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Family Engagement: Collaborating with Families of Students with Disabilities
Family involvement is a cornerstone of effective special education and inclusive practice. When families and educators collaborate in meaningful, respectful ways, students with disabilities benefit both academically and socially. The importance of these partnerships is emphasized by Turnbull et al. (2014), who highlight the need for trust-based, culturally responsive relationships that prioritize family knowledge and advocacy. Similarly, Cheatham and Milagros Santos (2011) stress the value of recognizing and honoring diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds to foster more equitable engagement. In early childhood contexts, Cheatham and Ostrosky (2009) further emphasize the role of intentional communication during parent-teacher conferences to strengthen mutual understanding. Together, these readings underscore that authentic family collaboration is not only beneficial but essential to achieving positive outcomes for children with disabilities.
Range of Emotions Associated with Being the Parent of a Child with a Disability
	Parents of children with disabilities often experience a complex and evolving range of emotions. Upon learning of their child’s disability, many parents initially experience grief, shock, denial, or confusion, especially if the diagnosis was unexpected. These emotions are frequently accompanied by fear or anxiety about the child’s future, uncertainty about how to support their needs, and concern for their child’s well-being and opportunities. Over time, some families may feel frustration or isolation due to perceived or real lack of support from schools or communities. However, these challenging emotions can coexist with deep love, pride, and advocacy. Many parents develop resilience and find empowerment through learning about their child’s needs and rights, forming supportive networks, and witnessing their child’s growth and achievements. The emotional experience is not linear and can fluctuate based on life circumstances, school experiences, and the developmental changes of the child. It’s important for educators to understand and empathize with this emotional complexity, as it influences how families engage with schools and navigate their role as advocates and caregivers.
Three Additional Roles That a Parent of a Child with a Disability Might Undertake
In addition to being a caregiver, parents of children with disabilities often take on multiple additional roles. First, they may become advocates for their child’s rights, learning about special education laws and ensuring their child receives appropriate services under IDEA. This involves attending IEP meetings, communicating regularly with educators, and sometimes challenging systems to secure equitable support. Second, they often act as case managers, coordinating between various service providers, medical professionals, and therapists, all while keeping track of appointments, documentation, and progress. This role can be time-consuming and emotionally taxing. Third, parents frequently serve as educators at home, supplementing instruction or providing additional supports tailored to their child’s unique learning needs. This might include practicing social skills, the reinforcement of academic content, or helping with the use of assistive technology. These roles require parents to acquire specialized knowledge and skills, often without formal training, while balancing the needs of the rest of the family. Recognizing and supporting these multifaceted roles is essential in fostering strong school-family partnerships.
Six Categories of Parent Involvement
The six categories of parent involvement reflect the various ways families can support their children’s education. The first category is Parenting, which involves helping families establish supportive home environments that promote student learning and development. Schools can assist by offering workshops or resources that strengthen parenting strategies. The second is Communicating, which focuses on maintaining effective two-way communication between schools and families about student progress and school programs. The third category is Volunteering, encouraging parents to contribute their time and talents to school events, classrooms, or committees. The fourth is Learning at Home, which includes activities that help families support homework, academic goals, and literacy outside of school. The fifth category is Decision Making, which invites parents to participate in school decisions through advisory councils, committees, or school improvement teams. Lastly, Collaborating with the Community connects families with local services and resources that support learning, health, and development. Effective partnerships are built when schools foster involvement across all six areas, recognizing the unique strengths and circumstances of each family.
Two Stressors that Might be Experienced and the Effect on Time and Involvement 
In the scenario provided, (questions attached at the end) Reese’s mom may be experiencing several significant stressors related to their recent relocation. First, the disruption of housing stability—temporarily living in the upstairs of her parents' home—can impact her sense of autonomy, privacy, and security. Navigating the logistics of caring for Reese in a space that may not be fully accessible to a child using a wheelchair likely adds to her daily physical and emotional strain. Second, the school transition mid-year creates additional stress, as she must familiarize herself with a new school system, teachers, and special education staff, while also ensuring her son’s needs are met in this unfamiliar setting. The emotional burden of change, compounded by the responsibility of managing Reese’s educational and physical support needs, likely affects her well-being.
