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Abstract 

Despite federal legislation mandating parental participation in the design and delivery of special 

education services for children with disabilities, parents report feeling marginalized by educators 

as they are not treated as equal members of the educational teams of their children. As a result, a 

child’s Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is a common source of conflict in special education. 

This study sought to determine factors which may shape parental perceptions of their interactions 

with educators during the IEP meeting including the disability classification, academic 

placement, grade level, and size of school district of the child. Through the use of a survey 

instrument (n = 164), the study found that parents of students with the disability classification of 

autism and students in more restrictive academic environments enjoyed better relations with 

educators than did peers. Relations with educators were found to degrade over time as students 

progressed from elementary to secondary schools. The size of the school district provided mixed 

findings regarding relations with educators, as parents of students with disabilities in larger 

school districts enjoyed better relationships with special education teachers and paraprofessional 

staff. By treating parents as equals during IEP meetings, education professionals minimize 

feelings of frustration that can lead to conflict. When adversarial relationships are avoided, 

conditions are created that can lead to greater student achievement and improved outcomes. 

Keywords: children with disabilities, Individualized Education Plan, special education, 

parents of students with disabilities, student achievement 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The Individualized Education Program (IEP) functions as a blueprint and accountability 

mechanism for all special education services that are provided to students by educational 

agencies (Fish, 2008; Huefner, 2000). During a meeting to plan for the implementation of an 

IEP, a student receiving special education services is represented by one or more parents, a term 

that refers to the natural parent, guardian, or foster parent of the student (Brooks, 1984). An IEP 

team representing the school district includes the student’s case manager on a school-based Child 

Study Team, a general education teacher, a special education teacher, and other individuals 

deemed able and necessary to help contribute to discussions regarding instructional placement 

and programming, such as a building administrator or staff member who specializes in student 

testing and evaluation (Drasgow et al., 2001).   

Quality collaboration between education professionals and parents of students with 

disabilities is critical to establishing effective and meaningful education programs (Garriott et al., 

2000). The contributions of all team members working cooperatively can lead to decisions that 

can have a great effect on a student’s progress in school, including the acquisition, continuity, 

generalization, and maintenance of academic and social skills and the mastery of academic 

content (Clark, 2000; Jones & Gansle, 2010). 

But despite the fact that this educator-parent collaboration is meant to go beyond mere 

compliance with legislation, many parents feel alienated from the process of IEP development.  

Stoner et al. (2005) reported that parents found their first contacts with the special education 

system confusing. Other parents reported that they are not equal members of the decision-making 

team, but are rather relegated to being receivers of information (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Garriott et al., 2000; Harry et al., 1995). Often, educators fail to take into consideration anecdotal 
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reports from families and tend to rely exclusively on formal assessments (Kalyanpur et al., 

2000).   

The literature on IEP meetings contains little quantitative information on participants’ 

perceptions of their experiences. Martin et al. (2004) conducted a study in a southwestern state to 

determine if perceptions of IEP meetings differ by IEP team members’ role, and if their 

perceptions changed when different team members, including the student, attended the meetings. 

They too noted that the literature on secondary IEP meetings contains little quantitative 

information on participants’ perceptions.   

Spann et al. (2003) found that parents felt overwhelmed by their sudden entries into the 

special education system and grappled with understanding new procedures and terminology. As 

a result, their relations with educators quickly soured and continued to decline as children 

progressed into higher grade levels. Fish (2008) conducted a study in a southwestern state to 

investigate parents’ overall IEP experiences, which reported mixed findings. This study seeks to 

extend the literature by investigating the relationship between parental perceptions of the IEP 

meeting in the culturally, economically, and socially diverse geographic setting of northern New 

Jersey. 

Problem 

In the field of special education, the negotiation between school districts and parents of 

students with disabilities is centered on the development of an Individualized Education 

Program. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142), updated and 

reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (P.L. 101-476; P.L. 

105-17) mandates active parental participation in the design of special education programming 

for their children. The IEP is the cornerstone of a student’s special education programming 
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(Drasgow et al., 2001), and the IEP meeting provides the most ideal opportunity for school 

district personnel and parents to collaborate (Fish, 2008). The IEP is a development process and 

written document that formally provides a free and appropriate public education for students 

with disabilities (Yell et al., 1998). It contains procedural and substantive requirements, and is 

specifically created for both schools and parents to share in the responsibility of ensuring that 

students have equal access to educational opportunities (Drasgow et al., 2001; Fish, 2008).   

An IEP planning meeting can be a positive experience. Fish (2008) surveyed 51 parents 

of students receiving special education programming, and found that a majority considered the 

development of their child’s IEP to be positive as parents reported that they were treated and 

respected as equals by their school districts. But this survey is an exception in the literature, 

rather than a norm. The development of an Individualized Education Program is a common 

source of conflict that is present in an emerging body of work. Parents often report that they feel 

marginalized by school districts when planning for special services (Reiman et al., 2010). Stoner 

(2005) interviewed parents who describe their first contacts with special education professionals 

in schools to be confusing, disagreeable, and dissatisfying.   

 An initial review of the literature begins to suggest that most parents have little 

involvement, whether perceived or actual, in the design and development of their child’s special 

education services. Oftentimes, parents report that they have not had any involvement in the 

development of interventions, objectives, or methods of evaluation before being presented with 

an IEP for signature (Bray & Russell, 2016; Love et al., 2017; Ruppar & Gaffney, 2011). 

Additionally, parents have expressed that they feel a general lack of communication from school 

to home when it comes to the design of special education services (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Dabkowski, 2004).   
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 Communication from schools can be a source of frustration, if not conflict, to some 

families who are unfamiliar with the educational discourse, jargon, or vocabulary that at times 

can be complex and technical in nature (Miles-Bonart, 2002). Beyond frustration, these and other 

gaps contribute to feelings of alienation, exclusion, and a power differential that prevents in 

perception, if not in fact, a collaboration among equals (Chopp, 2012; Fish, 2006; Featherstone 

& Fraser, 2012).    

Research Problem   

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975) and its reauthorization as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 1990, 1997) and Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) mandates active parental participation in the design 

of special education programming for their children. The IEP meeting provides the most ideal 

opportunity for school district personnel and parents to collaborate (Fish, 2008). Parents often 

lack a thorough understanding of the purpose, design, and development of an IEP. As a result, 

IEP meetings are a source of conflict between parents of children with disabilities and education 

professionals.   

However, absent in the literature are the experiences of parents of students with 

disabilities in northern New Jersey. What are their perceptions of their interactions with school 

district personnel during the development of an IEP? What factors might influence the 

perceptions of their interactions with IEP development teams?   

Research Purpose   

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of parents of 

students with disabilities in northern New Jersey when planning for the design and delivery of 

special education services, and how these parents perceive they are being valued by educators 
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during the process. Additionally, the study also sought to uncover whether those perceptions 

were shaped by specific factors, including the disability classification of their children, the 

academic placement of those children, their grade level, the type of academic setting in which 

the students spent the majority of their day, and the size of their school districts. 

Conducting a quantitative study using a survey instrument, the researcher attempted to 

determine factors that contribute to beliefs held by parents that IEP meetings are or are not 

properly serving their children with disabilities, and how the effectiveness and outcomes of these 

meetings might be improved.   

Research Questions 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the disability classification of their 

children? 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the educational placement of their 

children? 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the level of schooling of their children? 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on their perception of the size of their school 

district? 

Definitions 

Children with Disabilities: The term “child with a disability” or “children with disabilities” 

means a child or children with intellectual disabilities, hearing impairments (including deafness), 
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speech or language impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious emotional 

disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or 

specific learning disabilities; and who therefore need special education and/or related therapeutic 

services (IDEA, 2004).   

Education Professional: Education professionals are employees of a school district that serve 

on IEP teams, and can include administrators, teachers, school psychologists, therapists, and 

other individuals who are familiar with the student (Brooks, 1984; IDEA, 2004; Fish, 2008).   

IDEA: The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1997) and its reauthorization as 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) was designed and 

implemented to ensure students with disabilities receive a fair, free, and appropriate public 

education (Mueller, 2009). IDEA mandates that students in special education programs are 

entitled to an individualized education program, which acts as a blueprint for the delivery of 

special services to be provided (Huefner, 2000). Additionally, IDEA mandates active parental 

participation in the design of educational programs for their children with disabilities (IDEIA, 

2004).   

Individualized Education Program (IEP): The primary component of Part B of the Education 

for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (now known as IDEA); the IEP serves to create, 

direct, and monitor all components of a student’s special education plan which include present 

levels of academic achievement and functional performance, the academic, developmental, and 

functional goals, objectives, strengths and needs of the student, services, and any 

accommodations and/or modifications in the classroom (Drasgow et al., 2001; Fish, 2008).   

IEP Meeting: An IEP meeting refers to the required annual meeting of parents, general and 

special education teachers, related service providers, agency representatives, administration, and 
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all other interested parties responsible for creating a specialized academic plan for a student with 

disabilities (Fish, 2008).   

Parent: Refers to the natural parents, guardian, or foster parent who represents the student 

receiving special education services during the IEP meeting (Brooks, 1984).   

Special Education: Specially designed instruction, at no cost to parents, to meet the unique 

needs of a child with a disability, including instruction conducted in the classroom, and/or in 

other settings, with the intent to meet their individual academic or behavioral needs to the degree 

that the needs of non-disabled individuals are afforded (IDEA, 2004). 

Assumptions 

For the purpose of this study, it is assumed that all parents want to be actively involved in 

the design and development of special education programs for their children with disabilities. 

Therefore, the assumption is that survey respondents in this study similarly wanted to be actively 

involved in the process and to act as advocates for their children’s education. It is assumed that 

research participants would read and complete the survey tool independently and with accuracy 

and honesty. It is assumed that survey respondents had children with disabilities who attended 

schools in the northern New Jersey geographic region where the surveys were distributed. It is 

further assumed that those children had an Individualized Education Plan.   

Delimitations    

 Delimitations of the study are present, including the fact that the study utilized only 

quantitative research methodologies. Participants of the study included parents of children with 

disabilities from public schools as well as private schools designated for children with 

disabilities across northern New Jersey, representing rural, suburban, and urban districts. 

Research subjects have children representing both primary and secondary grade levels, from ages 
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3–21. This study focused exclusively on the perceptions of parents with disabilities toward IEP 

meetings. This study does not include the perceptions of education professionals toward IEP 

meetings.   

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. The parents who chose to participate in the 

study were identified based on purposive sampling. This study was limited by sample 

size. Further, it is limited by the cultural diversity, demographic diversity, economic diversity 

and geographic diversity of participants and the respondents’ willingness to participate. 

Therefore, these findings may not be representative of a larger population. As the study included 

respondents from an unknown number of schools and/or school districts in one geographic area 

of a northeastern state, findings may not be generalized across the entire population of parents of 

students with disabilities who receive special education services.   

The use of an anonymous survey required participants to use their own understandings 

and perceptions to answer the research questions. As the interpretation of each survey question 

was left to the individual, those with strong positive or negative feelings may have been more apt 

to respond to the survey.   

This study was conducted during the global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. During the 

year, typical patterns of education across the State of New Jersey, and to a large degree the 

nation, were disrupted. In March 2020, districts across the state transitioned to unprecedented 

models of online, remote instruction, which affected the way that all students, and by extension 

their families, interacted with teachers, staff, and school districts. In September of 2020, most 

school districts across the state adopted a hybrid instructional model wherein students were able 

to attend school either in person full time, in person half time on a revolving cohort-based model, 
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or fully virtual, meaning online and remote, while teachers instructed both in person and virtual 

learners from the classroom.    

The parental survey used as a data collection tool for this study was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board of Centenary University in late October 2020 and distributed between 

November 2020 and January 2021. During that time, due to a second wave of the COVID-19 

virus, most schools across the state moved back to an extended period of fully virtual instruction 

that lasted from the Thanksgiving holiday until mid-January, 2021.   

  The study sought to enlist chief school administrators to distribute a survey to parents of 

students with disabilities within the school or school district. While some administrators agreed 

to distribute the surveys and corresponded with the researcher, most introductory emails were not 

returned. A number of administrators corresponded with the researcher to decline participation.  

A common theme within this group was the voluminous amount of correspondence from school 

districts to families as the districts navigated their responses to COVID-19, and the unwillingness 

of those administrators to ask families under stress to consider participating in activities beyond 

the challenges of hybrid and remote instruction. A small sample size (n = 164) of participants in 

the study may be reflective in part of this circumstance.   

Significance of the Study 

 A body of research documents and supports the idea of favorable outcomes for both 

students and families as a result of parental involvement in the IEP development process (Childre 

& Chambers, 2005; Clark, 2000; Jones & Gansle, 2010). These outcomes include the 

development of advocacy skills (Mason et al., 2002) and improved transition outcomes (Greenen 

et al., 2001). Parents note that the quality of relationships between families and educational 

professionals affect their perceptions of their participation experiences (Esquivel et al., 2008).  
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Fish (2008) created and implemented the survey tool that was used in this study (personal 

communication, 2019) to investigate parental perceptions of IEP meetings among 51 parents of 

students with disabilities in a southwestern state. Findings of that study generally indicated 

favorable responses to IEP planning experiences as parents considered themselves to be equal 

partners with education professionals. This study builds on Fish’s (2008) work by investigating 

parent perceptions of IEP meetings in a different region of the country to compare results, adding 

to the emerging body of research, and potentially improving the generalizability of Fish’s 2008 

study and related work in the field. Continuing to investigate the perceptions of parents of 

students with disabilities in their interactions with education professionals may assist those 

practitioners to continue to build positive home-school relationships that empower parents to 

become equal partners in the design of special education programs that increase student 

academic, developmental, and functional achievement and lead to improved outcomes for their 

children.   

Summary 

 Legislation mandates that parents are considered full and active participants in the design 

and delivery of special education programs for their children with disabilities. An IEP is the 

document that is prepared by parents and a variety of education professionals that outlines the 

academic programs and related services to be delivered to students requiring special education in 

the least restrictive environment. By treating parents as equals during IEP meetings, education 

professionals minimize feelings of frustration that can lead to conflict. When adversarial 

relationships are avoided, conditions are created that can lead to greater student achievement and 

improved outcomes.   
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 A body of work documents a history of parental perception of alienation and 

marginalization when it comes to interactions with school district personnel when designing an 

IEP. Only more recently has research begun to indicate more positive perceptions of this 

experience. By replicating an earlier study (Fish, 2008) in a different geographic setting, context, 

and time, this study adds to a growing body of research that seeks to determine how parents of 

students who receive special education services perceive IEP meetings.    
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Chapter 2 consists of a review of literature related to the components of the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act (P.L 94-142, 1975) along with its reauthorizations as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, P.L. 101-476, 1990, 1997) and Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004). The Individualized Education 

Program (IEP) is defined, the evolution of IEP law is examined, and inconsistencies between the 

intent of federal law and the design and development of an IEP are detailed. Characteristics and 

strategies for the successful implementation of an IEP and parent experiences with the IEP 

development process are reviewed.   

Literature Search Strategy 

The literature review identified published, peer-reviewed research studies that examined 

issues related to parental perceptions and the IEP development process. The review covered a 

22-year period from January 1998 through December 2020. The starting point was selected 

because it was the year immediately following substantive revisions to IEP requirements, as 

enacted through the reauthorization of IDEA in 1997. 

Search databases included Academic Search Premier, Centenary University’s CYCLONE 

Search, EBSCO, ERIC, and ProQuest. Google Scholar was also utilized to locate open access 

articles. The search also included the review of the bibliographies found in studies identified 

through the previous methods. 

The following search terms were used to locate articles specific to this study: disability, 

education, education planning, IEP, IEP meeting, parental involvement, parental perceptions, 

participation, placement, special education, and special education law. Variations of these terms 

were used and/or combined to ensure exhaustive search results. Articles were excluded 
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according to the following criteria: not relevant to IEP development, parental perceptions of the 

IEP planning process, and/or the research questions of this study. Articles were excluded if they 

were not published in a peer-reviewed journal; they were not a research article; they were written 

prior to January 1998. Finally, studies not written in the English language and studies not 

conducted in the United States were excluded.    

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variables 

Evolution of the Individualized Education Plan 

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142, 1975), reauthorized as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990 and renamed the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) in 2004, requires that all students with 

disabilities found eligible under the law receive a program of special education and related 

services that confers a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Yell et al., 2020). Prior to 

the passage of P.L. 94-142, “U.S. schools educated only one in five children with disabilities, 

and many states had laws excluding certain students” (Aron & Loprest, 2012, p. 100).   

The process of providing students with disabilities with FAPE is a collaborative effort 

among all members of the educational team, including both school district personnel and parents 

of students with disabilities (Friend & Cook, 2010). IDEA mandates the involvement of parents 

throughout this team process (IDEA, 2004; Yell et al., 2009; Zagona et al., 2019). 

While the provision of FAPE is the centerpiece of the law, the Individualized Education 

Program (IEP) is the vehicle by which FAPE is formulated and delivered (Yell et al., 2020). The 

IEP was conceived as a blueprint for the delivery of services (Fish, 2008; Huefner, 2000) and as 

“the cornerstone of IDEA” (Gartin & Murdick, 2000, p. 327) it is intended to act as a mechanism 
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for both parents and schools to share in the responsibility of ensuring equal access to educational 

programs and related services for eligible students (Blackwell & Rosetti, 2014).  

         In 2007, the United States Supreme Court ruling in Winkelman v. Parma clarified 

parental rights and their role in the special education process. The Supreme Court decision 

defines parents’ involvement in the IEP process as having equal membership to school district 

officials on an IEP team, rather than merely being represented, and it explained that parents must 

be actively involved in the process of providing a student with a disability with FAPE 

(Winkelman v. Parma, 2007; Yell et al., 2009; Zagona, et al., 2019). 

The Individualized Education Program 

The primary component of Part B of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 

1975, currently entitled the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, the IEP 

serves to create, direct, and monitor all components of a student’s special education plan which 

include present levels of academic achievement and functional performance, the academic, 

developmental, and functional goals, objectives, strengths and needs of a student, related 

services, and any accommodations and/or modifications in the classroom that allow a student 

with a disability to access FAPE (Drasgow et al., 2001; Fish, 2008; Lucido, 2013; Musyoka & 

Clark, 2017). According to Yell et al. (2013), the IEP is the “central vehicle for ensuring 

collaboration and cooperation between a child's parents or guardian and school-based personnel” 

(p. 56). Diliberto and Brewer (2014) refered to the IEP as a curriculum road map for special 

education services that is developed by a team of individuals that can include one or more 

general education teachers, a special education teacher, related service providers, members of a 

Child Study Team, school administrators, and other individuals who are familiar with the student 

and can reasonably assist in the creation of the IEP (Fish, 2008; IDEA, 2004).   
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The IEP is initially developed and then revised annually by this group of key stakeholders 

which is commonly referred to as an “IEP team” (Blackwell & Rosetti, 2014). It was the 

intention and mandate of IDEA to increase parental involvement in the development of the IEP 

for a student with a disability (Fish, 2006, 2008). As members of the IEP team, parents are given 

the authority to participate in discussions related to the determination of eligibility for their 

children to receive special education services, as well as placement decisions, necessary 

classroom accommodations or modifications to the curriculum, and evaluations tools used to 

measure the present levels of performance of the student.   

Procedural Requirements 

In 1975, when Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Education 

Act, currently entitled IDEA, the law required that all eligible students with disabilities would be 

offered a free appropriate public education. This provision has been interpreted as the 

centerpiece of the law (Yell et al., 2020) and the IEP was conceived as the vehicle that would 

deliver and ensure a FAPE.   

The IEP acts as the guide of a student’s special education and provides the evidence “of 

the appropriateness of the child’s educational program - it’s development, implementation and 

efficacy” (Bateman, 2017, p. 87). As the blueprint and plan for special services (Fish, 2008; 

Huefner, 2000), an IEP is meant to be written in a way that is unambiguous and in language that 

is clear and understandable by both educators and parents (Bateman, 2017; Yell, 2019; Yell et 

al., 2020).   

 Because the IEP provides the framework and structure for a child’s special education 

services, the document is frequently at the center of most disputes between parents and school 

districts as they relate to IDEA (Bateman, 2017). Disputes typically involve procedural, 
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substantive, or implementation errors. These errors can occur during development of the IEP, the 

inclusion of services provided as part of a special education program, or the implementation of 

the plan and those services (Yell et al., 2020). Districts can maintain compliance with IDEA and 

ensure that they are on firm legal ground by adhering to procedural requirements under the law.  

Furthermore, an IEP that is procedurally compliant helps to assure that a student receives a 

FAPE, that trust is built between parents and families of students with disabilities and school 

districts, and that districts minimize their exposure to mediation, due process hearings, or 

litigation (Lake, 2002).   

 “The foundational premise of the IDEA is that a student’s special education program and 

placement must be individualized in order to meet their unique educational needs” (Yell et al., 

2020, p. 306). In order to achieve this individualization, IDEA creates a standardized process in 

order to ensure that procedural errors are avoided and so that a student’s special education plan 

meets federal requirements. 

 Under IDEA, states and local school districts must offer a FAPE to all children with 

disabilities between the ages of 3 and 21 years. Furthermore, they must identify, locate, and 

evaluate all children with disabilities in order to determine their eligibility and need for special 

education and related services. This requirement is referred to as “child find” (Ennis et al., 2017), 

and is guided by the principle that no child can be denied an education (Apling & Jones, 2005; 

IDEA, 2004). As a part of the child find process, districts must have an active process in place to 

locate and identify students who may have or may potentially have disabilities, it is not enough 

to wait until a child is referred to the district by a parent, family, or third party (Yell et al., 2020). 

 If a child is suspected to have a disability that may require special education services, 

whether that child be referred to the district by a parent, identified though child find, or referred 
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by a teacher, district personnel must obtain written permission from the child’s parents to 

conduct an evaluation (Yell et al., 2020). Districts then have 60 days to conduct a full initial 

evaluation that may include an educational, medical, psychological, and social history that will 

help the district to determine whether or not the child is eligible for special services under IDEA. 

