our students involved in extracurricular activities.  It’s a great 

opportunity to sit next to them, next to the parents on the bench, celebrate their student and build a 

relationship with them, the parents, so they feel comfortable coming in to a more formalized IEP 

meeting.  These are just some examples, or steps that we take, to keep our parents being comfortable 

being involved in the education process. 

It’s important that you are representing every child within your district.  We make a genuine effort to 

empower our parents, so that they feel like they are equal participants in our meetings, that they’re 

equal participants in developing the plan for their children.  We provide training for our parents.  As I 

already mentioned, providing the training opportunities that will allow parents to make informed 

decisions and advocate what they feel will benefit their students. 

There are multiple steps you can take prior to the meeting to help facilitate the collaboration with the 

parent.  We take every step to try to encourage our parents to attend.  We send out multiple invitations, 

we make frequent phone calls, and we’ll send social workers to the house, if necessary, to try to 

encourage the parents to attend our IEP meetings.  We do facilitate transportation our rare occasions, 

where the social worker may go out to the house if it’s absolutely impossible for the parents to get to 

the school and we need them at the table.  We make a concerted, intentional effort to train our staff to 

run collaborative IEP meetings.  When I train my staff to run an IEP meeting, it is – we deliberately train 

them not to show up with the IEP totally completed, hand it to the parents and just go through it page 

by page by page.  We expect our teachers to facilitate a conversation, ask the parents what their goals 

are for their children.  If the parents are quiet, actually prompting the parents, do you have any 

questions, or are there other things you’d like us to work on, so it’s a collaborative – the collaborative 

spirit is created.  We train our teachers to honor our parents’ perspective.  We are willing to work 



around difficult work schedules with parents; scheduling before school, after school, during the evenings 

on parent-teacher conference days to facilitate the work schedules of our parents that may be working 

second or third shift. 

We may facilitate conversations prior to the meeting where parents have the opportunity to voice their 

concerns, to make sure that we address it at the meeting, and there’s times we’ll send a draft ahead of 

time so that they can review it, and we can spend the bulk of the time discussing areas that we need 

more time for brainstorming. 

At the meeting:  It’s very important to me that our staff makes the parents feel welcome, that they are 

members at the table.  Of course, we greet them with a smile; even the most contentious situations, it’s 

always important to start on the first -- on the right foot -- with the parents.  We do introductions, we 

make sure they know everybody at the table.  Sometimes we take for granted that we know everybody, 

but the parents may not, so we do formal introductions and explain what their roles are at the table.  

We try to speak in parent-friendly language.  We try to recognize the cultural differences that are at the 

table, ensuring that we have translators, if necessary. 

Following the meeting, we ensure that the parents know that their input was heard, appreciate being 

taken into consideration.  If the parents voice concerns during the meeting, we’ll practice reflective 

listening, and say, “I heard that you said you would Jose to be able to do this within a year,” and point 

out where in the IEP we’ve addressed that.  But I think it’s important if they voice something at the table 

that we honor their perspective, and make sure we reflect it through the process.  We provide frequent 

communication on student progress; again, that’s an IEP team decision how frequently it occurs, but we 

could do daily, we could do weekly, or we could schedule a 30-day review for students ongoing 

throughout the year, to make sure the students are continuing to make progress. 

Below, our list of some resources that you could reflect, you could access if you need more additional 

information on the topic. 

>> I just wanted to add a couple of things, because having had the experience of sharing, in some of 

Carole Clancy’s classrooms here in [INAUDIBLE] Lancaster, one of the things that has been most 

commendable for me to watch is to see that a district who has, as I think many of you saw from her 

introduction, has such diversity, such challenges, and yet I’ve been able to experience firsthand how 

actively involved parents are.  And that the process is not just about a week before the IEP meeting, but 

that it’s a process that’s ongoing throughout the entire year, from informing parents to details that, 

oftentimes, I think we take for granted of how much parents are yearning to then seek this information.  

And that so many times, we’ve had so many difficult situations that could probably be avoided, if more 

was done up front to [INAUDIBLE] both parents with information in regards to what are the supports 

and services up front for their students.  What, then, do the students’ programs look like?  Why are 

those things important for the student to learn, and where is that goal?  And oftentimes, we see parents 

who may be – whether it’s upset, or disagree with something that’s being done, or they’re asking for 

something, and it’s simply because they don’t have the information to understand why certain things 

are being done with their children.  So, it’s something that I give a lot of kudos to this district for doing 



both at a classroom level as well as a district-wide level to see two efforts being done in not the most 

ideal, resourceful situations, where you have such significant barriers.  And I just couldn’t think of a 

better person to use as an example, because I know that if you’re able to do it here, in this district, then 

it should be doable in other areas, and it’s about being creative.  How do you find the time when time is 

not there? 