These stressors may understandably limit Reese’s mom’s availability to engage with the school as consistently as she typically would. The challenges of managing daily caregiving tasks in a temporary and potentially inaccessible home may consume much of her energy and time, reducing her ability to attend school events, respond promptly to communication, or volunteer. Likewise, adjusting to a new educational setting mid-year may be overwhelming; she may not yet feel comfortable or informed enough to participate in meetings or advocate as assertively as she might have in her previous school. Stress may also influence her emotional readiness to engage collaboratively with educators, especially if previous experiences with school systems have been challenging. As educators, it’s crucial to recognize these external factors and extend grace, flexibility, and proactive communication to sustain a positive partnership.
Three Ideas for Building a Positive Relationship
To build a positive relationship with Reese’s family, the first step is to establish consistent, compassionate communication. I would reach out early to introduce myself, share how excited I am to work with Reese, and invite his mother to share insights about his strengths, preferences, and needs. Maintaining regular, nonjudgmental updates—both positive and informative—helps establish trust. Second, I would schedule a welcoming conference, either virtually or in person, where we can discuss Reese’s IEP, transition supports, and any concerns his family may have. This meeting would center the family's voice and create a shared understanding of goals. Third, I would make a point to recognize and celebrate Reese’s achievements and share them with his family. Highlighting progress and moments of joy shows his mom that we see her child as a whole person, not just through the lens of his disability. These actions signal respect, care, and partnership.
Making the Family Feel Welcome in the School
Making Reese’s family feel welcome begins with creating an environment that honors inclusivity and belonging. I would ensure that all school spaces and communication are physically and linguistically accessible. This includes making sure Reese can navigate the building safely and independently and that school information is available in formats that work for his mom. Additionally, I would extend personalized invitations to school events or meetings, checking in to see if there are barriers to participation (like transportation or scheduling) and problem-solving as needed. When Reese’s mom arrives at the school, I would greet her warmly, introduce her to key staff, and offer opportunities to connect with other families. By demonstrating a genuine interest in her perspective and showing appreciation for her involvement, I would reinforce that her presence is valued. School culture plays a big role in how families perceive their role; small gestures of kindness, proactive communication, and respect go a long way in making families feel they truly belong.
Conclusion
In conclusion, effective family involvement is vital to supporting the success and well-being of students with disabilities. Understanding the wide range of emotions parents experience and recognizing the multiple roles they undertake helps educators build empathy and responsive partnerships. By fostering open communication, cultural responsiveness, and genuine collaboration—as emphasized by Turnbull et al. (2014) and Cheatham and colleagues—schools can create welcoming environments where families feel valued and empowered. These strong partnerships not only enhance educational outcomes but also promote trust and shared responsibility, ultimately benefiting the whole school community. As educators, prioritizing family engagement is essential to advancing inclusive, equitable education for all students.
Question/Scenario Provided
1. As you have learned, the families of children with disabilities may experience many different
emotions. Describe the range of emotions associated with being the parent of a child with a
disability.
2. Identify and describe three additional roles that a parent of a child with a disability might undertake.
3. In your own words, briefly describe the six categories of parent involvement.
4. Reese is a young boy with cerebral palsy. His primary means of mobility is a manual wheelchair. Reese, his mom, and his two older siblings have temporarily relocated and are now living in the upstairs of his grandparents’ house. As a result of the move, Reese has transferred to M. T. Watkins Middle School during the second semester of the school year. Although his mom is generally very involved with her child’s education, there are currently many stressors in her life.
a. Describe at least two of the stressors that Reese’s mom might be experiencing.
b. Explain how you think each of these stressors might affect her time and involvement with the
school.
5. Imagine that you are Reese’s new teacher.
a. Describe three ideas for building a positive relationship with Reese’s family.
b. Explain how you would make the family feel welcome in your school.
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