Further, this initial evaluation will help to prepare district personnel in order to begin to plan for 

the educational program and related services for the child (Yell et al., 2020).   

If the determination is made that a child is eligible for special educational and related 

services, the child will receive an IEP developed in a partnership between parents and 

educational professionals with placement in the least restrictive environment (Drasgow et al., 

2001; Fish, 2006; Lipkin & Okamoto, 2015; Love et al., 2017; Reiman et al., 2010; Rozalski et 

al., 2010; Yell et al., 2013). The education of a child in the least restrictive environment requires 

that students with disabilities are included in general education settings and integrated into the 

fabric of the local public school district as closely as possible while still providing services that 

meet the needs appropriate to the child (Bursztyn, 2007).   

In between the obligation to identify children who may have been found eligible for 

special education services and the placement, there are several procedural requirements for a 

school district. Those requirements include providing prior written notice of IEP meetings to 

parents and involving them in educational decisions for their children while conducting complete 

and individualized evaluations, and ensuring that all the necessary district personnel attend IEP 

meetings (Bateman, 2011; Yell, 2012; Yell et al., 2003).    

No other procedural requirement is more protected by courts than the inclusion of parents 

in the IEP meeting (Bateman, 2017). In fact, if parents are left out of the development process, 

even if unintentionally, they have almost assuredly denied a FAPE to a student. The Ninth 
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Circuit Court of Appeals in Amanda J. v. Clark County School District (2001) declared that the 

“interference with parental participation in the IEP development undermines the very essence of 

IDEA because an IEP which truly addresses the unique needs of the child can be developed only 

if the people who know the child the best are fully involved and informed” (Yell et al., 2003, p. 

58). 

In addition to this all-important procedural requirement, districts must include 

appropriate content in the IEP and ensure its implementation as written (Yell et al., 2003). To 

ensure compliance, IEP teams are required to develop and implement a plan that is designed to 

provide educational benefit for the student. In order to do so, the IEP team must assess the 

academic and functional needs of the student and develop annual, measurable goals based on 

those needs. Finally, district staff must monitor the student's progress toward those goals and 

periodically communicate that progress to parents (Yell et al., 2020). As goals are attained and 

new ones introduced, an IEP may be updated (Bateman, 2011; Yell, 2012; Yell et al., 2003).    

According to IDEA (2004), should a district seek to initiate a change process as it relates 

to the content of an IEP, related to the goals or otherwise, parents must be notified in writing in 

advance of any proposed changes to the child’s program, and be invited to a meeting in order to 

work collaboratively to revise the document. Parents want opportunities to be actively involved 

in educational planning for their children, and written notice in advance of re-evaluation 

meetings provides districts a mechanism for involving parents early on in the decision-making 

process should an IEP be changed and updated to reflect a student’s current levels of academic 

achievement and performance (Fish, 2008). Additionally, while a district team is obliged to 

involve parents in this process under the law, it is also considered to be a best practice in 

collaboration (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013; Zagona et al., 2019). 
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An IEP acts as a blueprint for the special education and related services of a student with 

a disability (Fish, 2008) and is frequently the focal point for disputes between parents and school 

districts as they relate to IDEA (Bateman, 2017). “If a district fails to adhere to the process 

requirements of the IDEA, such failures may constitute a violation of a student’s right to a 

FAPE” (Yell et al., 2020, p. 313). Districts are found to be out of legal compliance when their 

procedural errors deny the child’s right to a FAPE, significantly impede or prevent parents from 

participating in the decision-making process in all areas of IEP development, or deprive a child 

of necessary educational benefits (Yell et al., 2020). A district that that adheres the procedural 

requirements of the IDEA ensures that a student is provided with a free and appropriate public 

education, involves parents in the decision-making process as equal partners, and assures itself of 

solid footing should disputes become formal conflicts that are reviewed by mediators or the court 

system (Lake, 2002). 

Inconsistencies of Law 

A guiding principle of IDEA is that it is intended to create a collaborative working 

relationship between parents of children with disabilities and school districts that fosters in an 

educational team a holistic view of the child when planning for appropriate services (Cook & 

Friend, 2010; Mueller, 2009; Mueller & Piantoni, 2013). According to Mueller (2009), “IDEA 

provisions regarding parent involvement imply a picture of the family and school team working 

together amicably sharing visions and goals, and ultimately making decisions collectively” (p. 

60).   

Unfortunately, this is not always the case (Mueller, 2009; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014).  

Blackwell and Rosetti (2014) suggested that “the federal intention of parents and guardians being 

equal partners in collaborating with schools to develop IEPs is not being realized” (p. 11). Fish 



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            20 

 

(2006) found that relationships between parents and educators improved somewhat over time, 

but all of the respondents in the study “indicated that their overall initial IEP experiences had 

been negative” (p. 60).   

The IEP process has created unintended consequences such as depersonalized meetings, 

and a focus on paperwork and compliance rather than collaboration with parents (Lucido, 2013; 

Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014). Blackwell and Rosetti (2014) noted that “when the IEP is viewed only 

as a paperwork requirement, then a crucial opportunity for developing and implementing 

meaningful educational experiences for students with disabilities will be missed” (p. 12). Rather 

than becoming a meaningless ritual (Rock, 2000), the IEP meeting can be an opportunity to 

better understand a student's needs, rather than a time for educators to present a completed IEP 

draft or predetermined decisions by school personnel to parents (Mueller, 2009; Love et al., 

2017).   

The research on the dynamics of IEP meetings produced consistent findings that special 

educators and district personnel exert considerable control over the direction of IEP meetings, 

while families are frequently consigned to being receivers of information and who describe an 

imbalance of power and little influence over placement and programming decisions (Blackwell 

& Rosetti, 2014; Fish, 2008; Ruppar & Gaffney, 2011; Garriott et al., 2000; Lo, 2008; Martin et 

al., 2004; Salas et al., 2004; Wagner et al., 2012; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2013).   

According to Fish (2006), this “decreased parental feedback and participation towards 

IEP meetings have facilitated legally inappropriate and educationally unsound programs for 

students receiving special education services” (p. 56). Unequal participation during the IEP 

planning process is so important that it is at the center of most special education disputes that end 
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up in the court system (Bateman, 2011; Wellner, 2012). Zhang et al. (2004) found that special 

education is consistently the most litigated area in education. 

Two studies were identified that focused primarily on the results of special education due 

process hearings as a means of determining the extent to which IEPs were developed in 

accordance with IDEA (Drasgow et al., 2001; Etscheidt, 2003). In both studies, the authors 

reported judgements found against districts that struggled to develop IEPs that met all 

substantive legal requirements (Blackwell & Rosetti, 2014).   

Drasgow et al. (2001) concluded that a properly implemented IEP increases the 

likelihood that students benefit from an appropriate and robust educational plan. Equally 

important, school districts are provided strong compliance with requirements and legal stability 

when programs are specifically designed to benefit special education students, and they 

document progress on a consistent basis. 

Characteristics of a Successful IEP Meeting 

According to Fish (2008), an “IEP meeting provides the ideal opportunity to facilitate 

quality collaboration between educators and parents” (p. 8). This collaboration is essential when 

developing appropriate placements and services to students with disabilities (Lytle & Bordin, 

2001). According to Reiman et al. (2010), “The quality of this collaboration is a significant 

determinant of the effectiveness of special education programs. Successful implementation of the 

IEP depends on all stakeholders’ viewing themselves as valued contributors” (p. 1).  

In accordance with IDEA (2004), district staff will actively work to ensure “meaningful 

parental involvement or active participation” (Fish, 2008, p. 8) by notifying parents in advance 

of IEP meetings, working to confirm a date and time that is convenient for all parties, and 

checking for parental understanding of their rights and responsibilities in the planning process 
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(Kalyanpur et al., 2000; Yell et al., 2003). Diliberto and Brewer (2014), Staples and Diliberto 

(2010), and Simon (2006) suggested that districts proactively communicate with parents and 

send copies of all IEP planning documents and any reports that may be used to create the final 

plan in advance of meetings and ask parents to think about issues that they may want to discuss 

as a team. In doing so, educators can further promote the inclusion of parental voice and sense of 

ownership of the process (Reiman et al., 2010).   

The physical space where an IEP meeting is conducted may affect the comfort level of 

parents. Though seemingly an issue of secondary importance, Barbour and Barbour (2001) 

suggested that the seating arrangements that a team uses can work to establish a feeling of equity 

among members of the team. Educators can minimize physical space between parents simply by 

sitting beside them, while the use of a round meeting table reduces a perception of hierarchy 

among participants as no one person is seated at the head of the table and unintentionally viewed 

as being in charge (Dabkowski, 2004). Dabkowski (2004) further noted that this subtle shift in 

practice allows a shared sense of ownership of the process, with greater chances to have the 

voices of all participants heard, rather than one professional who acts as a meeting organizer and 

facilitator and tends to dominate the discussion.   

Educators need to understand the purpose and benefits of open communication and the 

value of the IEP (Dilibert & Brewer, 2014; Kamens, 2002). Spann et al. (2003) suggested that 

the ability of parents to brainstorm and problem solve alongside educators, and sharing 

information about their children’s progress, is an important component of satisfactory family 

involvement in decision making.  

Because individualization is the main purpose of the IEP (Kamens, 2002), individual 

strengths and needs of the student must be considered when developing goals and objectives 
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(Lucido, 2013). Well-constructed IEP goals and objectives reflect students’ unique strengths and 

needs (Hedin & DeSpain, 2018). The IEP provides a road map for special education services 

(Diliberto & Brewer, 2014; Fish, 2006) and a guide for lesson planning that addresses these 

needs.  

A successful IEP meeting will address both current levels of academic and the functional 

skill achievement of the student (Lucido, 2013), so related service personnel such as speech 

pathologists, physical therapists, and occupational therapists should be included on the team 

(IDEA, 2004; Musyoka & Clark, 2017). Because skill generalization is a common challenge 

among individuals with disabilities (Heward, 2009), it is essential that teaching students 

functional skills occurs in a variety of authentic, real-life settings. Including related service goals 

and objectives alongside academic goals and objectives within an IEP increases opportunities for 

students to practice and generalize those skills (Dilibert & Brewer, 2014; Panages, 2003).  

Traditional related services include occupational therapy, physical therapy, and speech-

language services. Parents may not be aware of other services that are available but less 

common, such as counseling and psychological services and nursing care (Wakelin, 2008). 

Educators, as well as parents, may not know how to properly advocate for these services for their 

students or feel uncomfortable asking for increased services from a district (Whitby et al., 

2013).   

Meaningful active involvement by parents exists when schools prioritize active 

communication strategies to build partnerships. Parents need information related to academic 

programs, extracurricular activities, related services and supports, and training that will help to 

ensure progress both in school and at home. When schools actively communicate with parents 
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and listen to the input that they can provide and the concerns that they may have, student 

outcomes improve (McNaughton & Vostal, 2010).  

Importance of Parental Involvement 

Parental involvement during the development and planning of an IEP is considered 

essential for the implementation of effective, equitable instruction and support services for 

students with disabilities (Elbaum et al., 2016; LaRocque et al., 2011; Love et al., 2017). The 

language of IDEA (2004) is itself explicit in that the law was designed to increase “the role and 

responsibility of parents and ensuring that families of such children have meaningful 

opportunities to participate in the education of their children at school and at home" (20 U.S.C. § 

1400[c][5][B]).   

Wong (2008) stated that parental involvement is best defined as “the extent to which 

parents are interested in, knowledgeable about, and willing to take an active role in the day-to-

day activities of the children” (p. 497). According to Epstein (2001), six types of parent 

involvement are recommended: collaborating with families to foster a supportive home 

environment, providing consistent home-school communications, creating volunteer 

opportunities in schools, promoting learning at home through homework, including families as 

partners in school-based decisions, and building connections within the larger community.  

Parents are intimately familiar with the needs, preferences, and strengths of their children 

and are able to bring this unique perspective with them when working to identify, along with 

district staff, effective practices and strategies that will be used to best meet their individual 

needs (Cook et al., 2012; Lytle & Bordin, 2001; Zagona, et al., 2019). The view of the child as a 

whole should be used as a primary factor for guiding the development of an IEP for each student 

(Rehfeldt et al., 2012). 
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Parents are the strongest advocates for their children, and their inclusion in educational 

decision making is important in ensuring that those children have access to an immersive and 

inclusive education (Lalvani & Hale, 2015; Love et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2004). A mindset 

centered on inclusive education shifts the focus away from the setting where education will take 

place, such as a self-contained classroom or resource room, to more important conversations 

about how it will take place. The IEP team can then work more proactively to consider what 

teaching activities and support strategies will promote active learning (Farrand, 2018; Noteborn 

et al., 2014) empower the student to make connections across curricula, and provide students 

with disabilities greater opportunities to learn alongside their typical peers.   

Ryndak et al. (2013) indicated that even students with more extensive needs can be 

effectively served in inclusive general education classrooms. Inclusive instruction is correlated 

with students who are better able to generalize, improve, and maintain a wide variety of 

academic skills (Desimone, 1999; Sheldon, 2003; Spann et al. 2003; Staples & Diliberto, 2010; 

Tremblay, 2013).   

A body of research spanning over forty years consistently recognizes the value of 

parental involvement in schools and in the healthy development of children (Dokken & Ahmann, 

2006; Watson et al., 2012). Beyond the development of an IEP in conjunction with district staff, 

studies demonstrate that the involvement of families leads to an increase in positive outcomes in 

terms of attendance, behavior, grades, graduation, and rates of homework completion (Deslandes 

et al., 1999; Lasky & Karge, 2011; Morris & Taylor, 1997; Watson et al., 2012).   

Further, research documents positive correlations between parental involvement in 

schools and the academic, emotional, social development, and well-being of children (Albright et 

al., 2011; Collier et al., 2015; El Nokali et al., 2010; Powel et al., 2010). Blue-Banning et al. 



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            26 

 

(2004) identified positive outcomes that include higher academic achievement, positive 

socialization experiences, an increase in graduation rates as well as an increase in vocational 

opportunities. 

Froiland and Davison (2014) found that improved outcomes for students occur when 

parents feel welcomed in their child’s school, trust the teachers who work with their children, 

and experience positive interactions with a range of staff members. Under these conditions, 

parents report positive outcomes for their children and collaborative relationships with schools 

who proactively seek out parent input and communicate with families regularly (Miller et al., 

2014; Rodriguez et al., 2014).   

Parent and school relationships are designed to be collaborative and interactive as both 

parties share the responsibility for positive student outcomes (Glueck & Reschly, 2014). When 

both groups work together and maintain positive relationships, it has been found that there are 

correlations with higher academic achievement and higher levels of pro-social engagement (Hill 

& Tyson, 2009; Jeynes, 2007).   

Blue-Banning et al. (2004) identified qualities that contributed to collaborative and 

positive experiences between families and schools: commitment, communication, equality, and 

respect for parents. Strong partnerships were formed when parents received proactive and 

frequent communication from school to home, when both parents and educators were perceived 

as being fully committed to the education of children, and when all parties were able to 

demonstrate their expert knowledge of children and have an equal voice in decision making. 

However, literature reviews and studies on parent involvement have focused on the 

general education parent population, often without addressing students with disabilities. 

Goldman and Burke (2017) conducted an extensive meta-analysis of effective interventions to 
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increase the involvement of parents of students with disabilities in schools, and found that “all 

included studies focused on parent involvement in the context of Individualized Education 

Program (IEP) meetings” (p. 2). They recommend that future studies in the field focus on 

parental involvement in school contexts identified by Espstein (2001) that are not directly related 

to IEP meetings (Goldman & Burke, 2017). Among their conclusions was that “quantitative 

research on parent involvement at school for parents of children with disabilities is lacking” 

(Goldman & Burke, 2017, p. 5).    

Because the needs of students with disabilities vary greatly, it is especially important that 

their parents are active participants in all areas of school life. Parents and families, as well as 

their children, are able to become involved in schools in settings outside of the classroom and at 

times outside of the regular school day. Partnerships with educators that go beyond the 

classroom can lead to a better understanding of the whole child which in turn can lead to more 

appropriate educational decision making (Porter & McKenize, 2000).   

Staples and Diliberto (2010) commented that “parents and teachers share a common goal, 

to provide the best educational experiences for children” (p. 63). Embracing that common goal, 

increasing parent-school communication, fostering relationships, and working collaboratively 

form the foundation upon which student-centered educational plans are built (Reiman et al., 

2010). 

Negative Parent Experiences 

Despite federal law, many parents feel alienated by their interactions with districts (Fish, 

2006, 2008; Reiman et al., 2010), while studies have continued to document the challenges that 

parents face while engaging in discussions with educators (Mueller & Buckley, 2013; Ruppar & 

Gaffney, 2011; White, 2014, Zagona et al., 2019). Researchers have described situations in 
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which parents have experienced difficulties expressing concerns to school personnel and 

requesting services for their children with disabilities (Elbaum et al., 2016; Mueller & Buckley, 

2014; Ruppar & Gaffney, 2011; Zagona et al., 2019). Moreover, parents often do not feel that 

they are valued and respected as equals, a key indicator of true parent-professional collaboration 

(Blue-Banning et al., 2004; Love et al., 2017). 

Stoner et al. (2005) reported parents’ first contacts with the special education system to 

be complicated, confusing, and traumatic. Further, parents participating in the study related that 

complex emotions after receiving a child’s diagnosis of developmental delay, coupled with the 

need to obtain programs they perceived were adequate and necessary for meeting their children's 

needs, led to dissatisfaction and a lack of trust with educators at the outset of their relationship 

when districts did not willingly provide all requested services. Other researchers noted that 

families “felt uncomfortable, awkward, and stiff...like a visitor, an intruder, a nonmember (Fialka 

& Fialka-Feldman, 2017, p. 46). The lack of trust has been found (Lake & Billingsley, 2000) to 

be an impediment to equal participation in decision making and a factor in lower expectations for 

educational progress and positive outcomes for parents of students of disabilities and their 

relationships with educators. 

Fialka and Fialka-Feldman (2017) further described parents that are processing the life-

changing news that their children may need years of academic and other interventions and 

supports, feel that their children are labeled versus being seen as a whole child, and that they are 

forced to be partners with strangers in a situation thrust upon them, rather than chosen. In these 

situations, a typical family reaction may appear disengaged, distant, or withdrawn, yet they may 

be feeling “worry, fear, and even guilt or shame. Families may need more time or more 

opportunities to build trust with the team” (Fialka & Fialka-Feldman, 2017, p. 48). 
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These and other feelings of disenfranchisement, guilt, intimidation, and negativity have 

been described by parents that are new to the special education system (Fish, 2006; Stoner et al, 

2005). Lake and Billingsley (2000) found that early feelings of confusion, frustration, and 

tension affected service delivery and the well-being of those being served. While those feelings 

may fade over time (Fish, 2006), they have been found to persist for years (Fish, 2008).   

Research related to parent participation in IEP meetings describes consistent themes 

identified through interviews with families that reveal a feeling of a power imbalance and lack of 

ability to effectively communicate their viewpoints and to advocate for their children (Harry et 

al., 1995; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Soodak & Erwin, 1995). Parents described being 

outnumbered by large teams of district staff, being treated as passive participants in IEP 

meetings (Fish, 2008), and having an overall sense of exclusion from any discussion about their 

child and the feeling that decisions had already been made on issues from placement to program 

before a formal meeting had ever taken place (Mueller, 2009). A major source of parent 

dissatisfaction with educators and services was the result of feeling excluded from active 

decision making in their child’s academic planning (Mueller et al., 2008). 

According to Love et al. (2017), “Researchers have often found that parents do not think 

schools communicate with them enough during educational planning and service 

implementation” (p. 158). A body of work supports their findings (Fish, 2006; Leyser & Kirk, 

2011; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Whitaker, 2007). The perceived lack of communication from 

schools has been found to be a source of stress and tension for parents of children with 

disabilities (Love et al., 2017; Tissot, 2011). Love et al. (2017) further noted that parents “have 

lamented that they are largely responsible for educating themselves about special education law 

and the IEP process in order to participate” (p. 159). Wanat (2010) described parents of students 
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with disabilities who noted a lack of regular communication about their progress toward 

individualized goals. 

In 2004, Blue-Banning et al. held focus groups with parents of children both with and 

without disabilities, and they found communication, commitment, trust, and respect, among other 

qualities, as being important in successful collaborative partnerships. These findings were 

consistent when they held similar focus groups with school district personnel. Rodriguez et al. 

(2014) noted that trusting partnerships were built when schools involved parents in the design of 

a child’s IEP, implemented it as written, and provided parents with regular updates on student 

progress. Trust was broken when these conditions were not met, when decisions about 

educational placement were made solely by district staff, and when parents were not informed 

about procedural safeguard related to their child’s special education. 

Parents almost universally want to have some input in the development of an IEP for 

their children with disabilities, there it is important for district personnel on an IEP team to 

welcome parental contributions not only as part of their obligation under IDEA, but also as a best 

practice in communication and collaboration (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013; Zagona et al., 2019).  

Establishing equality requires active effort from professionals to empower families to contribute 

to the design and development of an IEP (Blue-Banning et al., 2004).     

As equal members of an IEP team, parents are integral to the decisions, planning and 

implementation of special education and related services for students with disabilities. In order to 

foster successful relationships between schools and families, researchers have expressed the need 

for frequent, high-quality, and substantive communication and a commitment to an equal 

partnership (Blue-Banning et al., 2004). 
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Wanat’s case study (2010) examined school-family partnerships within a single school 

district. The study identified themes related to satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Parents who felt 

satisfied in their relationships with the school reported that the school openly sought out their 

input and general participation; parents who were dissatisfied with the school felt that their 

questions were neither heard nor answered, and their opinions were not valued. One parent felt 

excluded from equal collaboration with educators due to the lack of a college degree. 