Another thing, I know I haven’t been to all of your classrooms, but even in some of the few classroom 

situations I have been able to observe, watching the relationship that teachers have with your parents is 

really to be bowed down to.  You know, it’s not something you see every day, and they really put in an 

effort.  It is obvious to me that it’s a district culture; that all of the parents trust the teachers, even when 

they’re brand new teachers.  It doesn’t take them very long to build that trust, that you even go to the 

lengths of that situation; for example, [INAUDIBLE] certain transition students from one teacher to 

another.  Now they’re coming into a new classroom, but you have the teacher collaborate with the 

previous teacher, and the parents know that that collaboration exists.  So, it’s just things that really offer 

– I personally think that it makes a huge difference.  Making an effort to speak in that parent-friendly 

language; you know, I think you’ve been forced to do that, whether – there’s no way you can 

communicate effectively with their parents if you didn’t, in a situation where you’ve managed to do that 

effectively, even though, like you were saying, a lot of your population is limited English proficiency, and 

yet you manage to provide them with all of that that is so necessary.  In terms of parent training, I know 

Carole has reached out to us even personally, and said here, we need this type of training for parents, 

and we’re always willing to help not only you, but any other district that would need that support. 

So, hats off to you.  I know it looks like it’s early, and I’m sure if anybody has questions, we’ll be more 

than happy to answer questions, or anything they would like us to comment on in addition to that. 

>> Yeah, I think that you mentioned trust – I think trust is absolutely critical, because parents may not 

know the system, may not know the education system, and the IEP process can be extremely 

overwhelming.  So, they have to put your trust in you.  I had a family – a parent meeting the other week, 

where we have been working very hard to maintain the trust of this family, and they said one thing to 

me, which just resonates on the process, is that, “Really, Carole, first I had to get to know you, and then I 

had to like you, and now I trust you.”  But it’s a process that you have to develop with your families, 

even in the most contentious situations, because once you lost the trust of your family, the 

communication disappears, the collaboration doesn’t exist, and then the child gets lost in that 

animosity.  And it’s just really important that no matter if you and the families don’t necessary agree, 

that the child is at the center, and you’re hearing their perspective, and willing to problem-solve through 

the situations.  Another situation, where the parents can be intense, and it’s a matter of not taking their 

intensity personally.  Listen to what they’re saying, and not how they’re saying it, and being sensitive 

that they may not have the understanding, because this is our business, not theirs.  This may be their 

only child with special needs, but we have a lot of them.  But their conviction is for their child, and 

making sure that you hear where they’re coming from and what they feel their needs are, and honor 

their perspective through the process, and just – we’re the professionals, we’re the educators, and you 

need to have the family and the parent trust in order to keep the collaboration moving forward. 



>> Carole, can I ask a question?  To go back to – you said this is a large refugee settlement school, as 

well as homeless families.  How are you finding success with getting those parents involved into the 

cultures that are really different from what you’re used to, and that there’s no address to even seek 

these parents out, many times? 

>> We have a Homeless Project Coordinator that works collaboratively with our department, that helps 

us stay connected to those families.  We have a – this is a – it’s a small urban district, but it’s large in 

comparison to other spots.  But we’re very well-connected with the agencies that support these 

families.  So, the Homeless Project Coordinator lets us know right away if the student is in the district, 

and what shelter they may be living in.  And we connect with them directly, even if it means we are 

physically going out to the shelter to meet with them, and do the initial IEP review prior to placement.  

The refugee population, we work collaboratively with the agencies that resettle the families here.  It is a 

challenge, because they’re coming to us with no formal schooling, and may have many health needs 

that need to be addressed prior to us.  And working with the agencies and the local medical entities to 

help support the families make the transition here, it’s just – beyond just the education.  It’s all the 

other agencies involved, working collaboratively for the students.  We are going to create a refugee 

support center in one of our middle schools next year that would help all the families to have one 

central place that they can go and seek the medical attention, with the educational attention that they 

need right here and now. 

>> And I think that’s why – I mean, I remember how excited I was when I found out you were able to do 

this, because when I look at what you are doing, we may take some of it for granted, you consider it 

your everyday work.  But I know we’re out there, and a lot of people are making the efforts.  I just feel 

you have this way to really do what needs done in the most adversarial conditions, and that, you know, 

when you look at all of the standards, you know, like when you look at the importance of those 

community linkages, none of them are divorced, I mean, all the families are linked one to another.  

There is none that are divorced from each other.  And in order to have something like having parents an 

active part of our IEP process is, all of them come into play.  You know, as you’re talking about these 

community linkages, if you don’t have these support systems in place, how does a parent who is 

homeless participate in an IEP meeting?  That’s something that’s tremendous. 

And the other thing that I wanted to comment on, even a little bit further, that I don’t know if you 

realize how well you do, but I’ve seen both teachers and administrators – you know, everyone, all 

around all the staff, when you were talking about trust with parents, I oftentimes observe sort of two 

separate teams; the family team and then the staff team.  And there’s that clear boundary, and I just 

find you are able to knock that boundary down beautifully, part of it with sort of wearing your heart on 

your sleeve.  And I know I’ve never had the opportunity to participate in a formal IEP meeting, but the 

supports we provide to our district were not part of the IEP team.  But even though I haven’t been able 

to participate in that, I have observed informal meetings with parents and had trainings with parents, 

and to see how honest you are about, look, here are our difficulties, or we know we could do this better, 

or we know we could have done this better, or we know we made this mistake.  But here’s the plan so 

we can improve this, so we don’t let this happen again – I think that deserves a hats off.  You know, 

versus always trying to appear like this impeccable mistake-free institution, which is not true.  And I 



don’t think it helps the families build trust, as opposed to, we’re in this together.  And we wanted to 

bring you here, because we wanted to see – like, I see you literally use words like that, like, what are the 

things, do you think, we are missing?  Or, any information you think we should know on your child, to be 

able to have everything you need to work as a team together, versus, here’s the IEP that we were 

describing, this is what we think, and coming more as an authoritative figure, versus a collaborative 

team member.  And I just think that’s an art you guys have mastered beautifully, and you really deserve 

a lot of kudos for that. 

