Back to School Tips for Students with Disabilities
By Matt Cohen
 
1)    Learn what you can about your child's new teacher(s) and other professionals and classroom.  Check the school's website to learn about the class, curriculum, and staff, talk to other parents, make contact with the case manager.

2)    Try to arrange an informal visit with the key staff people prior to or shortly after school starts.   Alert them to any important developments with your child that occurred over the summer.

3)    If your child has trouble with transitions, it may be helpful to arrange a visit with the new teacher before school starts.   If your child has not attended the school before, set up a chance for them to take a tour of the school before school starts.   One strategy is to work with the teacher to devise a treasure hunt type activity, where your child has the chance to find different key places in the building (classroom, lunchroom, locker, bathroom, library).
   
4)    Prepare a one page summary of your child's strengths, learning style, needs and key IEP provisions and share it with the school staff.   Check to make sure that they have copies of the IEP or attach it to the one page summary.

5)    Identify key friendly faces at school for your child and for you.   It is always helpful to have people that your child is more familiar with and trusts that they can greet, seek out if needed and will be "keeping an eye on them."  As this may not be part of the IEP, you may need to arrange this informally, though at times a mentor or "go to" person can be written into the IEP or 504 plan.

6)    Check out the curriculum for your child's grade level.   Make sure you know what materials are required.   If the District is using a computerized system for accessing homework assignments and the like, make sure you are aware of how it works and are monitoring it.

7)    If your child has complex medical or learning issues, is using specialized methodologies or technologies, or has other more unusual needs, try to determine, in a non-threatening way, whether the staff has experience and training in relation to these issues.    It doesn't help your child to have a sophisticated reading program or hi-tech computer system if the staff is unfamiliar with how to use it.

8)    If your child has learning, communication, health or behavioral issues that respond well to strategies you have developed over time, offer to share these with school staff, including providing demonstrations of techniques you have found successful.

9)    If your child has complex health or behavioral issues that require that all supports be operational day one, try to work this out in advance wherever possible.  Unfortunately, most schools have a several week period where things are still being organized after school starts.   If this puts your child at risk, work (collaboratively) to try to assure that the preparation for your child's special needs occurs in advance.   Similarly, if your child has high risk needs, seek to have back up plans in place with the school, including identifying additional staff that will be available and trained if the primary staff are absent.    
        a.     On the other hand, if your child is not at high risk, give the school some slack in the first week or two as they get organized.   It is likely to trigger a very defensive reaction if you are pushing for perfection in the first weeks of school.   This may happen at any point, but the more time that has passed, the more cause you have to raise issues about the program not being in place.

10)           Monitor how things are going for your child during the first 4-8 weeks of school.   Give things a chance to settle in, but if there are any concerns, seek information from the staff.    Try to communicate in a flexible and non-accusatory way, but keep notes of all communication (email is a good way to do this, but make copies).    Try to build relationships with the school staff, but don't assume that silence is golden.   If problems are developing, reach out to the staff to try to work them out in a positive way that helps everyone, but be aware of whether the needed solutions are being implemented.    Get involved in the school, via being a classroom volunteer, lunch monitor, booster club helper, tutor, or through the PTA.   The more positive involvement you can have and the more connections to the school, the more you will be able to build relationships, while also making sure that things are going as they should.
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