Kalyanpur and Harry (2004) noted that some families are made to feel that the 

professional expertise of educators carries more importance, and is more accurate than parents’ 

inherent knowledge of their own children. However, this attitude overlooks the reality that 

“parents with very little education can be very insightful” regarding their children and their 

specific learning styles or disabilities (Kalyanpur et al., 2000, p. 124). The attitudes, beliefs, 

culture, observations, and perspectives of parents should not be subordinated to the knowledge of 

education professionals but supplement observations and reports in order to develop a broader 

and clearer picture of a child (Larios & Zetlin, 2019).   

While parents from the dominant culture reported high levels of involvement and overall 

satisfaction with the IEP process (Fish, 2008), parents from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds face additional barriers to their participation in the IEP process (Larios & Zetlin, 

2018; Lo, 2009). Laskey and Karge (2011) reviewed a body of research spanning more than 

twenty years which reveals that families from culturally diverse backgrounds, as well as 

immigrant families, perceive feelings of disrespect from educators, unequal special education 

services, and lower expectations for their children.   

Differing concepts on the meaning and nature of disability, language barriers, lack of 

interpretation and translation services, and unfamiliarity with specific special education 
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terminology, programs, and procedures left families feeling marginalized (Cho & Gannotti, 

2005; Laskey & Karge, 2011; Lo, 2008; Love et al., 2017; Reiman et al., 2010; Salas et al., 2004; 

Turney & Kao, 2009; Trainor, 2010).   

A case study by Cardona et al. (2012) featured families with a diverse background of 

national origin and immigration status. They found that establishing positive home-school 

relationships was a priority for parents. However, some parents did not feel that they were 

viewed with social respect and equality and as a result withdrew in their involvement in their 

children’s education from an early age. One parent recalled that she was not called by her name 

by her child’s teacher, which she interpreted as a sign of disrespect. However, several parents 

commended that their trust in educators increased as some professionals did try to make personal 

connections and understand their unique family circumstances. 

Williams et al. (2011) examined relations between schools and African-Americans 

families whose children attended inner-city schools. Families noted the pressure to adapt to 

school policies and procedures while schools rarely adapted to meet the needs of families. 

Communications from school to home were therefore seen as a sign of trouble and something to 

be wary of, and a cause of frustration.   

Cultural attitudes, practices, and norms play a role in the ability of parties to actively 

participate in the decision-making process. Although studies that focus on the intersection of 

culture and the team process are limited, some evidence was found that the differences in cultural 

context can influence team effectiveness (Fleming & Monda-Amaya, 2001). Rock (2000) found 

that issues related to attitudes, background, and differing views of parental responsibilities were 

barriers to effective partnerships.   
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Parents from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds expressed high levels of 

dissatisfaction with their IEP meeting experiences that in turn led to a decrease in their active 

participation in the process (Fish, 2008; Salas et al., 2004). Because a significant percentage of 

students receiving special education and related services are from culturally diverse family 

backgrounds, it is important to engage their parents in the IEP development process and to make 

them more likely to participate (Griffin, 2011).   

Lo (2009) recommended the use of common language and clarification of specific 

educational terms or concepts. Miles-Bonart (2002) cautioned against the use of 

“educationalese” that can make IEP meetings hard to follow for many parents (p. 183). The use 

of special education acronyms and jargon negates clarity during an IEP meeting and is a source 

of frustration to parents (Diliberto & Brewer, 2014). Hardin et al.’s (2009) study found that 

parents from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds felt confused and intimidated by 

the complex and technical language used by multidisciplinary IEP teams. All participants in the 

study reported that “the context of language arrears and shortage of interpreters” (p. 99) was a 

source of anxiety. Salas et al. (2004) commented that IEP meetings are filled with jargon and 

exclude those who do not naturally speak the dominant language. Hardin et al. (2009) noted that 

concerns about language alone led to meetings which were emotionally draining and 

overwhelming to parents from diverse backgrounds. Wolfe and Duran (2013) reviewed nine 

studies of the experiences of parents and families from culturally diverse backgrounds and found 

that language barriers prevented full participation in IEP meetings. 

Earlier studies reported that parental involvement is lower, and parents are less informed 

if they do not belong to the dominant culture. Harry (1992) identified causal factors that included 

less awareness of special education services and procedures, low self-confidence working with 
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education professionals, and logistical barriers such as access to transportation and 

childcare. Some parents remained silent during IEP meetings as a means of being deferential to 

authority figures, out of an expectation of compliance, or of quiet refusal (Harry et al., 1995; 

Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).   

It is likely that culturally and linguistically diverse parents feel lost in the bureaucracy, 

overwhelmed with expectations of them in their new country, and have negative perceptions of 

administrators as a whole that fuel their apprehension to connect with their child’s school (Larios 

& Zeitlin, 2018). Feeling emotionally overwhelmed in navigating the complexities of school 

districts in general and special education services in particular in a new country with which they 

do not feel a sense of acculturation may cause parents to feel that they have lost their voice and 

their sense of shared partnership (Orellana & Guan, 2015). 

Other parents further describe interactions with school district personnel as being 

“educator-driven,” as parents feel that their voice is diminished and they are provided few 

opportunities for meaningful contribution (Dabkowski, 2004; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Zagona 

et al., 2019). In a survey of parents of children with multiple disabilities, parents reported that 

they met with school personnel who were not open to their input or ideas during the IEP 

planning process (Elbaum et al., 2015). In another study, parents felt that they were not able to 

provide input about what services were needed and how they would be delivered (White, 2014).  

In a study that sought to quantify participation by instances and length of speaking time in IEP 

meetings, special education teachers talked more than all team members (Martin et al., 2004) 

Among other barriers to effective parental participation in the IEP planning process is the 

fact that educators and parents may hold disparate views of a child and his or her present levels 

of academic ability, performance, and related skills. Differing views of the child in terms of 
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overall educational progress may result in disagreement between parties when it comes to 

placement or the implementation of services which may support the child’s learning (Lake & 

Billingsley, 2000). Moreover, parents may often defer to educators when it comes to educational 

decision making as school staff are often perceived as having a better understanding of 

placements and programs that are considered most appropriate for a child with a disability 

(Murzyn & Hughes, 2015).   

The hierarchical nature and structure of schools themselves also affected parental ability 

to provide input about their children and excluded them from decision making processes (Love et 

al., 2017). Parents related that they had most of their interactions with classroom teachers, but 

that administrators or case managers were more likely to be the primary decision makers when it 

came to finalizing an IEP (Love et al., 2017). Sharing decision making authority between parents 

and educators directly challenges the traditional hierarchy of school structures and increases 

collaboration with families and with the larger community (Gordon & Louis, 2009). The 

collaborative model of shared decision-making benefits parents of children with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities because these students are often served by a large number of teachers, 

related service providers, and private therapists outside of the district whose opinions and 

program recommendations might not otherwise be reflected in a finalized educational plan (Love 

et al., 2017). 

In addition to parents experiencing difficulty communicating with educators and planning 

special education services for their children, parents have also described challenges reaching 

agreement regarding educational placement. Researchers have highlighted examples of school 

personnel making decisions about placements and services for students in special education 

programs without parent input (Drasgow et al., 2001; Elbaum et al., 2016; Zagona, et al., 2019).  
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Fish (2006) found that parents experienced difficulties in obtaining inclusive placements in 

general education settings for their children. Educational accommodations and modifications to 

the curriculum are common practices for children with disabilities, but parents reported that they 

are often unable to participate effectively in conversations regarding curriculum because they 

lack expertise, knowledge, and a common vocabulary with educators in this area (Blue-Banning 

et al., 2004; Wakelin, 2008).   

Research has documented a notable perception by parents of a lack of services from 

related services providers for children with autism spectrum disorders (White, 2004). Love et al. 

(2017) noted that “rather than proactively helping plan appropriate services and support for their 

children as equal team members, as IDEA arguably stipulates, parents were often retroactively 

responding to school decisions” (p. 167). Research suggests that unofficial, pre-IEP staff 

meetings are a common practice where educators often decide programs and services 

beforehand, making IEP meetings a procedural event where parents are expected to sign 

paperwork (Bray & Russell, 2016; Love et al., 2017; Ruppar & Gaffney, 2011).   

Positive Parent Experiences 

A review of the literature does not uniformly illustrate negative experiences for parents of 

students with disabilities, as some research relates the experiences of parents of children with 

disabilities who maintain positive relationships with teachers and are satisfied with their ability 

to communicate with educators. (Fish, 2008; Love et al., 2017; Spann et al., 2003). Adversarial 

relationships have been found to improve over time as parents and educators can become more at 

ease with one another after a number of effective and positive interactions (Fish, 2008; Lytle & 

Bordin, 2001). Overall, however, the research base related to positive parent experiences and the 

IEP planning process is sparse.   
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A recent study (Francis et al., 2016), that included families of students with disabilities as 

well as families of neurotypical students, found that parental perception of positive relationships 

with school was based on factors that include an inclusive school culture, positive administrative 

leadership, and opportunities for family involvement across school life. Parents of children with 

disabilities noted their satisfaction at being treated as equals in the IEP planning process (Francis 

et al., 2016).   

Fish (2008) documented similar findings as parents described positive relationships with 

educators and generally positive experiences with IEP meetings, when opportunities to ask 

questions and contribute to the discussion during the meetings were present. Esquivel et al. 

(2008) found that parents indicated that their experiences were more positive when their ideas 

and contributions were recognized and accepted. Lytle and Bordin (2001) noted that effective 

IEP teams were characterized by identifiable roles, positive social support, a commitment to 

fairness, and effective communications.   

 Another recent study described mixed experiences (Zagona et al., 2019). While parents 

were able to meaningfully participate in the decision-making process, they reported many 

challenges leading up to IEP meetings. Additionally, parents who reported that they were 

successful in advocating for services for their children did so after difficult and prolonged 

negotiations with multiple district personnel. Tissot (2011) surveyed parents of students with 

autism spectrum disorders who reported that while they typically obtained their desired 

educational placement, they experienced the process as time-consuming and stressful.  

 Rodriguez et al. (2014) examined the views of 96 parents of students with disabilities 

across 18 elementary, middle, and high schools. They identified several themes that were critical 

to establishing collaborative relationships but found that communication frequency and 
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effectiveness was varied among schools but parents reported that they found teachers to be 

accessible and accommodated parent needs in advance of IEP meetings. Additionally, they 

reported regular communication from schools, teachers who were receptive to parent input, and 

regular progress reporting concerning individualized student goals.   

 Researchers (Reiman et al., 2020) described parents who were grateful that special 

education and related services were available at no cost and those who believed that special 

education professionals were adequately trained and provided quality education to their children. 

All participants in a study of 20 Korean-American mothers of children with disabilities were able 

to name at least one education professional for whom they had a great deal of respect (Cho & 

Ganotti, 2005). However, although research has found that even when expressing satisfaction 

with educators and services, parents continue to emphasize the need for more opportunities to 

influence their children’s IEPs (Love et al., 2017).    

Spann et al. (2003) interviewed 45 parents of children with autism spectrum disorders 

about their perceptions of IEP meetings. They found that most parents expressed overall 

satisfaction with the process. Parents described themselves as well informed, were satisfied with 

home-school communications, and had improved relationships with educators over time. 

However, a large minority of parents (44%) felt that program goals and objectives were 

developed by school staff with little parental input, and did not address their children’s most 

pressing needs.   

An earlier study (Garriot et al., 2000) indicated that 89% of parents regularly attended 

their child’s IEP meeting, presenting an excellent opportunity for collaboration and relationship 

building. Results of the study were mixed: while some parents were invited to actively contribute 

to the design of the IEP, fewer than half (46%) felt satisfied with their level of input, and fewer 
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than half (45%) felt that they were equal members of the team. The authors note that an IEP 

meeting can be a positive experience if parents and families are invited to contribute their ideas 

and opinions in advance of meetings and their familial perspectives are valued.   

Lytle and Bordin (2001) noted that school professionals have known one another for 

many years and maintain easygoing and informal relationships. IEP teams can help to bring 

parents in as part of the team by spending more time together and breaking down formal barriers 

through authentic personal interactions. These longer term, more informal relationships are 

reflected in that parents of older students are more directly involved with IEP goal and objective 

development and reported higher levels of satisfaction in their relationships with educators 

(Rehfeldt et al., 2012), particularly when planning for transition services for post-school 

activities (Cavendish & Connor, 2017). Research on successful IEP transition planning 

emphasizes the need for both parents and older students with disabilities to actively participate in 

IEP meetings (Meadan et al., 2010). Student involvement in the development of their own IEP 

has been linked to higher levels of goal attainment (Powers et al., 2012) and higher graduation 

rates (Cavendish, 2013).  

Parental Experiences Based on Educational Level of Children 

Research in the field that seeks to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of parents of 

students with disabilities and their interactions with school districts by age and/or educational 

level of their children is limited. Further, it does not present a uniform series of findings and 

further investigation is needed. An emerging body of work suggests that parents of older students 

are more likely to report satisfaction with their interactions with educators and the IEP process as 

a whole. Rehfeldt et al. (2012) found through the use of a post-IEP meeting survey instrument 

“that parents provided generally positive ratings about their prior knowledge before and 
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experiences during the meeting” (p. 11). Wagner et al. (2012) found that the large majority of 

parents aged 11–19 years old participated in their child’s most recent IEP meeting, and that 70% 

were satisfied with their level of participation. 

These more recent findings are somewhat contradictory to other work. Cavendish and 

Connor (2018) found that only half of parents of high school aged students in special education 

programs attended IEP meetings. Further, they found that 37% of those parents were 

knowledgeable about transition planning from high school to the workforce or higher education.  

63% of parents could not identify any legal requirements that pertained to transition planning. 

Spann et al. (2003) conducted an investigation of family involvement in and their 

perceptions of children’s special education services. In the course of their study, in which they 

interviewed 45 parents of students with an autism spectrum disorder, they sought to determine 

the frequency and quality of communications between parents and educators, parents’ general 

knowledge and involvement of the IEP development process, and the overall level of satisfaction 

of parents with their child’s special education services. In their work, they organized children 

into four age groups: 4–5, 6–9, 10–14, and 15–18 years old, respectively. These groups generally 

correspond to early childhood education, such as preschool or kindergarten, elementary school, 

middle school, and high school aged students.   

 Among their results, they found that while fully 100% of parents reported that they 

communicated with someone central to their child’s education, communication became less 

frequent as students progressed in age and through levels of schooling. 55% of parents of 

children age 4–5 years reported that they communicated between 1 and 3 times per week, while 

27% of parents of students ages 6-9 reported the same frequency of communication. As students 
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aged, the communication level continued to drop, with 20% of parents of students ages 10–14 

years and 17% of students aged 15–18 years reporting the same level of communication. 

Results related to parental knowledge of the IEP planning process and the overall level of 

parental satisfaction with the process followed a somewhat similar path. Parents of students in 

early childhood and elementary grades reported the highest levels of involvement in the process 

(46% aged 4–5 years, 39% aged 6–9 years) while parents of older students reported lower levels 

of involvement. Ten percent of parents of students ages 10–14 reported high levels of 

involvement, while 17% of parents of children ages 15–18 reported high levels of involvement. 

Eighteen percent of parents of students ages 4–5 reported high levels of overall satisfaction with 

the IEP process, while 22% of parents of children ages 6–9 years reported those same high 

levels. No parents (0%) of students 10–14 years old and 15–18 years old reported high levels of 

overall satisfaction with the process, though 80% and 83% of parents (10–14 years, 15–18 years 

respectively) reported to have moderate levels of satisfaction.   

Stoner et al.’s case study (2005) of three families of children with autism spectrum 

disorders investigated the perceptions of parents of young children regarding their experiences, 

roles, and relationships with educators. They found that the interaction between parents and 

education professionals is a complex, dynamic process. Additionally, they reported that parents 

perceived that their relationships with their children’s schools worsened over time, as trust in 

educators eroded. Trust is a primary factor that influences the way that parents view their 

children’s districts, and when it is not present, confusion, frustration, and tension emerge that 

affects service delivery and those being served (Lake & Billingsley, 2000). 
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Stoner et al. (2003) noted that the parents in their study struggled to communicate with medical 

professionals in order to obtain a diagnosis for their children. The sense of distrust with those 

medical professionals carried over to and influenced interactions with schools and special 

educators in particular. In their study, parents reported that the entry to the special education 

system was a confusing and oftentimes traumatic experience as they struggled to understand new 

terminology, and to obtain what they considered to be needed programs and services for their 

children, which in combination resulted in “intensified parental concerns and fostered attitudes 

of dissatisfaction with the special education system” (p. 45). Dissatisfaction further increased as 

parents looked to educators, who were viewed as experts, to provide wide-ranging services for 

all of their children’s educational needs, and to take the time to communicate and most 

importantly to listen to parents as they described the unique background and specific needs of the 

child. When this did not happen, trust was immediately reduced and, after an increasing number 

of years navigating the world of special education and related services, negative experiences had 

reduced trust to such an extent that parents in the study reported not trusting educators in general, 

although each family was able to point to interactions with individual teachers which were 

positive. “Parents are empowered when professionals recognize, value, and learn from parental 

expertise related to their children. Special educators need to directly acknowledge parental 

expertise by communicating honestly, frequently, and consistently” throughout the years a child 

receives special education services (p. 49).  

 Summary and Conclusions 

The Individualized Education plan and IEP team concept and processes have been 

in place for 45 years since the initial passage of the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act and its subsequent revisions and reauthorizations as the Individuals with 
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Disabilities Education Improvement Act. Shared decision making and membership of 

parents on the IEP team were two of the guiding principles of the law. A review of the 

literature suggests that the spirit of the law has yet to be fully realized as the inclusion of 

parents as equal members of the IEP team has yet to occur on a consistent basis across 

the nation. As school districts work to create educational placements, plans, and services 

that appropriately meet the needs of students with disabilities, they must acknowledge the 

central role and critical perspectives that parents and families contribute during the IEP 

development process. When all parties work together in collaborative and harmonious 

teams, all members can contribute in designing effective educational interventions to 

promote student growth and achievement. 
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Chapter 3:  Research Methods 

This chapter details the methodology and procedures involved with the study of parental 

perceptions towards the IEP meeting. Research questions are highlighted, and the recruitment of 

respondents, data collection instrumentation and procedures, and the methods used to analyze 

data collected as part of the study are discussed. Data is analyzed thoroughly in Chapter 4 of this 

study. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how parents of students with disabilities 

perceived IEP meetings. Furthermore, the study investigated and evaluated specific factors that 

influence parental perceptions of the IEP meeting process through their interactions with 

education professionals. The study replicated earlier work (Fish, 2008) in a unique local context 

in an attempt to build upon previous research and to add to the base of knowledge.   

The study incorporated the use of a survey tool for quantitative data collection, including 

32 Likert scale style questions, along with four open-ended questions that allowed for increased 

and specific feedback from parents related to their IEP meeting experiences. Survey questions 

related to parental perceptions of their relationships with educators, the IEP meeting experience, 

parental knowledge of the IEP process and of special education law, their relationships with 

educators, IEP outcomes, the impact of a sustained period of remote online instruction, and areas 

for the improvement of IEP meetings. 

With the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act and its subsequent 

amendments and reauthorizations as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004), which have collectively 

mandated parental participation in the design and development of special education services for 

their children with disabilities, educators still tend to dominate the decision making process and 
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exert considerable control over the creation of an IEP. This process, however, should be an equal 

partnership between parents and school district personnel. While a review of the literature has 

demonstrated progress in this regard, many school districts have failed to build and to sustain 

quality partnerships with parents of students with disabilities.    

Problem and Purpose Overview 

 Quality collaboration between education professionals and parents of students with 

disabilities is critical to establishing effective and meaningful education programs (Garriott et al., 

2000; Simpson, 1996). The IEP functions as a blueprint and accountability mechanism for all 

special education services that are provided to students by educational agencies (Fish, 2008; 

Huefner, 2000). Despite the fact that this educator-parent collaboration is meant to go beyond 

mere compliance with legislation, many parents feel alienated from the process as educators fail 

to take into consideration anecdotal reports from families and tend to rely exclusively on formal 

assessments (Kalyanpur et al., 2000; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1997; Vaughn et al., 1988). Stoner et 

al. (2005) reported that parents found their first contacts with the special education system 

confusing. Other parents reported that they are not equal members of the decision-making team, 

but are rather relegated to being receivers of information (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Garriott et 

al, 2000; Harry et al. 1995). Based on the literature review, common themes emerge regarding 

parental perceptions toward IEP meetings. This study sought to investigate those themes in the 

culturally, economically, and socially diverse geographic setting of northern New Jersey. 
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Research Questions 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the disability classification of their 

children? 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the educational placement of their 

children? 

• Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the level of schooling of their 

children? 

•  Are there significant differences between parents of students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on their perception of the size of their 

school district? 

Research Design and Rationale 

 Permission was given by Fish (personal communication, 2019) to use or modify the data 

collection survey from his study (Appendix C) in order to further investigate “how parents of 

children who receive special education services perceive IEP meetings and how they perceive 

their being valued by educators during the process” (Fish, 2008, p. 9). Furthermore, the data 

collection instrument uncovers beliefs that parents hold regarding whether IEP meetings were 

properly meeting their needs and the needs of their children. Finally, Fish’s tool (2008) allows 

for the investigation of participant input as to how parents and educational professionals can 

work to improve IEP meetings.   
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Fish’s study (2008) included 51 participants who were parents of students receiving 

special education services. These participants all received services from one family support 

agency that served students in multiple school districts in a particular region of a southwestern 

state. The majority of the participants were from middle- to upper-middle class, and reported that 

their children were primarily elementary school aged children whose special education services 

were generally delivered in a resource or self-contained classroom.   