>> Oh, thank you!  We do try to be very transparent, but I think that goes to maintaining the trust of the 

families. 

>> Absolutely, but also in the trust, taking that responsibility for going beyond that, that it’s not just 

about having them trust you, but that you are concerned about informing the families – 

>> Yes. 

>> -- so that they can be an active participant, that it’s not just about the touchy-feely, what do you 

want for your child?  Do they even know how to make those decisions on what’s best for their child, and 

I just think that’s where you just take it to the nth degree.  And that’s another piece that is critical, you 

know, when you look at the parents aren’t well informed, how do we expect them to make the right 

decision, as opposed to constantly clashing?  And generally the clashing occurs because the parents are 

ill-informed, and if the districts don’t inform them, or the intermediate units, whoever the responsible 

MEA is, than when we leave it up to other folks out there to inform them, who unfortunately don’t 

always inform them well. 

>> That’s true. 

>> Does anyone – I know there’s a message that went out to the audience, if anyone had any questions 

to type them in, and we’d be glad to answer.  We will hold off for a few minutes, in case anyone else has 

any other questions.  Carole, anything else you wanted to add, or closing remarks? 

>> I appreciate you evidencing that we admit our flaws, because I certainly don’t want to present giving 

the intention that we don’t have our concerns or areas we need growth, and we do.  But I do approach, 

and I feel that my staff approaches, in the problem-solving mode.  Every child is different, and every IEP 

is individualized, based on the particular needs of the students, so it’s more of a problem-solving than 

we have a magic wand to solve the issue.  So, that’s how we try to keep it collaborative. 

I would be happy to answer any questions, if anybody had any. 

>> And if no one has any questions now, the contact information for the PaTTAN office is up here, so 

you can contact and, you know, ask for any of the parent consultants, or anyone on the family 

engagement initiative, and we will make sure to forward them to the right person.  But we definitely 

just – where is the question?  What sort of question?  One of the things that I just wanted to again, 

Carole, thank you for your time, and just commend you again for the work being done.  I know there’s a 



lot to be done everywhere, but I guess, you know, we have to start somewhere.  And I think you’ve 

provided the audience with some guidelines for them to move forward. 

>> Okay, I see some questions.  Give me one second.  Do you provide support staff for Spanish-speaking 

families?  Yes, we do.  We also – so, for all of the meetings, for Spanish-speaking families, we have a 

translator at the meetings.  But all of my clerical staff are bilingual, so that also provides the 

opportunities for if the parents need to get in touch with somebody, that they’re able to call in and 

immediately speak to somebody that speaks either English or Spanish, and then can translate their 

concern or their need to us.  So, we do have a large Spanish-speaking population on our staff, as well as 

para-educators, paraprofessionals. 

Another question is, can you recommend specific resources you use to assist with training staff in 

effective facilitation of IEP meetings?  We have professional development, 30 minutes every morning, 

and we have professional development half a day every Wednesday, as well as the actual 80 days, 

[INAUDIBLE] days during the school year.  During those times, we often will have meetings or trainings 

to help teachers facilitate effective IEP meetings.  But more direct support is, each one of our buildings 

has a position called an Exceptional Student Specialist.  They are in most districts, or IU’s called Special 

Education Consultants.  They are the LEA at every meeting, and I train them directly with our philosophy 

and perspective on collaborating with parents; so they’re the lead – they’re the LEA at the meeting, and 

can also help facilitate that with our teachers.  And if there’s a particular area of need, maybe a teacher 

that needs more growth, or a particular school that needs more growth in the area of facilitating IEP 

meetings, then the ESS would have site-specific training for that staff. 

I don’t think there’s any more questions, I think that was the last – I think that was the last question.  

Okay, so the contact information is there, and it sure has been nice spending the afternoon with you.  

And if you have any particular questions, you can certainly email me as well.  My email address is 

clclancy@lancaster.k12.pa.us. 

>> Well, once again, Carole, we just can’t thank you enough for sharing.  I’m sure we can spend hours 

and hours picking your brain on how you do things and do them so well, but we just appreciate not only 

you sharing all of this information with us, but appreciate everyone who actually have taken the time to 

log on to learn how to better engage families in the IEP process.  I think we can all learn much from this, 

so thank you once again, and I hope you all – the rest of you – have a wonderful afternoon.  Again, if you 

have any further questions, feel free to use the contact information, or email Carole Clancy directly.  

Thank you! 
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