Fish (2008) noted that although the study represented students across multiple categories 

of disability and across multiple school districts, the study was limited by the fact that the 

families all received support from the same agency and there were only 51 participants, who 

each came from the same geographical area of a southwestern state and should therefore not be 

generalized across the entire population of parents of students with disabilities who receive 

special education services. Replication of the study in another context provided comparative data 

related to demographics, the IEP meeting experience, parental knowledge of the IEP process and 

special education law, relations with educators, IEP outcomes, and perceived areas for 

improvement. The research design model mirrored in this study further identified and evaluated 

factors that influence parental perceptions of the IEP meeting. 

This study utilized a quantitative methodology to collect data from research participants 

in order to determine if there is a relationship between parents of students with disabilities with 

variables related to the IEP meeting experience. Variables included the parents’ overall 

impressions of the IEP meeting experience, their knowledge of the IEP process and special 

education law, and their perception of their relationships with educators based on their children’s 

disability classification under IDEA, the academic setting in which they spend the majority of 

their day, their grade level, and the size of their school district.  
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Selection of Respondents 

 The researcher received permission to use Fish’s parent perceptions survey (2008) and to 

adapt it to suit the specific needs and unique local context of this study. To that end, the 

researcher created an electronic version of the survey through the Google Forms online survey 

tool. Using Google Forms allowed the researcher to leverage a modern, user-friendly technology 

that presented parents the ability to complete and submit a survey at a time and place of their 

choosing while maintaining the anonymity of survey respondents.   

Respondents participating in this study consisted of parents of students with disabilities 

who attend schools in northern New Jersey. Participants must have had at least one child 

receiving special education services due to a disability category defined by IDEA. These 

categories are autism, blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, 

intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impaired, 

specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual 

impairment (IDEA, 2004).    

The researcher drafted a letter of introduction to chief school administrators across the 

region, inviting them to learn more about the study, and, if they were willing, to send an 

informational and interest letter to parents of students of disabilities within the school or district.  

This set of letters was emailed to every public school district in Bergen, Essex, Hudson, 

Hunterdon, Morris, Sussex, Union, and Warren Counties in New Jersey. Collectively, these eight 

counties represent the northern geographical region of the state. Additionally, the informational 

letters were sent to the directors of four private schools for students with disabilities, one located 

in Bergen County, two in Essex County, and another one school located in Morris County.  

 



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            49 

 

Population  

Participants in this study (n = 164) were parents of students of disabilities across eight 

counties representing northern New Jersey. Thirteen respondents had children who were 

receiving special education services between 0–1 year, 56 received services between 2–5 years, 

while 94 reported that their children had been receiving services for more than 5 years.   

Participants varied in terms of the nature and classification of their child’s 

disability. Fifty survey respondents reported that they were the parent of a child with autism, 

while others reported that they were the parent of a child with a disability classification of 

emotional disturbance (7), intellectual disability (8), multiple disabilities (20), orthopedic 

impairment (1), other health impaired (29), specific learning disability (30), speech or language 

impairment (17), or traumatic brain injury (2). No respondents reported that they were parents of 

children with blindness, deafness, hearing impairment, or a visual impairment disability 

classification.   

Participants reported on the grade level of their children receiving special education 

services: 12 in an early childhood education (pre-school) setting; 60 in elementary school; 45 in 

middle school; while 46 reported children in high school. One-hundred and seven parents 

reported that their children spent the majority of their day in a general education setting. Twenty-

two parents indicated that their children spent the majority of their day in resource programs, 

which are small group settings with a modified academic curriculum. Thirty-four parents 

reported that their children spent the majority of their day in a self-contained setting such as a 

classroom where instruction is delivered through applied behavioral analysis, a private school for 

students with disabilities, or a hospital/homebound setting.  
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The sample group of parents represented in this study had children that attended school in 

eight counties of northern New Jersey. The demographic information requested through the 

survey did not ask parents to disclose the county, municipality, school district, private school, or 

other setting where the parents and children reside or attended school. Therefore, it is unknown 

which of the eight counties are represented in the study, and which are not represented. 

Similarly, it is unknown which individual municipalities, school districts, private schools, or 

other settings are or are not represented in the study.   

Letters of introduction were sent to Superintendents, Chief School Administrators, and 

Directors of schools to distribute to the parents of their students in communities which varied in 

terms of their District Factor Groups (DFG). A DFG is an approximate indicator of the relative 

socioeconomic status (SES) of citizens in the communities of New Jersey. DFGs organize school 

districts statewide to allow for comparison of districts within similar groupings, and specifically 

were first developed for the purpose of comparing student performance on assessment within 

common demographics, and provide a useful tool for measuring student achievement.  

Additionally, these indicators have in the past been used in part to determine state financial aid to 

individual school districts. The DFG with the lowest SES is classified as Group A, and they are 

then categorized in an ascending order to the highest SES notation as follows: B, CD, DE, FG, 

GH, I and J. The SES indicated categories are updated every ten years when the Census Bureau 

releases the community and demographic data and are viewable online through the New Jersey 

Department of Education website. (District Factor Groups [DFG] for School Districts, n.d., p. 1). 

The letters of introduction sent to school administrators to distribute to the parents of their 

students in communities included each of the eight DFGs. The communities included urban, 

suburban, and rural schools across northern New Jersey. 
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Procedures for Data Collection 

Prior to the distribution of the survey and the collection of data, procedures for this study 

were submitted to and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Centenary University. The 

study was found to be of minimal risk to its participants, such as that the probability and 

magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in this research was not greater than those 

ordinarily encountered in daily life, and was therefore deemed compliant with the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services Code of Federal Regulations, 45 CFR § 46 

(2018). Data was collected for this study by distributing an anonymous Google Form survey to 

parents of students of disabilities across northern New Jersey (Appendix F).   

An introductory email was sent to chief school administrators in selected districts 

explaining the purpose and nature of the study (Appendix D). The administrators were then 

asked to distribute the survey to parents of students of disabilities within their district or, in some 

cases, individual schools. Respondents voluntarily participated in the survey that was delivered 

to them via email or otherwise shared through the use of electronic communications tools.   

Email addresses were not collected, in order to protect the anonymity of the participants.  

Additionally, the survey neither asked for nor collected any personally identifying information 

from participants. Prior to viewing or completing the survey, a letter of consent was provided to 

parents on the Google Form, thereby ensuring their full knowledge and demonstrating their 

voluntary consent to participate, in accordance with the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services Code of Federal Regulations, 45 CFR § 46.116 (2018). 

Instrumentation 

 The survey was modeled on Fish’s survey (2008) (Appendix C), which was created after 

conducting a review of the literature regarding parent perceptions of the IEP process, the 
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researcher’s own experiences of IEP meetings, and after analyzing the findings of a previously 

published case study (Fish, 2006), which explored the perceptions of parents of students with 

autism in their experiences in IEP meetings. This published survey is both reliable and valid. 

Validity is defined as the extent to which a concept is accurately measured in a quantitative 

study. Reliability measures the accuracy of an instrument, or the extent to which a research 

instrument consistently has similar results if it is used in the same situation on repeated occasions 

(Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008). 

Major themes included in the survey include questions related to demographics, the IEP 

meeting experience, knowledge of the IEP process and special education law, and relations with 

educators, and IEP outcomes. The majority of the survey consisted of Likert scale style 

questions, which allowed the researcher to mine quantitative data linked to parental perceptions 

of the IEP meeting. Additionally, the survey consisted of four open ended questions that allowed 

for survey participants to provide extended constructed responses which allowed them to provide 

a more in-depth examination of areas for improvement in the overall IEP meeting experience by 

either or both educational professionals and parents, along with examining their beliefs in a 

period of extended virtual instruction. This data provided the researcher the ability to aggregate 

data to determine the extent of correlation between variables in order to provide reliable 

information to answer the research questions.   

Data Coding and Analysis Plan 

 The data collected from the Google Form survey instrument were downloaded to an 

Excel spreadsheet for analysis. From the Excel spreadsheet, data were downloaded into 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software for analysis. Items 1–6 describe 

participants’ demographic information. Data on demographic information were collected from 
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the first section of the survey, Questions 1–6. Data on parental perspectives of their IEP meeting 

experience were collected through the Questions 7–12. Data on parental knowledge of the IEP 

process and special education law were collected on Questions 13–18. Data on parental relations 

with educators were collected on Questions 19–26, while data related to the outcomes of IEP 

meetings were collected from Questions 27–32. Four items, numbers 33–36, were formatted as 

extended constructed responses and questions were centered on areas for improvement. The 

format was designed to allow parents the ability to expand on their answers and to allow them 

the flexibility to address and add context to their responses and to include any thoughts related to 

earlier responses on questions incorporating Likert scales.   

Item 1 instructed parents to select the federally recognized disability category through 

which their child was classified in order that they received special education and related services: 

autism, blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, 

multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impaired, specific learning disability, 

speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairment (IDEA, 2004). 

These classifications were not further encoded for data analysis but collected in order to be able 

to mine information related to frequency of classification category. 

 Items 2 through 6 were encoded for the purpose of analyzing data through the 

comparison of similar-sized populations. Item 2 asked participants to identify how many years 

their children had been receiving special education services. Responses of 0–1 years and 2–5 

years were encoded as “1” for purposes of analysis, while responses of 5 or more years were 

encoded as “2.” Subsequent items in this section were encoded in a similar manner. Item 3 asked 

parents to identify the current grade level of their child receiving special education services at the 

time of their participation in the study. Responses that indicated early childhood education and 
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elementary school were grouped together and encoded as “1,” while middle and high school 

aged students were grouped and encoded as “2.” 

 Item 4 asked parents to indicate what type of academic program their child spends the 

majority of their day in. General education programs, which include co-taught classes with one 

general education teacher and one special education teacher, were encoded as “1,” while more 

restrictive programs such as resource rooms and specialized programs such as Applied 

Behavioral Analysis were encoded as “2.” Item 5 asked parents to identify how many IEP 

meetings they had attended for their child with a disability. Responses that indicated 1–9 

meetings were encoded with a “1,” while more responses that indicated more than 10 were 

grouped together and encoded using a “2.” Item 6 asked parents to indicate their perception of 

the size of their school district. Responses that identified small or medium sized districts were 

grouped together and encoded using a “1,” while large district responses were encoded using a 

“2.”   

Through Items 7–32 of the survey, participants were asked to respond using a Likert 

scale in order to indicate whether they strongly disagreed, disagreed, agreed, or strongly 

agreed. There were 3 specific exceptions to this format: Items 16, 17, and 30 wherein the 

inclusion of a neutral or no change response was considered to be appropriate in the context of 

the question. Likert scale answer choices and numeric equivalents with four possible responses 

are shown in Table 1, while Likert scale answer choices and numeric equivalents with five 

possible responses are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 1 

4 Point Likert Scale Response Choices 

 

Response Numeric Equivalent 

Strongly Disagree 1 

Disagree 2 

Agree 4 

Strongly Agree 5 

Table 2  

5 Point Likert Scale Response Choices 

Response Numeric Equivalent 

Strongly Disagree 1 

Disagree 2 

Neutral/No Change 3 

Agree 4 

Strongly Agree 5 

 

 

Ethical Considerations 

 This study followed all guidelines for ethical research set in place at Centenary 

University for the protection of human research subjects. The researcher successfully completed 

the Humanities Responsible Conduct of Research course and the Social and Behavioral Research 

course of the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI program) in May 2019. 

Permission to complete the study was sought out and approved by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) of Centenary University.   
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An email was sent out to chief school administrators asking for their consent and support 

in distributing the survey to the parents of students with disabilities in their respective schools or 

school districts. All participants in the study were made aware of the parameters of the study, 

including the purpose of the study, their role in it, the assurance of anonymity, and contact 

information for the researcher and his supervisor.  

Participation in the study was voluntary. All respondents read and completed a consent 

form before completing the survey questionnaire, indicating that they understood the nature of 

their participation in the study. After collection of the data, all measures were taken by the 

researcher to ensure data privacy, security, and confidentiality for the participants. Survey 

response data were downloaded from Google Forms onto a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for use 

only on the researcher’s secure device. Data will be permanently erased after completion of the 

study and within three years.  

Summary 

Chapter 3 explored the methodology of the study. This study sought to utilize survey data 

to shed light on areas of research related to parental perceptions of their IEP meeting 

experiences. Respondents answered three different types of questions on the survey: 

demographic-based, Likert-scale, and open-ended response. This study utilized quantitative 

research methods, coding responses into weighted values. The study factored in the survey 

responses of 164 voluntary participants (n = 164). These participants were all parents of students 

of disabilities whose children attended school in the northern geographical region of New 

Jersey. The survey instrument itself was a modified version of a previously published, reliable, 

and valid survey (Fish, 2008). Ethical considerations were taken into account throughout data 

collection, maintenance, and analysis, and complied with all norms and regulations regarding 
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privacy and anonymity of data and survey responses. Chapter 3 detailed how data was gathered 

and from whom prior to data analysis. The results of this data analysis are discussed in detail in 

Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of parents of students with 

disabilities across northern New Jersey when planning for the design and delivery of special 

education services, and how these parents perceive they are being valued by educators during 

this process. Conducting a quantitative study using a survey instrument, the researcher attempted 

to determine factors that contributed to beliefs held by parents that shape their IEP meeting 

experience, how IEP meetings were or were not properly serving their children with disabilities, 

and how the effectiveness and outcomes of these meetings might have been improved. Further, 

the use of the research tool allowed the researcher to examine the perceptions of parents of 

students with disabilities based upon the disability classification of their children, their academic 

placement, current educational level, and the size of their school district. Using the procedures 

and participants outlined in Chapter 3, analysis was conducted on collected data. Research study 

results as well as data analysis are presented throughout Chapter 4.   

Data Collection 

 For this investigation, data was collected through the use of a valid and reliable survey 

tool (Fish, 2008). The researcher was given permission to use and to adapt the instrument, as 

necessary, to meet the context of this study (personal communication, 2019). The survey was 

administered through electronic means as a Google Form and consisted of multiple styles of 

questions, including Likert scale, multiple choice, and open ended. In total, the survey consisted 

of 36 items in six sections.   

The first section of the survey instrument consisted of six questions that allowed the 

researcher to establish demographic data of the respondents. In the second section, consisting of 

six questions, respondents were asked to respond to items related to their overall IEP meeting 
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experience. The third section of six items allowed the researcher to uncover parental perceptions 

of their knowledge of the IEP process and special education law. Section four consisted of eight 

items designed to the beliefs that parents held regarding their relations with educators. The fifth 

section of six items related to the outcomes of IEP meetings, while the sixth and final section 

consisted of three open-ended questions in which parents were provided with the opportunity to 

comment on areas for the improvement of the IEP process. Additionally, the ability of 

respondents to provide comments through extended-constructed response items allowed the 

researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the parental experience beyond their responses to 

multiple choice and Likert-scale style questions. It is noted that all items in Sections 1 through 5 

were mandatory, and respondents could not submit a completed survey without responding to 

each of the multiple choice and Likert scale items. As there were 164 survey responses (n = 164), 

each item in these sections had 164 responses. Section 6, which included open-ended response 

items, was optional; the ability to submit a survey was not contingent on providing a written 

response to any or all of the items in that section.   

A letter of introduction, along with a link to further information on the Google Form 

survey instrument was sent to chief school administrators, and administrators were asked to 

distribute among the parents of students with disabilities in their school/school district. In 

accordance with the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Code of Federal 

Regulations, 45 CFR § 46.116 (2018), a consent section was provided to respondents that was 

required, ensuring their full knowledge and awareness as to the purpose of the study. Once 

participants responded, data was sorted and coded, allowing the researcher to analyze its 

meaning. 
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Participants 

The first section of the survey was designed by the researcher to collect demographic data 

on the respondents. Participants answered questions regarding the disability classification 

category of their children, the years the children had been receiving special education services, 

the current grade level of the children receiving those services, the academic setting in which the 

children spent the majority of their school day, the number of IEP meetings that respondents had 

attended, and their perceptions of the size of their school district.   

 First, research participants were asked to identify the disability classification category of 

their children. Fifty survey respondents (30.5%) reported that they were the parent of a child 

with autism, while others reported that they were the parent of a child with a disability 

classification of emotional disturbance (7, 4.3%), intellectual disability (8, 4.9%), multiple 

disabilities (20, 12.2%), orthopedic impairment (1, 0.6%), other health impaired (29, 17.7%), 

specific learning disability (30, 18.3%), speech or language impairment (17, 10.4%), or traumatic 

brain injury (2, 1.2%). No respondents reported that they were parents of children with blindness, 

deafness, hearing impairment, or a visual impairment classification. Disability classification 

category of the children of survey respondents is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Disability Category 

  

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey question “Your child receives special 

education services based upon which of the following disability categories?” 

 

 Research study participants were categorized by the number of years their children were 

receiving special education services. Thirteen respondents (7.9%) indicated that their children 

had been receiving services for 0–1 year, 56 (34.1%) between 2-5 years, and 95 (57.9%) for 

more than five years. The number of years that survey participants reported that their children 

had been receiving these services is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

Years that Children had been Receiving Special Education Services 

 

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey question “How many years has your child 

been receiving special education services? 

 Respondents were categorized by the grade level their children were in at the time of 

their participation in the research study. Twelve parents (7.3%) reported having children in early 

childhood education programs, while 60 (36.6%) reported having elementary school aged 

children. Forty-five participants (27.4%) reported that they were parents of middle schoolers, 

while 47 (28.7%) had children in high school. The current grade levels of children reported by 

parents in the study are shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Current Grade Levels of Children Receiving Special Education Services 

 

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey question “What is the current grade level of 

your child receiving special education services?” 

 

Participants in the study were categorized by the academic environment in which their 

children spent the majority of their day. Thirty-four (20.7%) parents had children in self-

contained programs such as a classroom with highly individualized programming such as 

Applied Behavior Analysis, a class for students with multiple disabilities, or attended a private 

school designated for students with disabilities, or a hospital/homebound setting. Twenty-three 

(14%) parents noted that their children were in resource room programs which are modified 

academic programs for students with disabilities where exposure to content is coupled with 

specific interventions selected to improve academic skill deficits. One-hundred and seven parents 

(65.2%) reported that their children spent the majority of their day in the least restrictive 

environments, such as a course co-taught by both general and special educators, or in general 

education programs without the support of a special education teacher. Academic programs in 

which the children of parents who participated in the study are shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 

Academic Program Wherein Children with Disabilities Spent the Majority of Their Day 

 

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey item “Your child spends the majority of 

her/his academic day in?” 

 

 Parents who responded to the survey were categorized by the number of IEP meetings 

that they had attended for their children with disabilities. Seventy-eight (47.6%) reported having 

attended between one and nine meetings, while 54 (32.9%) indicated that they had attended 

between 10 and 19 meetings. A further 18 (11%) parents noted that they had attended between 

20–29 IEP meetings, while 14 (8.5%) participated in 30 or more meetings. The number of IEP 

meetings attended allowed the researcher to note in general terms whether parents are new to the 

world of special education with a low number of meetings attended, or have been involved with 

special education services for a longer period of time with a larger number of meetings attended.  

The number of IEP meetings that parents reported to have attended is shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 

Number of IEP Meetings Attended by Parents 

 

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey item “How many IEP meetings have you 

attended for your child?” 

 

 The final item related to the demographics of the participants in this study asked parents 

to note their perception of the size of their school district. Thirty-eight parents (23.2%) felt that 

they belonged to a small district. Fifty-four parents (32.9%) indicated that they lived in a 

medium-sized district, while another 72 parents (43.9%) perceived that they belonged to large 

school districts. Parental perceptions of the size of the school district that their children attended 

school in are shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6 

Size of School District  

 

Note. This figure displays responses to the survey item “How do you perceive the size of the 

school district your child currently attends?” 

 

Data Treatment 

 The majority of the data collected were analyzed in their original form. However, certain 

items were treated and coded so as to provide clearer guidelines when analyzing for potential 

relationships. In each case, the items that were treated and coded pertained to the categorization 

of respondents and their responses in Section 1 of the survey instrument, which sought to collect 

information related to participant demographics.   

 In Item 1, respondents were categorized by the disability classification category of their 

children receiving special education services. This item was not further encoded. Item 2 asked 

parents how many years their children received special education services. For the purposes of 

this investigation, respondents who indicated that their children had been receiving services for 

less than or equal to one year were considered new to and just entering the world of special 

education and related services, while those indicating that they had 2 to 5 years were considered 
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somewhat new, and those who indicated that they had participated in the field in this capacity for 

more than five years were considered to be veteran parents of children receiving special 

education services. In this and subsequent items in Section 1 of the survey, grouping of 

responses allowed the researcher to establish two larger groups with more data, providing a more 

reliable output. 

Table 3 

Recoded Survey Item 2: How Many Years Has Your Child Been Receiving Special Education 

Services? 

Response Item Recoded Response 

0-1 1 

2-5 1 

5 & up 2 

 

 Item 3 asked parents to indicate the current grade level of their children receiving special 

education services. This item generally aligns with Item 2 in that special education and related 

services can often begin as a result of early intervention services and during primary school 

grades. Therefore, responses that indicated the child’s current level of early childhood education 

(pre-school) and elementary school were grouped together while secondary school aged children 

were separately grouped. Treating this data for Items 4 and 5 allowed the researcher to conduct a 

bivariate analysis of whether there was a relationship between the level of schooling of children, 

primary versus secondary, and parental perception of the IEP process.  
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Table 4 

Recoded Survey Item 3: What is the Current Grade Level of Your Child Receiving Special 

Education Services? 

Response Item Recoded Response 

Early Childhood (Pre-School) 1 

Elementary School (Grades K-5) 1 

Middle School (Grades 6-8) 2 

High School (Grades 9-12+) 2 

 

 Item 4 asked parents to respond to what type of academic setting their child spent the 

majority of her or his day in. A general education classroom refers to courses in which there is 

no modification of the standard curriculum, courses which are colloquially referred to as “gen 

ed” and which may include courses with or without a special education co-teacher. Resource 

classrooms refer to more restrictive academic environments in which the curriculum is modified 

for depth and breadth of content and in which academic skill development is prioritized for 

students making progress toward placement in general education courses. A self-contained 

setting refers to specialized academic programs with highly individualized goals and objectives 

that are uniquely aligned with a student’s IEP. This setting may refer to classrooms designated 

for students with multiple disabilities and/or placements in private schools designated for 

students with disabilities and classrooms operating under data collection and individualized 

instruction in accordance with principles of Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA), or hospital or 

homebound settings. Grouping responses as indicated allowed the researcher to establish two 

larger groups with more data, providing a more reliable output. 
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Table 5 

Recoded Survey Item 4: Academic Classroom Setting of Students 

Response Item Recoded 

Response 

General education classroom 1 

Resource classroom 2 

Self-contained setting (ABA classroom, school designated for special 

education students, hospital/homebound setting) 

2 

 

 Item 5 asked parents to indicate how many IEP meetings they had attended for their 

children. Coding responses into two groups allowed the researcher to establish two larger groups 

with more data in order to provide for a more reliable output. Parents in Group 1 had been to 

fewer than 10 IEP meetings, and thus for the purpose of this study were considered to be new or 

relatively new to the process, while parents who had attended more than ten meetings were 

considered to be a veteran parent group who likely had more familiarity with the IEP meetings 

and plan development.   

Table 6 

Recoded Survey Item 5: Number of IEP Meetings Attended by Parent Respondents  

Response Item Recoded Response 

1-9 1 

10-19 1 

20-29 2 

30 or more 2 

 

 Item 6 asked parents to provide their perception of the size of the school district in which 

their children attended school. Responses were grouped together in order to determine whether 
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or not the size of the district had any bearing on parental perception of the quality of their IEP 

meeting experience. Again, two groups were created in order to compare data and provide for a 

more reliable output.   

Table 7 

Recoded Survey Item 6: Size of School District as Reported by Parents  

Response Item Recoded Response 

Small district 1 

Medium district 1 

Large district 2 

 

Data Analysis  

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of parents of 

students with disabilities in northern New Jersey when planning for the design and delivery of 

special education services. Additionally, the study also sought to uncover whether or not those 

perceptions were shaped by specific relationships that held statistical significance, including the 

disability classification of their children with disabilities, the academic placement of those 

children, their grade level, the length of time that parents were partners with school districts in 

their interactions related to special education, and the size of their school districts. This led to a 

total of four research questions. Data were collected via Google Forms and were analyzed and 

tested via the electronic software program Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) in 

order to statistically answer each of the four research questions. This chapter yields and analyzes 

the results of these tests, including information relevant to each of the research questions. The 

chapter concludes with a summary of the research findings. 
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Results    

 Results from the survey instrument were run through the SPSS statistics software 

package in order to analyze their numeric meaning and relevance to the research questions. In 

order to categorize responses, participants in the study responded to the survey using a Likert 

scale format, with responses ranging from a 1 (strongly disagree) to a 5 (strongly agree). Table 8 

provides the descriptive statistics for 164 survey respondents. Through the Google Form, 

completion of each survey item was required to proceed to the next, and was required to be 

completed in order to successfully submit the survey. Therefore, each item had 164 responses. 
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Table 8 

Descriptive Statistics of Survey Respondents 

  
N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

2.  How many years has your child 

been receiving special education 

services? 

164 1 3 2.50 .641 

3.  What is the current grade level of 

your child receiving special education 

services? 

164 1 4 2.77 .949 

4.  Your child spends the majority of 

her/his academic day in 

164 1 3 1.55 .816 

5.  How many IEP meetings have you 

attended for your child? 

164 1 4 1.80 .946 

6. How do you perceive the size of 

the school district your child 

currently attends? 

164 1 3 2.21 .795 

7.  Overall, the majority of your IEP 

meeting experiences have been 

positive. 

164 1 5 3.85 1.122 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

8.  During the majority of your child's IEP meetings, student 

goals and objectives are thoroughly discussed. 

164 1 5 3.82 1.104 

9.  Sufficient amount of time is allotted to conduct an effective 

IEP meeting. 

164 1 5 3.82 1.136 

10.  The majority of IEP meetings that you have attended have 

been productive as educators use allotted time wisely. 

164 1 5 3.84 1.047 

11.  Educators provide you enough time during IEP meetings 

to express concerns, ask questions, and provide input regarding 

your child's educational programming. 

164 1 5 3.99 1.062 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [No disagreements] 

164 1 5 3.02 1.446 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Academic curriculum] 

164 1 5 2.84 1.385 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Placement] 

164 1 5 2.80 1.414 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Related Services] 

164 1 5 3.03 1.407 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Discipline] 

164 1 5 2.44 1.393 

13.  You have a clear understanding regarding services that 

your child's school district is to provide for your child under 

special education law. 

164 1 5 3.87 1.226 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

14.  You have realistic expectations regarding services that 

school districts can provide for your child. 

164 1 5 4.18 .881 

15.  Your child's school district has provided you with 

sufficient knowledge / education regarding special education 

law and the IEP process. 

164 1 5 3.32 1.323 

16.  You desire more knowledge regarding special education 

law and the IEP process. 

164 1 5 3.32 1.107 

17.  Your child's educators are knowledgeable enough of 

special education law to effectively serve your child within the 

IEP process. 

164 1 5 3.49 1.185 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [School district personnel] 

164 1 5 2.87 1.428 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Advocacy support groups]  

164 1 5 3.03 1.496 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Family / friends] 

164 1 5 3.33 1.375 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Educating yourself] 

164 2 5 4.54 .601 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Your child's 

school district] 

164 1 5 3.81 1.066 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Para-

professionals (aides)] 

164 1 5 4.13 .883 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education teachers] 

164 1 5 4.18 .814 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Child Study 

Team members] 

164 1 5 3.93 1.016 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [IEP case 

managers]  

164 1 5 3.87 1.099 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [General 

Education teachers] 

164 1 5 3.93 .960 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [School 

Administrators] 

164 1 5 3.62 1.194 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education district administrators] 

164 1 5 3.57 1.214 

20.  Overall, IEP team members maintain positive relations 

with you during IEP meetings. 

164 1 5 4.20 .906 

21.  Educators provide a welcoming atmosphere for you during 

IEP meetings. 

164 1 5 4.12 .938 

22.  You are treated respectfully by educators during IEP 

meetings. 

164 1 5 4.26 .862 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

23.  You are treated as an equal decision maker during IEP 

meetings.  

164 1 5 3.74 1.261 

24.  You are able to discuss openly and freely with educators 

during IEP meetings. 

164 1 5 4.02 1.079 

25.  Your input is valued by IEP team members during IEP 

meetings. 

164 1 5 3.91 1.143 

26.  Overall, you feel comfortable during IEP meetings. 164 1 5 3.82 1.140 

27.  Overall, IEP meetings have benefitted your child. 164 1 5 3.95 1.058 

28.  Overall, your involvement has enhanced the effectiveness 

of IEP meetings. 

164 1 5 4.25 .902 

29.  Your decisions influence outcomes of IEP meetings. 164 1 5 3.92 1.027 
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Table 8 (continued). 

 

30.  How much 4 would you like to have towards your child's 

IEP meetings?  

164 2 5 3.66 .712 

31.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment are aligned with your 

child's IEP. 

164 1 5 2.68 1.383 

32.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment benefitted your child. 

164 1 5 2.51 1.399 
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Research Question 1 

 Research Question 1 asked: Are there significant differences between parents of students 

with disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the disability 

classification of their children? Parents who completed the survey instrument were asked to 

identify which of the thirteen federally recognized disability classification categories through 

which their children received special education and related services. Fifty respondents (30.5%) 

indicated that they were the parent of a child classified through the category “Autism.”  This 

presented the researcher with a unique opportunity to analyze the perceptions of this group of 

parents compared to all others whose children have an IEP. Therefore, for the purpose of 

investigating this research question, parents of students who received special education services 

through the disability category of “Autism” were grouped together and referred to as “Group 1,” 

while all other survey respondents were Grouped together and referred to as “Group 2.” Group 

statistics are presented in Table 9. 
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Table 9 

Parental Groupings Based on Disability Category of Children  

 

  

Your child receives 

special education 

services based upon 

which of the following 

disability categories? N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

7.  Overall, the majority of 

your IEP meeting 

experiences have been 

positive. 

1 50 3.82 1.224 .173 

2 114 3.86 1.080 .101 

8.  During the majority of 

your child's IEP meetings, 

student goals and 

objectives are thoroughly 

discussed. 

1 50 4.08 .966 .137 

2 114 3.70 1.144 .107 

9.  Sufficient amount of 

time is allotted to conduct 

an effective IEP meeting. 

1 50 3.98 1.152 .163 

2 114 3.75 1.127 .106 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

10.  The majority of IEP meetings that you have attended 

have been productive as educators use allotted time wisely.  

1 50 3.98 .979 .138 

2 114 3.77 1.073 .100 

11.  Educators provide you enough time during IEP 

meetings to express concerns, ask questions, and provide 

input regarding your child's educational programming. 

1 50 4.22 1.016 .144 

2 114 3.89 1.071 .100 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [No disagreements] 

1 50 3.02 1.478 .209 

2 114 3.02 1.439 .135 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Academic curriculum] 

1 50 2.94 1.391 .197 

2 114 2.79 1.386 .130 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Placement]  

1 50 2.90 1.389 .196 

2 114 2.76 1.429 .134 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Related Services] 

1 50 3.16 1.490 .211 

2 114 2.97 1.373 .129 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Discipline] 

1 50 2.08 1.226 .173 

2 114 2.60 1.437 .135 

13.  You have a clear understanding regarding services that 

your child's school district is to provide for your child under 

special education law. 

1 50 3.90 1.165 .165 

2 114 3.85 1.257 .118 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

14.  You have realistic expectations regarding services that 

school districts can provide for your child.  

1 50 4.28 .757 .107 

2 114 4.14 .930 .087 

15.  Your child's school district has provided you with 

sufficient knowledge / education regarding special 

education law and the IEP process. 

1 50 3.34 1.349 .191 

2 114 3.31 1.318 .123 

16.  You desire more knowledge regarding special 

education law and the IEP process. 

1 50 3.30 1.074 .152 

2 114 3.33 1.126 .105 

17. Your child's educators are knowledgeable enough of 

special education law to effectively serve your child within 

the IEP process. 

1 50 3.64 1.120 .158 

2 114 3.42 1.211 .113 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [School district personnel]  

1 50 2.90 1.432 .203 

2 114 2.86 1.432 .134 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Advocacy support groups] 

1 50 3.88 1.256 .178 

2 114 2.66 1.444 .135 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Family / friends] 

1 50 3.44 1.387 .196 

2 114 3.28 1.373 .129 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Educating yourself] 

1 50 4.66 .479 .068 

2 114 4.48 .641 .060 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Your 

child's school district]  

1 50 3.84 1.017 .144 

2 114 3.80 1.090 .102 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Para-

professionals (aides)] 

1 50 4.18 .941 .133 

2 114 4.11 .860 .081 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education teachers] 

1 50 4.10 .909 .129 

2 114 4.21 .770 .072 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Child 

Study Team members] 

1 50 3.90 1.111 .157 

2 114 3.95 .976 .091 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [IEP case 

managers] 

1 50 3.96 1.087 .154 

2 114 3.82 1.107 .104 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [General 

Education teachers]  

1 50 3.78 1.093 .155 

2 114 4.00 .892 .084 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [School 

Administrators] 

1 50 3.58 1.263 .179 

2 114 3.64 1.168 .109 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education district administrators] 

1 50 3.56 1.296 .183 

2 114 3.57 1.182 .111 

20.  Overall, IEP team members maintain positive relations 

with you during IEP meetings. 

1 50 4.28 .834 .118 

2 114 4.16 .937 .088 

21.  Educators provide a welcoming atmosphere for you 

during IEP meetings. 

1 50 4.24 .822 .116 

2 114 4.07 .984 .092 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

22.  You are treated respectfully by educators during IEP 

meetings. 

1 50 4.30 .839 .119 

2 114 4.24 .875 .082 

23.  You are treated as an equal decision maker during IEP 

meetings. 

1 50 3.80 1.262 .178 

2 114 3.72 1.266 .119 

24.  You are able to discuss openly and freely with 

educators during IEP meetings. 

1 50 4.16 .997 .141 

2 114 3.96 1.113 .104 

25.  Your input is valued by IEP team members during IEP 

meetings. 

1 50 3.90 1.216 .172 

2 114 3.92 1.114 .104 

26.  Overall, you feel comfortable during IEP meetings. 1 50 3.84 1.184 .167 

2 114 3.82 1.125 .105 

27.  Overall, IEP meetings have benefitted your child. 1 50 4.22 .815 .115 

2 114 3.82 1.131 .106 
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Table 9 (continued). 

 

28.  Overall, your involvement has enhanced the 

effectiveness of IEP meetings.  

1 50 4.52 .707 .100 

2 114 4.13 .955 .089 

29.  Your decisions influence outcomes of IEP meetings. 1 50 4.14 .926 .131 

2 114 3.82 1.058 .099 

30.  How much 4 would you like to have towards your 

child's IEP meetings? 

1 50 3.66 .745 .105 

2 114 3.67 .700 .066 

31.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment are aligned with 

your child's IEP. 

1 50 2.66 1.479 .209 

2 114 2.68 1.346 .126 

32.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment benefitted your 

child. 

1 50 2.56 1.473 .208 

2 114 2.48 1.371 .128 
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An independent samples t-test was conducted on the two groups that were created to 

investigate this research question, students with an IEP that indicates a disability classification of 

Autism and students with a disability classification other than Autism. This test was conducted in 

order to determine if there was statistical evidence present in the data that demonstrated that the 

population means were significantly different. Results of the test that include items that were 

approaching or achieved statistical significance are presented in Table 10. Correlation was 

considered to be approaching significance at the 0.15 level (2-tailed) or lower and correlation 

was significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) or lower.   
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Table 10 

Results of Independent Samples Test Comparing Students with The Disability Classification 

Autism to Students with Other Disability Classifications   
 

Survey  

Question 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Differen

ce 

Std. 

Error 

Differen

ce 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Low

er 

Upp

er 

8  Equal 

variances 

assumed 

4.886 .028 2.04

0 

162 .043 .378 .185 .012 .744 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.17

9 

109.

848 

.031 .378 .174 .034 .722 
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Table 10 (continued). 

 

11  Equal 

variances 

assumed 

  

.012 .912 1.86

8 

162 .064 .334 .179 -.019 .687 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
1.90

6 

98.2

44 

.060 .334 .175 -.014 .682 

12 

[Disc] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

16.238 .000 -

2.21

1 

162 .028 -.516 .234 -.978 -.055 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

2.35

3 

108.

725 

.020 -.516 .220 -.952 -.081 

18 

[Adv.] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

14.178 .000 5.18

4 

162 .000 1.222 .236 .757 1.68

8 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
5.47

4 

106.

748 

.000 1.222 .223 .780 1.66

5 

18 [Ed

u] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

4.916 .028 1.75

4 

162 .081 .178 .101 -.022 .377 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
1.96

2 

123.

391 

.052 .178 .090 -.002 .357 

27 Equal 

variances 

assumed 

3.995 .047 2.23

0 

162 .027 .395 .177 .045 .746 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed  

  
2.52

6 

127.

261 

.013 .395 .157 .086 .705 
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Table 10 (continued). 

 

28 Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.569 .452 2.58

1 

162 .011 .388 .150 .091 .686 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.89

6 

124.

302 

.004 .388 .134 .123 .654 

29 Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.358 .550 1.82

3 

162 .070 .315 .173 -.026 .657 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
1.92

1 

106.

089 

.057 .315 .164 -.010 .641 

  Analysis of the data revealed five items of statistical significance. In the first, Item 8 

(goals and objectives were thoroughly discussed), there was a significant difference between 

parents in Group 1 (M = 4.08, sd = .966) compared to parents in Group 2 (M = 3.70, sd = 1.144) t 

= 2.040, df = 162, p = .043. This may mean that parents of autistic students felt that their IEP 

teams took more time to review current goals and objectives and that parents have greater 

opportunity to ask questions and to provide input.   

Analysis of Item 12 (disagreements with educators primarily relate to discipline) revealed 

a significant difference between parents of children with autism (M = 2.08, sd = 1.266) and 

parents of children with other disability classifications (M = 2.60, sd = 1.437) t = -2.211, df = 

162, p = .028. This may mean that parents of children with autism have fewer interactions with 

schools that relate to student discipline than other parents of students with disabilities. Students 

with autism may present with challenging behaviors, but these behaviors are a function of the 

nature of their disability and managed through modeling of appropriate behaviors and direct 
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instruction rather than traditional school disciplinary actions such as a teacher or administrative 

detention.  

 In regard to Question 18 (advocacy support groups), there was a significant difference 

between parents in Group 1 (M = 3.88, sd = 1.256) and those in Group 2 (M = 2.66, sd = 1.444) t 

= 5.184, df = 162, p = .000. This may mean that parents of children who are autistic maintained 

larger support networks and more frequently relied on those networks for disability-related 

information and news than their peers who are parents of children with different types of 

disabilities.   

 Review of Item 27 (IEP meetings benefitted the child) revealed a significant difference 

between Group 1 parents (M = 4.22, sd = .815) and those in Group 2 (M = 3.82, sd = 1.131) t = 

2.230, df = 162, p = .027. This may mean that parents of students with autism held a greater 

belief that IEP meetings and the resulting special education services that were provided as a 

result of those meetings benefitted their children compared to other parents of students with an 

IEP. This may be a result of the placement of children into highly individualized programs which 

directly meet the specific learning and life needs of the learner. 

 Analysis of Question 28 (parental involvement enhanced the IEP meeting) revealed a 

significant difference between parents of students with autism (M = 4.52, sd = .707) and their 

peers with children of other disabilities (M = 4.13, sd = .955) t = 2.581, df = 162, p = 

.011. Parents in Group 1 may have felt that their attendance and involvement in their children’s 

IEP meetings had a greater and more beneficial impact on the ultimate design of their child’s IEP 

than did their Group 2 peers.   

 Further examination of the output revealed three areas that approached statistical 

significance. Regarding Item 11 (educators allow enough time for parental questions and 
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concerns), data approached a significant difference between Group 1 (M = 4.22, sd = 1.016) 

parents and those in Group 2 (M = 3.89, sd = 1.071) t = 1.868, df = 162, p = .064. This may 

indicate that IEP meetings that involve parents of students with autism tend to last longer and 

prioritize time for parental feedback, input, and questions.   

 Continuing to review the tables, results approached significance in Item 18 (educating 

yourself about IEPs and special education law). Parents of students with autism responded more 

affirmatively (M = 4.66, sd = .479) than parents of children with other disabilities (M = 4.48, sd 

= .641) t = 1.754, df = 162, p = .081, which may mean that these parents felt the need to educate 

themselves about the complex nature of an autism diagnosis to a greater extent than other parents 

of children with disabilities.   

 Finally, Question 29 (parental decisions influence IEP outcomes) approached statistical 

significance between parents in Group 1 (M = 4.14, sd = .926) and Group 2 (M = 3.82, sd = 

1.058) t = 1.823, df = 162, p = .070. This may mean that parents of children with autism feel that 

their participation and presence in IEP meetings has a greater and more beneficial effect in the 

design and delivery of special education services for their children than to parents of students 

with other disabilities who receive services through an IEP.   

Research Question 2 

 Research Question 2 asked: Are there significant differences between parents of students 

with disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the educational 

placement of their children? In order to answer this question and to quantify educational 

placement, survey respondents were asked to select from one of three choices that described the 

overall academic day of their children receiving special education and related services: a general 

education classroom, a resource classroom, or self-contained setting.   
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For the purpose of this study, a general education classroom refers to a setting where the 

majority of students do not receive special education services and a course in which the 

curriculum is not modified to meet the needs of specific learning styles or abilities. In general 

education, particularly in secondary schools, students will switch classrooms as they follow their 

daily schedule of courses. A resource classroom refers to a setting where all students receive 

specialized academic instruction in a grade level curriculum that is modified to depth and breadth 

of content. Similar to students in general education programs, students will switch classrooms 

throughout the day while transitioning between academic and elective courses.   

A self-contained setting refers to a type of classroom in which an academic curriculum is 

highly modified to meet the needs of unique learning profiles and/or individualized for each 

student in accordance with the goals and objectives outlined in individual IEPs. Customarily, 

students in self-contained settings will remain in one classroom throughout the day and may 

occasionally leave their classroom for a common lunch period, physical education, and other 

highly structured learning environments. For the purpose of this study, a self-contained 

classroom also referred to schools that were designated for students with disabilities, or 

hospital/homebound settings with individualized instruction. 

In order to achieve a larger sample size and to compare data, two groups were created. 

The first group, encoded using a “1,” were those survey participants who indicated that their 

children with disabilities spent the majority of their school day in what are considered to be less 

restrictive, general education programs that may include co-taught, single teacher, or honors 

level classes. The second group, encoded using a “2,” were those parents who indicated that their 

children spent the majority of their school day in academic programs that are considered to be 
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more restrictive settings including resource and self-contained classrooms. Group statistics are 

presented in Table 11. 

Table 11 

Descriptive Statistics: Academic Setting of Students with Disabilities 

 
Your child spends the majority of her/his 

academic day in N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

7.  Overall, the majority of your IEP meeting 

experiences have been positive. 

1 107 3.78 1.119 .108 

2 57 3.98 1.126 .149 

8.  During the majority of your child's IEP 

meetings, student goals and objectives are 

thoroughly discussed. 

1 107 3.68 1.078 .104 

2 57 4.07 1.116 .148 

9.  Sufficient amount of time is allotted to 

conduct an effective IEP meeting. 

1 107 3.73 1.033 .100 

2 57 3.98 1.302 .173 

10.  The majority of IEP meetings that you have 

attended have been productive as educators use 

allotted time wisely. 

1 107 3.73 1.033 .100 

2 57 4.04 1.052 .139  
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

11.  Educators provide you enough time during 

IEP meetings to express concerns, ask questions, 

and provide input regarding your child's 

educational programming. 

1 107 3.87 1.074 .104 

2 57 4.21 1.013 .134 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during 

IEP meetings primarily pertain to [No 

disagreements] 

1 107 2.86 1.437 .139 

2 57 3.32 1.429 .189 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during 

IEP meetings primarily pertain to [Academic 

curriculum] 

1 107 2.91 1.370 .132 

2 57 2.70 1.414 .187 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during 

IEP meetings primarily pertain to [Placement] 

1 107 2.87 1.408 .136 

2 57 2.68 1.429 .189 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during 

IEP meetings primarily pertain to [Related 

Services]  

1 107 3.22 1.396 .135 

2 57 2.67 1.367 .181 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during 

IEP meetings primarily pertain to [Discipline] 

1 107 2.51 1.430 .138 

2 57 2.30 1.322 .175 

13.  You have a clear understanding regarding 

services that your child's school district is to 

provide for your child under special education 

law. 

1 107 3.81 1.304 .126 

2 57 3.96 1.068 .142 

14.  You have realistic expectations regarding 

services that school districts can provide for your 

child. 

1 107 4.06 1.008 .097 

2 57 4.42 .498 .066 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

15.  Your child's school district has provided you 

with sufficient knowledge / education regarding 

special education law and the IEP process.  

1 107 3.20 1.328 .128 

2 57 3.54 1.297 .172 

16.  You desire more knowledge regarding 

special education law and the IEP process. 

1 107 3.35 1.074 .104 

2 57 3.28 1.176 .156 

17.  Your child's educators are knowledgeable 

enough of special education law to effectively 

serve your child within the IEP process. 

1 107 3.29 1.190 .115 

2 57 3.86 1.093 .145 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding 

special education law derives from [School 

district personnel] 

1 107 2.78 1.416 .137 

2 57 3.05 1.444 .191 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding 

special education law derives from [Advocacy 

support groups]  

1 107 3.03 1.501 .145 

2 57 3.04 1.500 .199 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding 

special education law derives from [Family / 

friends] 

1 107 3.27 1.398 .135 

2 57 3.44 1.337 .177 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding 

special education law derives from [Educating 

yourself] 

1 107 4.60 .597 .058 

2 57 4.42 .596 .079 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[Your child's school district] 

1 107 3.74 1.040 .101 

2 57 3.95 1.109 .147 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[Para-professionals (aides)] 

1 107 3.99 .947 .092 

2 57 4.40 .678 .090 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[Special Education teachers] 

1 107 4.05 .884 .085 

2 57 4.42 .596 .079 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[Child Study Team members] 

1 107 3.86 1.041 .101 

2 57 4.07 .961 .127 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[IEP case managers] 

1 107 3.79 1.174 .113 

2 57 4.02 .935 .124 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[General Education teachers] 

1 107 3.97 .906 .088 

2 57 3.86 1.060 .140 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[School Administrators] 

1 107 3.58 1.244 .120 

2 57 3.70 1.101 .146 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards 

[Special Education district administrators] 

1 107 3.41 1.266 .122 

2 57 3.86 1.060 .140 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

20.  Overall, IEP team members maintain positive 

relations with you during IEP meetings. 

1 107 4.07 .984 .095 

2 57 4.44 .682 .090 

21.  Educators provide a welcoming atmosphere 

for you during IEP meetings. 

1 107 4.02 1.019 .098 

2 57 4.32 .736 .097 

22.  You are treated respectfully by educators 

during IEP meetings. 

1 107 4.18 .909 .088 

2 57 4.40 .753 .100 

23.  You are treated as an equal decision maker 

during IEP meetings. 

1 107 3.70 1.215 .117 

2 57 3.82 1.351 .179 

24.  You are able to discuss openly and freely 

with educators during IEP meetings. 

1 107 3.96 1.045 .101 

2 57 4.14 1.141 .151 

25.  Your input is valued by IEP team members 

during IEP meetings. 

1 107 3.85 1.114 .108 

2 57 4.04 1.195 .158 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

26.  Overall, you feel comfortable during IEP 

meetings. 

1 107 3.76 1.080 .104 

2 57 3.95 1.245 .165 

27.  Overall, IEP meetings have benefitted your 

child. 

1 107 3.88 1.079 .104 

2 57 4.07 1.015 .134 

28.  Overall, your involvement has enhanced the 

effectiveness of IEP meetings. 

1 107 4.24 .960 .093 

2 57 4.26 .791 .105 

29.  Your decisions influence outcomes of IEP 

meetings. 

1 107 3.86 1.014 .098 

2 57 4.04 1.052 .139 

30.  How much 4 would you like to have towards 

your child's IEP meetings? 

1 107 3.70 .730 .071 

2 57 3.60 .678 .090 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

31.  Special education services delivered for an 

extended period of time in an online environment 

are aligned with your child's IEP. 

1 107 2.61 1.337 .129 

2 57 2.81 1.469 .195 

32.  Special education services delivered for an 

extended period of time in an online environment 

benefitted your child. 

1 107 2.51 1.348 .130 

2 57 2.49 1.501 .199 

 

 An independent samples t-test was conducted on the two groups that were created to 

investigate this research question, students in less restrictive academic environments and those 

students in more restrictive environments. This test was conducted in order to determine if there 

was statistical evidence present in the data that provided evidence that the population means 

were significantly different. Results of the test that include items that were approaching or 

achieved statistical significance are presented in Table 12. Correlation was considered to be 

approaching significance at the 0.15 level (2-tailed) or lower and correlation was significant at 

the 0.05 level (2-tailed) or lower. 
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Table 12 

Results of Independent Samples Test Comparing Reported Academic Placement of Children 

Receiving Special Education and Related Services That Approach or Achieve Statistical 

Significance 

 

  

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

  

F Sig. t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

 

 

8.  During the majority of 

your child's IEP meetings, 

student goals and 

objectives are thoroughly 

discussed. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.598 .441 -

2.168 

162 .032   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

2.145 

111.039 .034   

10.  The majority of IEP 

meetings that you have 

attended have been 

productive as educators 

use allotted time wisely. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.772 .381 -

1.796 

162 .074   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed  

  
-

1.786 

112.655 .077   
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Table 12 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with 

educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [No 

disagreements] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.128 .721 -

1.939 

162 .054   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

1.942 

114.979 .055   

12.  Your disagreements with 

educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Related 

Services] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.033 .856 2.453 162 .015   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.469 116.509 .015   

13.  You have a clear 

understanding regarding services 

that your child's school district is 

to provide for your child under 

special education law. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

6.739 .010 -.754 162 .452   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-.801 135.172 .424   

14.  You have realistic 

expectations regarding services 

that school districts can provide 

for your child. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

2.637 .106 -

2.569 

162 .011   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

3.102 

161.302 .002   
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Table 12 (continued). 

 

15.  Your child's school district 

has provided you with sufficient 

knowledge / education regarding 

special education law and the 

IEP process. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

2.311 .130 -

1.609 

162 .109   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

1.621 

116.792 .108   

17.  Your child's educators are 

knowledgeable enough of 

special education law to 

effectively serve your child 

within the IEP process. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

1.619 .205 -

3.004 

162 .003   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

3.083 

123.105 .003   

18.  The majority of your 

knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from 

[Educating yourself] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.132 .717 1.811 162 .072   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
1.811 114.485 .073   

19.  Your overall relationship is 

positive towards [Para-

professionals (aides)] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.310 .578 -

2.917 

162 .004   

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

3.221 

148.282 .002   
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Table 12 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship 

is positive towards [Special 

Education teachers] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.086 .770 -

2.868 

162 .005   

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  
-

3.218 

153.054 .002   

19.  Your overall relationship 

is positive towards [Special 

Education district 

administrators] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

15.189 .000 -

2.281 

162 .024   

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  
-

2.408 

132.942 .017   

20.  Overall, IEP team 

members maintain positive 

relations with you during IEP 

meetings. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.139 .710 -

2.554 

162 .012   

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  
-

2.846 

150.962 .005   

21.  Educators provide a 

welcoming atmosphere for 

you during IEP meetings. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.170 .681 -

1.947 

162 .053   

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  
-

2.145 

147.490 .034   

22.  You are treated 

respectfully by educators 

during IEP meetings. 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.007 .936 -

1.605 

162 .110   

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  
-

1.700 

134.102 .091   
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 Data analysis revealed eight items of statistical significance. With regard to Question 8 

(thorough discussion of goals and objectives), there was a significant difference between parents 

of students with disabilities who spent the majority of their academic day in less restrictive 

environments (M = 3.68, sd = 1.078) than those parents whose children with disabilities spent the 

majority of their academic day in more restrictive environments (M = 4.07, sd = 1.116) t = -

1.977, df = 162, p = .050. This may mean that parents of students with greater disabilities, who 

spent the majority of their days in more restrictive environments, found that school staff took the 

time to comprehensively discuss IEP goals and objectives.   

Note that for the purpose of further discussion of data analysis related to Research 

Question 2, the group of parents of students with disabilities who spent the majority of their 

academic day in less restrictive environments may be referred to as “Group 1” parents while 

those parents whose children spent the majority of their academic day in more restrictive 

environments may be referred to as “Group 2” parents. 

 In examining Item 12 (disagreements primarily over related services), there was a 

significant difference between the Group 1 parents (M = 3.22, sd = 1.396) and those in Group 2 

(m = 2.67, sd = 1.367) t = 2.453, df = 162, p = .015. This may mean that parents of students with 

disabilities who spent the majority of their academic day in less restrictive environments such as 

general education settings experienced fewer disagreements with related service providers. This 

may be due to the fact that the academic needs of students were not so great as to frequently 

require specialized services such as speech, occupational therapy, or physical therapy for 

students to access academic curricula in less restrictive environments.   

 Reviewing Question 14 (parents have realistic expectations of services that districts can 

provide in an IEP), there was a significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 4.06, sd = 
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1.008) and those in Group 2 (M = 4.42, sd = 0.498) t = -2.569, df = 162, p = .011. This may mean 

that parents of students with more severe disabilities which required placement in more 

restrictive academic environments had a greater awareness of the nature and scope of 

interventions and services that were provided by school districts.  

With regard to Question 17 (educators are knowledgeable of special education law), there 

was a significant difference between parents of students in less restrictive academic 

environments (M = 3.29, sd = 1.190) versus those parents of students in more restrictive 

academic environments (M-3.86, 1.093) t = -3.004, df = 162, p = .003. This may mean that 

parents did not feel that general education teachers had a strong familiarity with special 

education law. Conversely, those parents whose children with disabilities were in more 

restrictive school environments that were commonly staffed by special education teachers may 

have felt that those teachers had a greater understanding of special education related law. 

When reviewing Item 19 (positive relations with paraprofessionals / aides), there was a 

significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 3.99, sd = 0.947) and those in Group 2 

(M = 4.40, sd = 0.678) t = -2.917, df = 162, p = .004. This may mean that parents of students 

with disabilities in more restrictive environments had more interactions with paraprofessional 

staff members who directly supported their children, which may have led to an increase of trust 

in relationships. With regard to another item within Question 19 (positive relations with special 

education teachers), there was a significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 4.05, sd 

= 0.884) and those in Group 2 (M = 4.42, sd = 0.596) t = -2.868, df = 162, p = .005. This may 

mean that parents of students with disabilities who spent the majority of their academic day in 

more restrictive environments enjoyed more positive and trusting relationships with special 

educators than their Group 1 peers. A final item in Question 19 (relations with district level 
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special education administrators) revealed a significant difference between parents in Group 1 

(M = 3.41, sd = 1.266) and parents in Group 2 (M = 3.86, sd = 1.060) t = -2.281, df = 162, p = 

.024. This may mean that parents of students with disabilities in more restrictive environments 

had better relationships with special education administrators compared to their peers in Group 1, 

possibly as a result of having had more years in the world of special education and more positive 

contacts with administrators.   

With regard to Item 20 (positive relations with IEP teams), there was a significant 

difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 4.07, sd = 0.984) and those in Group 2 (M = 4.44, sd 

= 0.682) t = -2.554, df = 162, p = .012. This may mean that parents of students who spent the 

majority of their day in more restrictive academic environments had a more positive view of 

their interactions and relations with the IEP team as a whole as compared to parents whose 

children were in less restrictive environments, perhaps as a result of a greater number of contacts 

with staff over time.     

Further analysis of the data revealed six items that approached statistical significance. In 

Item 10 (educators use allotted time wisely), data approached a significant difference between 

parents of students in less restrictive environments (M = 3.73, sd = 1.033) compared to parents of 

students in more restrictive academic environments (M = 4.04, sd = 1.052) t = -1.796, df = 162, p 

= .078. This may mean that parents of students with disabilities in more restrictive environments 

felt a greater sense that IEP meetings time is used effectively for their children. Reviewing Item 

12 (disagreements with educators), data approached a significant difference between parents of 

students in less restrictive environments (M = 2.86, sd = 1.437) compared to their peers who 

were parents of students in more restrictive academic environments (M = 3.32, sd = 1.429) t = -

1.939, df = 162, p = .054. This may mean that parents of students with disabilities in less 
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restrictive environments such as general education settings felt that they had more disagreements 

with educators than did parents of children in more restrictive academic environments.  

 With regard to Question 15 (sufficient knowledge of special education law and process), 

data approached a significant difference between Group 1 parents (M = 3.20, sd = 1.328) 

compared to those parents in Group 2 (M = 3.54, sd = 1.297) t = -1.609, df = 162, p = .109. This 

may mean that parents of students with disabilities in more restrictive environments felt that they 

had greater knowledge of special education law and the IEP development process than did 

parents of students in less restrictive environments, perhaps as a result of the more intensive 

medical and educational needs of their children and their response to seeking information.   

 In Item 18 (educating oneself about special education law), data approached a significant 

difference between parents of students in less restrictive environments (M = 4.60, sd = 0.597) 

compared to parents of students in more restrictive environments (M = 4.42, sd = 0.596) t = 

1.811, df = 162, p = 0.072. This may mean that parents of students with disabilities in Group 1 

felt that they needed to educate themselves to gain knowledge about special education law more 

so than did parents of students in Group 2, perhaps as a result of the greater needs of their 

children. 

 In an examination of Item 21 (educators provide a welcome environment for IEP 

meetings), data approached a significant difference between parents of students in less restrictive 

environments (M = 4.02, sd = 1.019) compared to parents of students in more restrictive 

environments (M = 4.32, sd = 0.736) t = -1.947, df =162, p = 0.053. This may mean that parents 

of students with disabilities in more restrictive environments felt more comfortable with 

educators and found warmer and more welcoming environments for IEP meetings than did 

parents of students with disabilities in less restrictive environments.   
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 With regard to Question 22 (parents feel treated respectfully by educators), data 

approached a significant difference between parents of students in less restrictive environments 

(M = 4.18, sd = 0.909) compared to their peers whose children attended school more restrictive 

programs (M = 4.40, sd = 0.753) t = -1.605, df = 162, p = 0.110. This may mean that parents of 

students with disabilities in more restrictive environments found their relations with educators to 

have been more positive and that they were treated with respect by school staff more than parents 

of students with disabilities in less restrictive environments.   

Research Question 3 

 Research Question 3 was: Are there significant differences between parents of students 

with disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the level of 

schooling of their children? In order to answer this question, survey respondents selected one of 

four levels of schooling for their children with disabilities: early childhood education including 

pre-school, elementary school, middle school, or high school. In order to achieve a larger sample 

size and to compare data, two groups were created. The first group, considered in this study to be 

younger students as described by grade level, was created by combining children in early 

education and elementary school programs. This group was encoded with a “1” prior to data 

analysis using SPSS. The second group, considered to be older students by grade level, was 

created by combining students in secondary school programs, both middle and high school. This 

second group was encoded using a “2” in order to run data through SPSS in order to compare the 

two groups. Group statistics are presented in Table 13. 
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Table 13 

Descriptive Statistics: Grade Level of Students 

 Survey item number 3.  What is the current 

grade level of your 

child receiving special 

education services? N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

7.  Overall, the majority of your IEP 

meeting experiences have been positive. 

1 72 4.01 1.094 

2 92 3.72 1.132 

8.  During the majority of your child's 

IEP meetings, student goals and 

objectives are thoroughly discussed. 

1 72 3.96 1.106 

2 92 3.71 1.095 

9.  Sufficient amount of time is allotted 

to conduct an effective IEP meeting. 

1 72 3.94 1.174 

2 92 3.72 1.103 

10.  The majority of IEP meetings that 

you have attended have been productive 

as educators use allotted time wisely. 

1 72 3.89 1.145 

2 92 3.79 .967 

11.  Educators provide you enough time 

during IEP meetings to express 

concerns, ask questions, and provide 

input regarding your child's educational 

programming. 

1 72 4.03 1.138 

2 92 3.96 1.005 
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Table 13 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [No disagreements] 

1 72 3.22 1.465 

2 92 2.86 1.419 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Academic curriculum] 

1 72 2.75 1.371 

2 92 2.90 1.399 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Placement] 

1 72 2.65 1.455 

2 92 2.92 1.377 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Related Services] 

1 72 2.97 1.453 

2 92 3.08 1.377 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP meetings 

primarily pertain to [Discipline] 

1 72 2.31 1.430 

2 92 2.54 1.362 

13.  You have a clear understanding regarding services that your 

child's school district is to provide for your child under special 

education law. 

1 72 3.76 1.316 

2 92 3.95 1.152 

14.  You have realistic expectations regarding services that school 

districts can provide for your child. 

1 72 4.13 .887 

2 92 4.23 .878 
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Table 13 (continued).  

 

15.  Your child's school district has provided you with sufficient 

knowledge / education regarding special education law and the IEP 

process. 

1 72 3.31 1.328 

2 92 3.33 1.327 

16.  You desire more knowledge regarding special education law 

and the IEP process. 

1 72 3.50 1.126 

2 92 3.18 1.079 

17.  Your child's educators are knowledgeable enough of special 

education law to effectively serve your child within the IEP process. 

1 72 3.61 1.133 

2 92 3.39 1.222 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special education 

law derives from [School district personnel] 

1 72 2.78 1.465 

2 92 2.95 1.401 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special education 

law derives from [Advocacy support groups] 

1 72 2.93 1.495 

2 92 3.11 1.501 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special education 

law derives from [Family / friends] 

1 72 3.25 1.432 

2 92 3.39 1.334 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special education 

law derives from [Educating yourself] 

1 72 4.58 .575 

2 92 4.50 .620 
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Table 13 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Your child's 

school district] 

1 72 3.94 1.019 

2 92 3.71 1.095 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Para-professionals 

(aides)] 

1 72 4.28 .736 

2 92 4.02 .972 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special Education 

teachers] 

1 72 4.28 .843 

2 92 4.10 .785 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Child Study Team 

members] 

1 72 4.06 .948 

2 92 3.84 1.062 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [IEP case 

managers] 

1 72 3.82 1.142 

2 92 3.90 1.070 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [General Education 

teachers] 

1 72 4.10 .966 

2 92 3.80 .940 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [School 

Administrators] 

1 72 3.97 1.034 

2 92 3.35 1.244 
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Table 13 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special Education 

district administrators] 

1 72 3.81 1.171 

2 92 3.38 1.221 

20.  Overall, IEP team members maintain positive relations with you 

during IEP meetings. 

1 72 4.25 .931 

2 92 4.15 .889 

21.  Educators provide a welcoming atmosphere for you during IEP 

meetings. 

1 72 4.17 1.035 

2 92 4.09 .860 

22.  You are treated respectfully by educators during IEP meetings. 1 72 4.35 .858 

2 92 4.18 .864 

23.  You are treated as an equal decision maker during IEP meetings. 1 72 3.83 1.289 

2 92 3.67 1.241 

24.  You are able to discuss openly and freely with educators during 

IEP meetings. 

1 72 4.10 1.090 

2 92 3.97 1.074 

25.  Your input is valued by IEP team members during IEP 

meetings. 

1 72 3.93 1.130 

2 92 3.90 1.158 
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Table 13 (continued). 

 

26.  Overall, you feel comfortable during IEP meetings. 1 72 3.90 1.115 

2 92 3.76 1.161 

27.  Overall, IEP meetings have benefitted your child. 1 72 3.99 1.041 

2 92 3.91 1.076 

28.  Overall, your involvement has enhanced the effectiveness of 

IEP meetings. 

1 72 4.28 .982 

2 92 4.23 .840 

29.  Your decisions influence outcomes of IEP meetings. 1 72 3.99 1.041 

2 92 3.87 1.019 

30.  How much more influence would you like to have towards your 

child's IEP meetings? 

1 72 3.64 .737 

2 92 3.68 .694 

31.  Special education services delivered for an extended period of 

time in an online environment are aligned with your child's IEP. 

1 72 2.58 1.392 

2 92 2.75 1.380 

32.  Special education services delivered for an extended period of 

time in an online environment benefitted your child. 

1 72 2.36 1.367 

2 92 2.62 1.421 
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An independent samples t-test was conducted on the two groups, parents of younger 

students and parents of older students, created to investigate this research question. This test was 

conducted in order to determine if there was statistical evidence presented in the data that 

provides evidence that the population means were significantly different. Results of the test that 

include items that were approaching or achieved statistical significance are presented in Table 

14. Correlation was considered to be approaching significance at the 0.15 level (2-tailed) or 

lower and correlation was significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).   
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Table 14 

Results of Independent Samples Test Comparing Reported Grade Level of Children Receiving 

Special Education and Related Services That Approach or Achieve Statistical Significance 

 

 Survey  

Question 

Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F 

Sig

. T df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed

) 

Mean 

Differenc

e 

Std. 

Error 

Differenc

e 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lowe

r 

Uppe

r 

7 Equal variances 

assumed 

2.96

3 

.087 1.68

9 

162 .093 .296 .176 -.050 .643 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

    1.69

6 

154.95

9 

.092 .296 .175 -.049 .642 

8 Equal variances 

assumed 

1.60

8 

.207 1.45

5 

162 .148 .252 .173 -.090 .594 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

    1.45

3 

151.92

5 

.148 .252 .173 -.091 .594 

12 Equal variances 

assumed 

.351 .555 1.60

5 

162 .110 .364 .226 -.084 .811 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

    1.59

9 

150.28

3 

.112 .364 .227 -.086 .813 

16 Equal variances 

assumed 

.093 .761 1.82

2 

162 .070 .315 .173 -.026 .657 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

    1.81

2 

149.45

8 

.072 .315 .174 -.028 .659 
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Table 14 (continued). 

 

19[Para-

profession

als (aides)] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.011 .916 1.85

7 

162 .065 .256 .138 -.016 .528 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 

    1.92

0 

161.84

2 

.057 .256 .133 -.007 .519 

19[School 

Administr

ators] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

19.2

44 

.000 3.43

0 

162 .001 .624 .182 .265 .984 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 

    3.50

8 

161.38

5 

.001 .624 .178 .273 .976 

19[Special 

Education 

district 

administra

tors] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

5.13

7 

.025 2.25

3 

162 .026 .425 .189 .053 .798 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 

    2.26

5 

155.45

9 

.025 .425 .188 .054 .796 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 

    -

1.18

1 

155.24

4 

.239 -.258 .219 -.691 .174 

 

 Data analysis revealed two items of statistical significance. In the first, Item 19 (relation 

with school administrators) there was a significant difference between parents of younger 

children receiving special education services (M = 3.97, sd = 1.034) compared to parents of older 

children receiving similar services (M = 3.35, sd = 1.244) t = 3.430, df = 162, p = .001. This may 

mean that the relationships with parents of students with disabilities and school administrators 

eroded or worsened over time from the viewpoint of parents, perhaps as a result of a perceived 

lack of appropriate services, support, and trust. A similar finding was present in a separate item 

of Item 19 (relations with district administrators). In this item, there was a significant difference 



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            124 

 

between parents of younger children (M = 3.81, sd = 1.171) and older children (M = 3.38, sd = 

1.221) t = 2.253, df = 162, p = .026 who receive special education and related services. This 

suggests that parents who have been involved with special education services longer have 

experienced worsening relationships with district administrators over time. 

Further analysis of the data revealed five items that approached statistical significance. 

With regard to Question 7 (overall IEP meetings that are positive), data approached statistical 

significance between parents of younger students (M = 4.01, sd = 1.094) compared to parents of 

older students (M = 3.72, sd = 1.132) t = 1.689, df = 162, p = .093. This may mean that parents of 

younger children who were newer to the world of special education had better relationships with 

educators and that those relationships may have degraded over time due to negative experiences 

and a lack of trust in educators and school districts.   

 With regard to Item 8 (thorough discussion of IEP goals and objectives), data approached 

a significant difference between parents of younger students (M = 3.96, sd = 1.106) compared to 

parents of older students (M = 3.71, sd = 1.095) t = 1.455, df = 162, p = .148. This may mean that 

parents of younger students were more satisfied that school staff members reviewed in detail the 

goals and objectives within the IEPs of their children.   

 Continuing to examine this research question, Question 12 (disagreements with educators 

- no disagreements), data approached a significant difference between parents of younger 

students (M = 3.22, sd = 1.465) compared to parents of older students (M = 2.86, sd = 1.419) t = 

1.605, df = 162, p = .110. This may mean that parents of younger students had fewer 

disagreements and had more trusting relationships with teachers and school staff as compared to 

parents of older students. 
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With regard to Item 16 (knowledge of special education law and the IEP process), data 

approached a significant difference between parents of younger students (M = 3.50, sd = 1.126) 

compared to parents of older students (M = 3.18, sd = 1.079) t = 1.822, df = 162, p = .070. This 

may mean that parents of younger children with disabilities who received special education and 

related services sought more knowledge of special education law and information about the IEP 

process in general, while parents of older students did not prioritize this knowledge as they were 

more familiar with the law and experienced with the process.   

In review of Question 19 (relationships with paraprofessionals / aides), data approached a 

significant difference between parents of younger students (M = 4.28, sd = 0.736) compared to 

parents of older students (M = 4.02, sd = 0.972) t = 1.874, df = 162, i = .065. This may suggest 

that parents of younger children had stronger and more trusting relationships with their 

children’s paraprofessionals / teachers’ aides than did parents of older children.   

Research Question 4 

 Research Question 4 was:  Are there significant differences between parents of students 

with disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on their perception 

of the size of their school district? In order to address this question, parents were asked to 

provide their interpretation of the size of their school district using one of three choices: small 

district, medium district, or large district. In order to further analyze data and for the purpose of 

this study, parents who indicated that their children with disabilities attended school in small 

districts were grouped together and referred to as “Group 1,” while parents who indicated that 

their children with disabilities attend school in medium or large districts were grouped together 

and referred to as “Group 2.” Throughout this section, Group 1 refers to parents in smaller-sized 
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school districts while Group 2 refers to parents in larger-sized school districts. The encoded 

group information was analyzed using SPSS. Group statistics are presented in Table 15 

Table 15 

Group Statistics: Parents of Students with Disabilities in Smaller vs. Larger Districts 

 

Group Statistics 

  6. How do you 

perceive the size of 

the school district 

your child currently 

attends? N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

7.  Overall, the majority of 

your IEP meeting 

experiences have been 

positive. 

1 38 3.97 1.127 .183 

2 126 3.81 1.122 .100 

8.  During the majority of 

your child's IEP meetings, 

student goals and objectives 

are thoroughly discussed. 

1 38 3.71 1.183 .192 

2 126 3.85 1.081 .096 
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Table 15 (continued).  

 

9.  Sufficient amount of time is allotted to conduct an 

effective IEP meeting. 

1 38 4.00 1.065 .173 

2 126 3.76 1.155 .103 

10.  The majority of IEP meetings that you have attended 

have been productive as educators use allotted time wisely. 

1 38 3.84 1.053 .171 

2 126 3.83 1.049 .093 

11.  Educators provide you enough time during IEP 

meetings to express concerns, ask questions, and provide 

input regarding your child's educational programming. 

1 38 4.18 .896 .145 

2 126 3.93 1.104 .098 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [No disagreements] 

1 38 3.16 1.516 .246 

2 126 2.98 1.428 .127 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Academic curriculum] 

1 38 2.89 1.410 .229 

2 126 2.82 1.382 .123 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Placement] 

1 38 2.95 1.469 .238 

2 126 2.76 1.400 .125 
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Table 15 (continued). 

 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Related Services] 

1 38 2.89 1.410 .229 

2 126 3.07 1.410 .126 

12.  Your disagreements with educators during IEP 

meetings primarily pertain to [Discipline] 

1 38 2.63 1.422 .231 

2 126 2.38 1.385 .123 

13.  You have a clear understanding regarding services that 

your child's school district is to provide for your child under 

special education law. 

1 38 3.82 1.312 .213 

2 126 3.88 1.204 .107 

14.  You have realistic expectations regarding services that 

school districts can provide for your child. 

1 38 4.26 1.005 .163 

2 126 4.16 .843 .075 

15.  Your child's school district has provided you with 

sufficient knowledge / education regarding special 

education law and the IEP process. 

1 38 3.55 1.267 .206 

2 126 3.25 1.337 .119 

16.  You desire more knowledge regarding special 

education law and the IEP process. 

1 38 3.13 1.256 .204 

2 126 3.38 1.057 .094 
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Table 15 (continued). 

 

17.  Your child's educators are knowledgeable enough of 

special education law to effectively serve your child within 

the IEP process. 

1 38 3.71 1.137 .184 

2 126 3.42 1.196 .107 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [School district personnel] 

1 38 3.13 1.319 .214 

2 126 2.79 1.455 .130 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Advocacy support groups] 

1 38 2.58 1.407 .228 

2 126 3.17 1.501 .134 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Family / friends] 

1 38 3.13 1.436 .233 

2 126 3.39 1.356 .121 

18.  The majority of your knowledge regarding special 

education law derives from [Educating yourself] 

1 38 4.68 .471 .076 

2 126 4.49 .629 .056 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Your 

child's school district] 

1 38 3.87 1.143 .185 

2 126 3.79 1.046 .093 
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Table 15 (continued). 

 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Para-

professionals (aides)] 

1 38 3.92 1.100 .178 

2 126 4.20 .800 .071 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education teachers] 

1 38 3.97 1.127 .183 

2 126 4.24 .686 .061 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Child 

Study Team members] 

1 38 3.82 1.111 .180 

2 126 3.97 .987 .088 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [IEP case 

managers] 

1 38 3.87 1.070 .174 

2 126 3.87 1.112 .099 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [General 

Education teachers] 

1 38 4.03 1.078 .175 

2 126 3.90 .925 .082 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [School 

Administrators] 

1 38 3.63 1.261 .205 

2 126 3.62 1.179 .105 

19.  Your overall relationship is positive towards [Special 

Education district administrators] 

1 38 3.71 1.250 .203 

2 126 3.52 1.205 .107 
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Table 15 (continued). 

 

20.  Overall, IEP team members maintain positive relations 

with you during IEP meetings. 

1 38 4.18 .982 .159 

2 126 4.20 .886 .079 

21.  Educators provide a welcoming atmosphere for you 

during IEP meetings. 

1 38 4.16 .973 .158 

2 126 4.11 .931 .083 

22.  You are treated respectfully by educators during IEP 

meetings. 

1 38 4.29 1.011 .164 

2 126 4.25 .817 .073 

23.  You are treated as an equal decision maker during IEP 

meetings. 

1 38 3.89 1.158 .188 

2 126 3.70 1.292 .115 

24.  You are able to discuss openly and freely with 

educators during IEP meetings. 

1 38 4.32 .933 .151 

2 126 3.94 1.108 .099 

25.  Your input is valued by IEP team members during IEP 

meetings. 

1 38 4.21 .991 .161 

2 126 3.83 1.174 .105 

26.  Overall, you feel comfortable during IEP meetings. 1 38 3.97 1.052 .171 

2 126 3.78 1.165 .104 
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Table 15 (continued). 

 

27.  Overall, IEP meetings have benefitted your child. 1 38 3.89 1.008 .163 

2 126 3.96 1.076 .096 

28.  Overall, your involvement has enhanced the 

effectiveness of IEP meetings. 

1 38 4.16 1.053 .171 

2 126 4.28 .855 .076 

29.  Your decisions influence outcomes of IEP meetings. 1 38 3.84 1.053 .171 

2 126 3.94 1.022 .091 

30.  How much 4 would you like to have towards your 

child's IEP meetings? 

1 38 3.66 .745 .121 

2 126 3.67 .704 .063 

31.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment are aligned with 

your child's IEP. 

1 38 2.74 1.329 .216 

2 126 2.66 1.404 .125 

32.  Special education services delivered for an extended 

period of time in an online environment benefitted your 

child. 

1 38 2.39 1.306 .212 

2 126 2.54 1.429 .127 
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An independent samples t-test was conducted on the two groups, smaller school districts 

and larger school districts, that were created to investigate this research question. This test was 

conducted in order to determine if there was statistical evidence presented in the data that 

provides evidence that the population means were significantly different. Results of the test that 

include items that were approaching or achieved statistical significance are presented in Table 

16. Correlation was considered to be approaching significance at the 0.15 level (2-tailed) or 

lower and correlation was significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).   
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Table 16 

Results of Independent Samples Test Comparing Reported Size of School Districts of Children 

Receiving Special Education and Related Services That Approach or Achieve Statistical 

Significance 

 

  

Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F 

Sig

. t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Differen

ce 

Std. 

Error 

Differen

ce 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

18 

[Advocac

y support 

groups] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

1.987 .161 -

2.146 

162 .033 -.588 .274 -

1.12

9 

-.047 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

2.222 

64.489 .030 -.588 .265 -

1.11

6 

-.059 

18  

[Educati

ng 

yourself

] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

5.00

8 

.027 1.74

0 

162 .084 .192 .110 -

.026 

.410 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.02

7 

80.62

3 

.046 .192 .095 .004 .381 

19 

[Para-

professi

onals 

(aides)] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

2.14

3 

.145 -

1.70

7 

162 .090 -.277 .162 -

.598 

.043 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

1.44

4 

49.38

2 

.155 -.277 .192 -

.663 

.109 
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Table 16 (continued). 

 

19 

[Special 

Educati

on 

teachers

] 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

4.68

3 

.032 -

1.76

8 

162 .079 -.264 .150 -

.560 

.031 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
-

1.37

2 

45.57

1 

.177 -.264 .193 -

.652 

.124 

24 Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.002 .969 1.91

4 

162 .057 .379 .198 -

.012 

.771 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.09

9 

71.35

3 

.039 .379 .181 .019 .740 

25 Equal 

variances 

assumed 

1.49

9 

.223 1.83

4 

162 .068 .385 .210 -

.029 

.800 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  
2.00

9 

71.17

0 

.048 .385 .192 .003 .767 

 

 Analysis of the data revealed one item of statistical significance and five areas that 

approached significance. Regarding the significant item, a part of Number 18, (advocacy support 

groups), there was a significant difference between parents of children receiving special 

education services in smaller school districts (M = 2.58, sd = 1.407) compared to similar parents 

from larger districts (M = 3.17, sd = 1.501) t = -2.146, df = 162, p = .033. This may mean that 

parents in smaller districts have fewer peers that have children with similar disabilities and 

therefore do not have the same ability to form local parent support group networks. This may 

also be related to the second item of Question 18 (educating yourself) in which there was a 

significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 4.68, sd = .471) and those in Group 2 (M 

= 4.49, sd = .629) t = 1.740, df = 162, p = .084. This may mean that parents of children with 



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            136 

 

disabilities in smaller districts felt the need to educate themselves about parental rights and 

special education law to a greater extent than their peers in larger districts.   

 An examination of items within Question 19 revealed two areas of statistical 

significance. In the first (positive relationships with paraprofessionals / aides), there was a 

significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M = 3.92, sd = 1.100) and those in Group 2 

(M = 4.20, sd = .800) t = -1.707, df = 162, p = .090. This may indicate that parents in larger 

districts feel more comfortable with paraprofessional staff, sometimes referred to as teacher aides 

or classroom aides, perhaps as a result of the potential for a larger pool of paraprofessionals from 

which to create matchups of paraprofessionals and students based on factors such as experience 

and/or personality characteristics. It may also mean that parents in larger districts who have had 

negative experiences with paraprofessional staff were satisfied after staffing changes. Larger 

districts may have had more flexibility in the employment and assignment of paraprofessionals 

than smaller districts.  

 Regarding the item within Question 19 that related to the perception of positive relations 

with special education teachers, there was a significant difference between parents in Group 1 (M 

= 3.97, sd = 1.127) and those in Group 2 (M = 4.24, sd = .686) t = -1.768, df = 162, p = .057. 

This may mean that parents whose children with disabilities attend school in larger districts are 

more satisfied with their children’s teachers than their peers from smaller districts. As in the 

previous item, this may be a result of staffing; while parents may have had negative experiences 

with one or more teachers, there was a greater likelihood in a larger district that their child would 

not have the same teacher for more than one year, and therefore a lack of trust or satisfaction 

with one teacher would not build from year to year.   
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  Further data analysis revealed statistical significance in Item 24 (open and free 

discussions with teachers during IEP meetings). Parents from smaller districts (M = 4.32, sd = 

.933) were more satisfied with their ability to speak freely than parents from larger districts (M = 

3.94, sd = 1.108) t = 1.914, df = 162, p = .057). This may have resulted from a stronger sense of 

community connection and familiarity with the staff from a smaller school.   

The final item that revealed statistical significance was Question 24 (parental input 

valued by the IEP team). Parents in Group 1 (M = 4.21, sd = .991) felt that their input was valued 

more so than their Group 2 peers (M = 3.83, sd = 1.174). This may have been a result of the 

closer bonds of a smaller, more intimate community and/or working with a familiar school staff 

over a number of years.   

Summary 

Chapter 4 detailed the data that was collected, treated, and analyzed in order to 

successfully answer the four research questions presented in this study. Data from the 

synthesized survey was entered into the SPSS Version 26.0 software in order to be interpreted.  

When necessary, data was treated so as to provide a more effective and efficient analysis. 

Each of the 4 research questions yielded statistically significant relationships. The first 

research question examined the perceptions of parents of children with autism as compared to 

parents of children with all other federally recognized disability classifications. Analysis of the 

data found that parents of students with autism held a greater belief that IEP meetings benefited 

their children than their peers. Additionally, these parents felt that their participation enhanced 

IEP meetings, and that educational goals and objectives for their children were thoroughly 

discussed. This was supported by data that approached statistical significance as the same parents 

felt that educators allowed enough time for parents to ask questions and express concerns, and 
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that their decisions during IEP meetings enhanced the outcomes for their children. Further, it was 

found that parents of students with autism had a greater reliance on advocacy support groups 

than did other parents of students with disabilities. This finding was supported by data that 

approached significance which indicated that parents of children with autism felt a greater need 

to educate themselves about special education services than parents of children who did not have 

autism, but received services through an IEP. 

The Research Question 2 examined whether there are significant differences between 

parents of students with disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based 

on the educational placement of their children. Eight areas were identified that demonstrated 

statistical significance. Parents of students in more academic settings which are considered more 

restrictive, such as placement in private schools designed for students with disabilities, 

specialized programs for students with autism and multiple disabilities, or resource room settings 

believed that school staff took more time to discuss IEP goals and objectives than their peers 

who children were placed in less restrictive environments. Additionally, this group of parents felt 

that they had more positive relationships with their IEP teams, district administration, teachers, 

related service providers and paraprofessionals than parents whose children were placed in less 

restrictive academic environments. This was supported by data that approached significance that 

suggested that parents of students in more restrictive environments tended to have no 

disagreements with educators, and were more comfortable and satisfied during IEP meetings as 

compared to their peers. Finally, this group of parents felt that they had more realistic 

expectations in general about what services and supports their children could receive in school. 

Research Question 3 examined whether there were significant differences between 

parents of disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the level 
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of education of their children. Two items demonstrated worsening relationships over time as 

parents of elementary school students with disabilities enjoyed more positive relations with 

school and district administrators than did their peers whose children were in secondary schools. 

These findings were supported by five items which approached statistical significance that 

suggested that parents of younger students enjoyed better relationships with educators and had 

fewer disagreements than parents of older students with disabilities. 

Research Question 4 examined whether or not there were significant differences in the 

perceptions of parents of students with disabilities and their IEP meeting experiences based upon 

the size of their school district. Through analysis of the data, six items revealed statistical 

significance. Parents from smaller school districts were found to be more likely to rely on 

educating themselves in special education law and practice, while their peers in larger districts 

were able, to a greater extent, to learn about the world of special education through advocacy 

support groups. Parents of students with disabilities in larger districts maintained more positive 

relationships with special education teachers and paraprofessional staff than did parents from 

smaller districts, though parents from those smaller districts felt freer to have open discussions 

with their teachers and felt that their input was valued in those meetings as compared to parents 

from larger districts. Chapter 5 further summarizes the findings and conclusions of the research, 

and presents recommendations for future research.   



PERCEPTIONS OF PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES            140 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Quality collaboration between education professionals and parents of students with 

disabilities is critical to establishing effective and meaningful education programs (Garriott et al, 

2000). The contributions of educators working cooperatively with parents in an equal partnership 

can lead to decisions that can have a great effect on a child’s progress in school, as students work 

to acquire and master content and skills (Clark, 2000; Jones & Gansle, 2010). An Individualized 

Education Program (IEP) is the cornerstone of a student’s special education, and an IEP meeting 

that brings educators and parents together provides the most ideal opportunity for school district 

personnel and parents to collaborate (Drasgow et al., 2001; Fish, 2008). Yet all too often, parents 

of students with disabilities have felt removed from decision making related to their own 

children and have expressed that they felt a general lack of communication from school to home 

when it comes to the design and implementation of an IEP (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Dabkowski, 2004). 

 The purpose of this research was to add to an emerging body of knowledge and to 

improve the generalizability of Fish’s (2006, 2008) earlier work by investigating in a new 

context the perceptions of parents of students with disabilities when planning for the design and 

delivery of special education services, and how these parents perceived they were being valued 

by educators during the process. Additionally, the study also sought to uncover whether or not 

those perceptions were shaped by specific factors, including the disability classification of their 

children with disabilities, the academic placement of those children, student grade level, and the 

size of their school districts.    

 In order to do this, the study adapted Fish’s survey instrument with permission (personal 

communication, 2019) and sent it to the superintendent or chief school administrator in every 
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school district in northern New Jersey and asked that they distribute it to the parents of students 

with disabilities within their district. In doing so, the survey sought to harvest demographic 

information from a broad cross section of the diverse population of this specific geographical 

region. The survey utilized in this study collected data through electronic means using Google 

Forms, in order to maximize the ease and efficiency of responding to this inquiry for parents who 

were interested in participating in the study.   

Chapter 5 presents a summary of the findings that were more closely examined in 

Chapter 4, as well as interpretation of the results. It then examines any possible limitations to the 

study, as well as recommendations for further research. Finally, it investigates any implications 

of the study for educators and leaders in the field. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

 Chapter 4 detailed the data related to each of the four research questions presented in this 

study. The data used to answer those research questions are interpreted here separately, and 

relevant to each question individually. 

Research Question 1: Are there significant differences between parents of students with 

disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the disability 

classification of their children? 

   After analyzing the data collected in this investigation, it was determined that 50 of 164 

(30.5%) survey respondents reported that they were the parents of a child with autism. Given 

these circumstances, it was decided to re-frame the focus of this research question to reflect the 

view of this particular group of parents in order to compare their perceptions of the IEP meeting 

experience to all other parent respondents whose children receive special education services. The 

voice of this collective parent group is important for school district leaders and staff to hear in 
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order to better understand their needs and to properly serve their students with an autism 

diagnosis. Autism is a lifelong neuro-biological condition that affects each child, and by 

extension each family, differently. At the same time, children with autism require a broad array 

of similar services in order that they are provided with a free and appropriate public education. 

As autism affects a child’s ability to communicate, to make social connections, to master life 

skills, and to learn, comprehensive school-based programs must be built and refined to meet the 

unique needs of the child. Recent work in the field as it relates to an individualized education for 

a student with a disability such as an autism spectrum disorder supports this notion, as well-

constructed IEP goals and objectives reflect students’ unique strengths and needs (Hedin & 

DeSpain, 2018).  

Most often, parents are aware of the nature of their child’s disability before their first 

contacts with school districts. Their children may not have met certain typical developmental 

milestones, or may have met some and then seen a regression in behaviors or skills. In an effort 

to seek answers, to find information, and to gain a better overall understanding of the nature and 

scope of the disability, parents will turn to medical professionals and a wide array of online 

resources and advocacy groups for support. Personal research, medical involvement, and 

participation in early intervention services means that parents enter into their first contacts with 

school districts as knowledgeable advocates and proponents of programs which will benefit their 

children. Prior research has documented how these parents are intimately familiar with the needs, 

preferences, and strengths of their children and are able to bring this unique perspective with 

them when working to identify interventions, programs, and learning strategies that will be used 

to best meet their individual and unique needs (Cook et al., 2012; Lytle & Bordin, 2001; Zagona 

et al., 2019). 
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This study found that the majority of parents felt that IEP meetings had been positive 

experiences. This finding contradicts an extensive body of research on the dynamics of IEP 

meetings. Prior work in the field has documented consistent findings that special educators and 

district personnel exert considerable control over the direction of IEP meetings, while families 

are frequently consigned to being receivers of information and who describe an imbalance of 

power and little influence over placement and programming decisions (Blackwell & Rosetti, 

2014; Fish, 2008; Ruppar & Gaffney & 2011; Garriott et al., 2000; Lo, 2008; Martin et al., 2004; 

Salas et al,, 2004; Wagner et al., 2012; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014).   

Analysis of data in this study revealed that parents of students with autism felt that their 

involvement and participation enhanced IEP meetings likely influenced the outcomes to a greater 

extent than their peers whose children received services as a result of other disability 

classifications. Educators created a forum in which academic, behavioral, and functional goals 

and objectives for students were thoroughly discussed. As a result, parents of students with 

autism felt that IEP meetings benefitted their children at a greater rate than did their peers. These 

findings contradict recent work in the field that documented the perception by parents that it was 

difficult to receive appropriate services for children with autism spectrum disorders (White, 

2004).  

Research has shown that active involvement by parents exists when schools prioritize 

communication strategies to build partnerships. Parents of children with autism need information 

related to specialized academic programs, inclusive social activities, related services support, and 

parent training which will help to ensure consistent progress both in school and at home. When 

schools actively communicate with parents and listen to the input that they can provide and the 

concerns that they may have, student outcomes improve (McNaughton & Vostal, 2010).  
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Research Question 2: Are there significant differences between parents of students with 

disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the educational 

placement of their children? 

In Research Question 1, this study examined the perceptions of parents of students who 

received special education services under the disability classification “Autism.” Students with 

autism are most often educated in what are considered to be the most restrictive environments, 

including private schools designated for students with disabilities, or highly individualized and 

structured programs within a public school. Through Research Question 2, this study examined 

whether the nature of the educational program placement contributed to beliefs held by parents 

related to the IEP meeting. In order to understand parental views more broadly, this study asked 

parents to consider whether their children were placed in more restrictive academic settings 

which also included specialized resource rooms with a modified academic curriculum, or less 

restrictive environments such as a co-taught class with a special education teacher for targeted 

support, or a general education setting with limited support. 

Analysis of the data revealed significant differences in areas related to both the IEP 

meeting process and in parental relations with educators. Regarding the process of designing an 

IEP for their children with disabilities, parents of students in more restrictive environments felt 

that educators were more knowledgeable of special education law and, further, took more time to 

carefully discuss and review academic goals and objectives as compared to their peers with 

children in less restrictive environments. This analysis contradicts recent findings in which 

parents in restrictive placements reported that they met with school personnel who were not open 

to their input or ideas during the IEP planning process (Elbaum et al., 2016). 
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Further data analysis revealed that parents of students in more restrictive environments 

felt that they had more realistic expectations of the process and what services could and would be 

provided by the school or school district. This is likely due to the fact that parents whose children 

are in more restrictive academic placements have had more extensive experience within the 

special education system of their districts, often coming to those districts from early intervention 

programs as learning disabilities, which make placement in these programs appropriate, are 

rooted in a medical diagnosis and carried over from specialist physicians to special educators. As 

one result, this group of parents had fewer disagreements than their peers that were focused on 

related services such as occupational therapy, physical therapy, and speech language services, 

which are common services provided through early intervention. 

In regard to relations with educators, the study determined that parents whose children 

are educated in more restrictive environments enjoy significantly better relationships than do 

their peers whose children are educated in less restrictive environments. These more positive 

relationships were found to exist with paraprofessional staff, special education teachers, special 

education administrators at the district level, and the IEP team as a whole. One reason for this 

may be the nature of special education itself and the changing way that technology has impacted 

home-school communication. Many children who spend the majority of their day in these more 

restrictive environments may be unable to express to their parents how their day was overall, 

what successes they had, or in what areas they may struggle to make progress. As a result of 

digital technologies, especially as districts have moved to hybrid or remote models of instruction 

in response to the COVID-19 national emergency, parents have a far greater ability to have 

concise communication interactions with staff than ever before. These frequent and increasingly 

informal contacts with familiar staff members may help to ease common sources of parental 
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anxiety, to provide relevant and timely information, and to allow parents to feel that they are 

valued members of the educational team. Having familiarity with a small number of special 

education professionals rather than a larger number of general education teachers in the course of 

their children’s schooling may accentuate these positive perceptions of relations with educators. 

Research Question 3:  Are there significant differences between parents of students with 

disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on the level of 

schooling of their children?  

By investigating the parent experience through the lens of this question, the study 

attempted to further a limited and often contradictory body of research. A review of the literature 

suggests high levels of parental participation and engagement in the early years of a child’s 

special education which changed as students progressed into high grade levels. Spann et al. 

(2003) found that communication with educators became less frequent over time. Stoner et al. 

(2005) further reported that parents perceived their relationships with their children’s schools to 

have worsened over time, as trust in educators eroded.  

An analysis of the data collected in this study points toward an affirmation of this earlier 

work as data approached significance in five areas. In these areas, parents of students with 

disabilities in elementary school programs reported better overall relations with educators, 

particularly those at the classroom level, fewer disagreements overall, and more positive feelings 

toward the IEP meeting itself. Interestingly, data achieved significance in two separate but 

specific areas: relations with school administrators and with district level special education 

administrators are perceived to be worse among parents of older students with disabilities in 

higher grades. 
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These findings support and affirm those of Fish (2006, 2008) as well as Stoner et al. 

(2005) who described the erosion of trust over time. As parents and their children progress 

through years of schooling, it is natural that disagreements with educators may occur. If left 

unresolved, those disagreements, hurt feelings, and lack of trust become entrenched positions 

and a once collaborative relationship can deteriorate into conflict. Sometimes those conflicts 

progress further and involve more formal dispute resolution procedures that include mediation 

and due process as parents seek relief through the courts. These findings suggest that parents 

who may have had disagreements with educators and may have tried to appeal to school and 

district administrators felt that they were not heard, or that their appeals fell on what seemed to 

be deaf ears. This could further perpetuate a deterioration in relationships as students progress 

through secondary schools and their special education programs and lead to costly, time-

consuming legal proceedings for school districts. 

Research Question 4: Are there significant differences between parents of students with 

disabilities and their perceptions of their IEP meeting experiences based on their 

perception of the size of their school district? 

Through its final research question, this study sought to determine whether or not there 

was a link between the perceptions of parents of students with disabilities towards the IEP 

meeting based and the size of their child’s school district. After analysis of data, it became 

apparent that parents from larger versus smaller districts took different approaches to educating 

themselves about special education law and procedures. In larger school districts, parents were 

more likely to receive information through advocacy support groups whereas in smaller districts 

parents were more likely to have educated themselves. In larger districts, it is more likely that 

parents have opportunities to meet and connect with other families who have children with 
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similar disabilities as their own, and as a result they are able to naturally form informal networks 

of support to share information. Similarly, they are also able to organize groups for parents of 

exceptional children, that may be sponsored in part by their district with activities and events that 

promote a sense of community and allow families to share their advice and experiences with one 

another. This is a best practice in promoting parent involvement in schools, as it allows for the 

building connections within the larger community, both school to home, and family to family 

(Epstein, 2001). In New Jersey, these groups are required by regulation.   

In smaller districts, parents may not find peers with the same or similar disabilities as 

their children to the extent that is possible in districts with larger student enrollment. For these 

parents, they are more likely to have to educate themselves about the world of special education 

than to rely on support networks. Prior research notes that parents in smaller districts are largely 

responsible for educating themselves about special education law and the IEP process in order to 

effectively participate in IEP meetings and advocate for their children with disabilities (Love et 

al., 2017).   

Data indicated that the size of the school district did play a role in shaping parental views 

of their IEP meeting experiences. In smaller districts, parents were more likely to report that their 

input was valued during their meetings, and that they were more likely to feel that they could 

have free and open discussions with the teachers of their children during those meetings. One 

possible reason for this is the more intimate nature of a smaller school district. It is possible that 

parents have had prior relationships with teachers as a result of older siblings having gone 

through the school system. It is also possible that in smaller districts there are fewer special 

educators, and that the child with a disability may have had that teacher for one or more 

consecutive years. If relationships existed in the past, it is reasonable that parents felt more 
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comfortable having natural, unguarded discussions with teachers during IEP meetings. This 

finding contradicts an emerging body of work that has described situations in which parents have 

experienced difficulties expressing concerns to school personnel and requesting services for their 

children with disabilities (Elbaum et al. 2016; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Ruppar & Gaffney, 

2011; Zagona, et al., 2019).  

However, data revealed that it was more likely that parents in larger school districts 

maintained better relations with educators, specifically with paraprofessionals and special 

education teachers. One possible reason for these findings is the nature of staffing in larger 

schools. Where schools have a larger teaching staff, it is likely that students will not have the 

same teachers in consecutive years. Therefore, if parents experience negative interactions or 

relations with educators, there is less likelihood that those feelings will carry over from year to 

year and become sources of ongoing conflict and discord. If situations arise where there may be 

a lack of trust from parent to staff member, the possibility exists to switch staff, particularly 

paraprofessional assignments, to matchups which better serve the feelings and the needs of all of 

the parties. Additionally, larger schools and districts are more likely to have a broader array of 

programs and services that may better meet the needs of a student with disabilities, and 

placement within those programs, which may not be possible in small districts, may be 

possible.   

Prior research has shown that when parents feel that their input is valued and that they are 

equal partners in the decision-making process during the IEP process, successful implementation 

of special education programs is more likely to be assured (Reiman et al., 2010). Therefore, 

effective collaboration and communication is essential when developing appropriate placements 

and services for students with disabilities (Lytle & Bordin, 2001). Improved outcomes for 
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students occur when parents feel welcomed in their child’s school, trust the teachers who work 

with their children, and experience positive interactions with a range of staff members (Froiland 

& Davidson, 2014).   

Limitations of the Study 

This study was conducted during the global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and early 

2021. During that time period, typical patterns of education across the State of New Jersey, and 

to a large degree the nation, were disrupted. In March 2020, districts across the state transitioned 

to unprecedented models of online, remote instruction which affected the way that all students, 

and by extension their families, interacted with teachers, staff, and school districts. In September 

of 2020, most school districts across the state adopted a hybrid instructional model wherein 

students were able to attend school either in person full time, in person half time on a revolving 

cohort-based model, or fully virtual, meaning online and remote, while teachers instructed both 

in person and virtual learners from the classroom simultaneously. As a result, senior school 

administrators were hesitant to distribute the survey utilized in this study through electronic 

means as parents were already receiving an atypically large volume of communications from 

districts. These conditions may have had an impact on the distribution of surveys and the 

resulting low number (n = 164) of those which were completed. The study would have been 

more effective had more parents participated, as the researcher would have been able to gain a 

more reliable data set. 

The purposive sampling procedure used in this study decreased the generalizability of the 

findings. Expanding the distribution of the survey to parents of children with disabilities 

throughout the state, rather than one geographical region of a state, or further expansion of the 
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geographical setting of the study would improve the generalizability of the study and its 

results.    

The self-report method used in an anonymous survey may have produced different 

findings from what participants actually do in IEP meetings and feel about them. Focus groups or 

individual parents’ interviews might have revealed more nuanced findings than a survey which 

incorporated Likert-scale style response options.   

Recommendations for Practical Application 

Fish’s (2006) case study of seven parents of children with autism presents school leaders 

with a cautionary tale: “All of the participants indicated their overall initial IEP experiences had 

been negative” as they felt that “the views of educators were often not consistent with the 

implementation of ideas that parents believed to be the best approach for serving their children” 

(p. 60). While relations with educators somewhat improved over time, most participants 

encountered disagreements and perceived negative treatment during IEP meetings. 

Results of this study paint a more positive picture of relations with educators, particularly 

for the families of students with significant disabilities that require highly individualized 

programs and a schedule of courses with modified curricula. Parents of students with autism 

reported high levels of satisfaction with the IEP process in general and meetings in particular. As 

a group, they reported that their voices were heard, that their participation in the process was 

beneficial to their children and enhanced the development of the programs, services, and 

supports that shape their educational life.   

Educational leaders at all levels must make the commitment to critically examine their 

own practices and to create a culture that invites parents to be equal partners in the design and 

development of individualized plans and programs that will guide one or more years of a child’s 
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education. In order to achieve this goal, a priority must be placed on professional development 

activities that challenge the status quo and seek to cast off the inertia that can become inherent in 

any organization. Those activities should relate to how individual educators as well as teams can 

use new and emerging communications technologies to keep in nearly constant contact from 

school to home, with regular email updates, digital classroom tools, and social media to allow 

parents to feel that they have easy and open access to their children’s classrooms. Further, IEP 

teams can easily share and collaborate on working documents that allow for an ease of parental 

input using surveys and questionnaires to allow for the addition not only of the voice of the 

family, but of the child as teams begin their annual review of special education services and 

begin to plan for the following year.   

School leaders must recognize that the IEP meeting is not the place to present what to 

parents may feel like a finalized IEP, and that the only reason that the meeting is being held is to 

acquire parental consent via a signature. A working draft of the IEP should be sent to parents 

weeks in advance of their meeting. In order to achieve this best practice, internal systems must 

be put in place that guarantee teachers and related service professionals will input their specific 

area information into the document, including the present levels of academic and functional 

performance, needs of the student, targeted behavioral or functional goals, and classroom 

accommodations or curricular modifications, which will allow students to access the general 

education curriculum to the highest extent possible in the least restrictive environment. As the 

IEP is the blueprint for the design of services, and the mechanism through which these services 

are delivered, it is the area that is most often associated with disagreement and conflict between 

parties. Inviting parental participation at the outset of the annual design and development of the 

IEP is both a best practice and a common-sense solution to ensure that there is equal 
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representation of parents and educators throughout the process. While disagreements may take 

place, there is a greater likelihood of parties working together in a meaningful and substantive 

partnership focused on promoting student achievement and growth.   

In New Jersey, regulations require the establishment of support groups that further 

opportunities for parental engagement, known as Special Education Parent Advisory Groups 

(SEPAG). School districts should work toward the expansion of these SEPAGs that provide 

increased opportunities for expert practitioners to share information, resources, and strategies 

that are shown to be effective for the unique needs of the parents of students in specialized 

programs. At the same time, these groups allow parents to connect with one another and to create 

informal networks that may supplement what districts are able to provide.   

 District special education administrators, along with central office teams, must ensure 

that they go beyond mere compliance with the law and the establishment of a SEPAG to expand 

the scale and scope of its local operation. While parents of students with disabilities are core 

members, educational administrators should be mindful to promote participation of leadership at 

all levels, including members of the local Board of Education. Further, parents who are 

committed to promoting the improvement of education throughout the district, whether or not 

their children have disabilities, can be valuable contributors and provide valuable perspectives, 

and the inclusion of current students and alumni ensures that the voices of children are heard. In 

short, membership in the SEPAG should reflect the diversity of the community. 

In the age of information, the easiest course of action for parents who are seeking 

answers and information related to their children’s disabilities is to do a quick keyword search on 

the internet. While this may well provide a starting point for self-education, it often leads to 

sources and methods that are opinion, rather than established fact, and are not evidence-based. 
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Providing access to experts in the field along with parents who may have had similar experiences 

in terms of both educational roads traveled and medical interventions allows for information 

sharing and the organic establishment of a specialized community. Having an intimate, local 

support network can foster a sense of comfort as well as confidence in a district, its leadership, 

and its staff. It also allows for a natural increase in communication and collaboration between 

parents and teachers if it is properly supported by the district and grows to become an accepted 

and important part of the culture. 

Beyond information sharing, SEPAGs provide further opportunities for outreach and 

family engagement. Groups may meet quarterly, or more frequently, and host other community 

support organizations as part of a series of events highlighting local resources, programs, and 

policies. Additionally, collaboration with outside stakeholders may lead to improved programs 

and service offerings within the district, as well as more effective resource allocation of both 

financial and human capital.   

Educational leaders should also evaluate how changes to staffing might lead to improved 

outcomes. In smaller school districts, case management and grade level teaching assignments 

should be changed on a routine basis so that students do not have the same special educator in 

consecutive years. Having the opportunity for change might mitigate feelings of frustration that 

simmer below the surface. Paraprofessional assignments can similarly be changed from time to 

time so as to create matchups in style and personality that best meet the needs of all parties. 

While this may be a small detail, and one that is easier suggested than accomplished, a year with 

a new teacher brings forth feelings of hope, optimism, and renewal. It also allows both parties to 

re-examine strategies that work within the classroom to support the student as well as outside of 

the classroom to engage with one another in order that communication and collaboration is 
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improved so that the focus remains on how to best serve the child. District leaders must be aware 

that human relationships should not be overlooked. Alternatively, if student enrollment numbers 

and staffing allow for it, partnerships that work well for all parties—students, parents, and 

teachers—might be identified and carried over from year to year should the local context allow 

for this individualized flexibility. An authentic, synergistic partnership may provide for 

exponential achievement and growth for a student. 

 One of the ways districts, both small and large, may work toward organizational 

flexibility in terms of staffing is to adopt a shared services approach. Internally, a district may be 

able to use one certified staff member in multiple buildings or grade levels through in-class 

support, co-teaching models in order to provide classroom services for students with disabilities 

in the general education setting. This approach maximizes the number of students that are able to 

be served by a single teacher. Smaller districts may accomplish this same type of practice 

through a shared services approach, where individual districts come to a formal agreement to 

share an employee who is then able to teach in more than one district. While this allows for 

greater flexibility in terms of staffing, it likewise creates flexibility regarding the allocation of 

financial resources as districts can split the costs of the salary and benefits of the employee and 

reduce their overall expenditures.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

What is happening in the relationships between parents of children with autism and 

school staff that makes these interactions more positive than in IEP meetings for other parents of 

students who receive special education services? Future research might observe individual IEP 

conferences to compare the setting, familiarity and tone of language being used on both sides. 

Researchers should also examine ways in which IEP teams present and share the information in 
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their formal assessments as well as their anecdotal reports, and the ways in which parents 

participate in these meetings. In order to form a broader and more nuanced view of the parent 

experience, future research that involves interviews and focus groups from a diverse population 

of parents of students across disability categories and in other geographic regions should seek to 

uncover deeper constructs, meanings, and understandings that parents have towards their IEP 

meeting experiences.   

Future research should further examine educators’ perceptions of the IEP 

meeting. Uncovering their beliefs may help guide districts as they work to establish more 

effective and progressive special education programs. Educators are also expert practitioners in 

their field, and their view of and suggestions for change in the status quo may lead to more 

communicative and equitable relationships between home and school.   

Additionally, future research should examine sources of both positive and negative 

relationships from both parent and educator viewpoints based upon the size of school districts. 

While some findings did not achieve statistical significance in this study, they did approach 

significance as parents from smaller districts seemed to have been more freely able to express 

themselves and felt that their input was valued than did their peers in larger districts. Is this, 

perhaps, a result of the more intimate nature of smaller towns and schools having a more tight-

knit community? If so, what are the reasons for this, from the points of view of both parents and 

families? Similar research with a larger sample size may achieve statistical significance and be 

able to answer these important questions. Researchers should further examine the IEP meeting in 

the context of the size of the school district, and further look at similar questions through the lens 

of geographic setting in terms of location within a state, region, or country, and of other 

measures including urban, suburban, or rural districts and other demographic indicators.   
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Conclusion 

Conclusions from this study revealed that parents felt higher levels of satisfaction with 

IEP meetings than is found in a body of previous literature. Survey respondents reported that 

their overall meeting experiences had been positive, that their children’s goals and objectives 

were thoroughly discussed, and that their participation enhanced the meetings and benefited their 

children with disabilities. Parents of students with autism and those in other specialized, 

restrictive settings enjoyed better relations with educators and a more positive IEP meeting 

experience than did parents of students with other disability classifications and in less restrictive 

programs. Parents whose children attended school in smaller school districts felt that they could 

have free and open discussion with staff during IEP meetings than their peers in larger districts, 

though overall, parents in larger districts maintained better relations with paraprofessional staff 

and special education teachers. Parents felt the need to educate themselves or rely on advocacy 

support groups for information related to special education law and procedures.   
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