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Introduction

The way schools care about children is reflected in the way schools care about the children’s fami-
lies. If educators see children just as students, they are likely to see families and communities as 
separate from the school. If educators see students as children, in the context of their families, 
culture, and communities, they are likely to partner with all stakeholders in education.

			        —Joyce Epstein, Ph.D., Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD

Family involvement in schools is an essential component to ensuring educational suc-
cess for all students.  As a parent, family member, or caregiver, your involvement con-
veys to your child that education is essential and provides him or her with the support 
and encouragement to learn and excel.  Children face new challenges every day as they 
grow, develop, and learn to navigate our fast-paced world.  Research provides strong 
evidence that family involvement is a key factor in improved academic performance; 
across all demographics students whose families are involved in their education have 
higher GPAs, better attendance, enhanced social skills, and more rigorous course selec-
tion than those lacking familial support and involvement.  You can make a difference 
for your child.

The education of students is a shared responsibility among teachers, school staff, fami-
lies, community members, and students themselves.  Effective partnerships embrace 
mutual commitment, responsibility, and respect. Family involvement will differ from 
family to family depending on a variety of factors—everything from family structure 
to living arrangements, from work schedules to cultural norms and traditions.   In 
the past, family involvement may have simply meant baking a cake for a bake sale or 
chaperoning a field trip; today our understanding of the role of the family in a child’s 
education has expanded and evolved to include shared decision-making and home 
support of learning.  You may be surprised to learn that being involved does not neces-
sarily require spending time at school, for example.  This manual will provide insight 
into the basics of participating in your child’s education, understanding the public sys-
tem and its programs, policies, and procedures, and finally the communication skills 
necessary to establish and maintain a positive partnership with your child’s school.  We 
can help you further develop your voice to speak up for your child’s learning success.
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Contributing Organizations

The Office of the Education Ombudsman helps solve disputes, problems and con-
flict between families and elementary and secondary public schools that affect student 
learning. OEO is part of the Governor’s Office and functions independently from the 
public school system.

Education Ombudsmen help parents and schools examine their roles and responsibili-
ties, ensure that laws and policies are followed and present workable solutions to prob-
lems focusing on what is best for the student.  They work to prevent similar problems 
in the future and advocate for fair processes for all students in public education.

Our services are conducted over the telephone and are free and confidential.  Call us 
at (866) 297-2597 and visit our website: www.waparentslearn.org. 

The Office of the Education Ombudsman

155 N.E. 100th St. #210 
Seattle, WA 98125 
Fax: 206-729-3251 
Toll-free phone number: 866-297-2597 
E-mail: OEOinfo@gov.wa.gov
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Treehouse provides education services and enrichment opportunities for children  
living in foster care.
 
GRADUATION SUCCESS
Foster youth face an uphill battle to graduate high school due to school transitions,   
lack of basis skills, and emotional upheaval. Treehouse's Graduation Success Program 
addresses the specific education needs of youth in foster care. Treehouse EducationSpecialist 
partner with social workers, caregivers, teachers, school counselors, and an in-school mentor 
to provide and an in-school mentor to provide education planning, coaching and support to 
help build each youth’s engagement and investment in their education and their future. Through 
weekly monitoring of risk indicators, personalized interventions, building problem solving and 
self-advocacy skills, proactively removing barriers to school success, and coordinating needed 
supports, Treehouse paves the way to high school graduation, hope and opportunity. Treehouse 
provides Graduation Success education support services is high schools and middle schools in 15 
King County school districts.  
 
EDUCATIONAL ADVOCACY 
Treehouse Educational Advocates are 
experts who work with schools, social workers, foster families, and foster youth to remove barriers 
to foster kids’ school success. Advocates are co-located in Children’s Administration officesces a
round the state. 
 
LITTLE WISHES AND SUMMER OPPORTUNITIES
Treehouse helps pay for the important childhood experiences that every child deserves. Treehouse 
provides access to extracurricular activities like sports, music, dance and clubs, as well as school 
activities. Research shows that kids who are positively engaged in school and community have better 
academic and life outcomes. Treehouse also provides access to the summer opportunity of choice for 
King County kids in foster care, including overnight camps, day camps, leadership opportunities, 
summer school, and other summer programs. These summer experiences give kids in foster care a chance 
to get away from it all, make new friends and just be a kid and gives foster and relative caregivers 
much-needed time to recharge.   
 
THE WEARHOUSE
The Wearhouse ensures that foster youth have access to the items they need to feel confident and ready to
 learn at school. Kids can shop for free new and like-new clothing, school supplies, books, toys and other 
essentials to help them feel good and fit in. 
 
 
Treehouse  
www.treehouseforkids.org
2100 24th Avenue S., Suite 200, Seattle, WA 98144-4632  Tel: (206) 767-7000
 
 
 
  

 



 TeamChild is a non-profit law firm serving youth between the ages of 12 and 18 who 
are involved in, or at risk for involvement in, the juvenile justice system.   TeamChild 
addresses the underlying causes of juvenile delinquency by helping young people ac-
cess basic supports in the community, such as safe and stable housing, medical and 
mental health treatment, and appropriate educational services.  

TeamChild serves youth in seven counties in Washington, including King, Pierce,  
Snohomish, Yakima, Spokane and Benton and Franklin counties. 

Substantial portions of this document are based on the TeamChild manual “Make a 
Difference in a Child’s Life.”   TeamChild, in partnership with Casey Family Programs, 
published an education advocacy manual titled “Make a Difference in a Child’s Life:  
A Manual for Helping Children Get What They Need in School” in 2000, and it was 
updated in 2008.  For more detailed information about students’ rights in schools and 
the processes discussed within this document, please consult the TeamChild manual, 
available at www.teamchild.org.

TeamChild 

King County (Main) Office 
1225 S. Weller, Ste 420 
Seattle, Washington 98144 
(206) 322-2444 or (253) 274-9929 
(206) 381-1742 Fax or  (253) 274-1888 Fax 
Visit us online for our other locations: www.teamchild.org
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Educational Advocacy

Section One

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Advocate: to speak or write in favor of; A supporter, an ally, or someone who stands up 
for another who maybe can’t do it alone.

Family Involvement: Another term for parent participation in the education of their 
children.

FERPA: Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act- a federal law that protects the 
privacy of student education records.

Policy: A piece of legislation, norm, or regulation.

Principal: The certificated employee hired by the Superintendent to manage the day-
to-day business of the school, supervise, and evaluate school staff.

School Board: The school board is formed by School Board Directors or members.  
They set goals and policy, hire and supervise the Superintendent, and manage the 
finances of the school district.

School Board Directors: Citizens who live within a school district and are elected by 
other citizens to be part of the school board of directors.

Superintendent: The person hired by the School Board to manage the day-to-day busi-
ness of the school district.  The superintendent evaluates other district administrators 
and principals. 

Superintendent of Public Instruction: The individual elected by the state’s voters to lead 
the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI).
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Becoming an Educational Advocate

What is an Educational Advocate?

A supporter, an ally, or someone who stands up for another who maybe can’t do it alone. 

Most people who have had some level of success in their lives can look back and 
remember individuals who advocated for them.  Maybe it was as simple as a small 
encouragement in school, a positive review of their work when they were struggling, 
or words that inspired them to reach beyond what they saw as possible.

Can I be an advocate for my child? 
Yes. For most students their daily advocate is a parent, family member or caregiver who is 
actively involved in his/her education.  National research shows that when families and 
schools work together as partners, students succeed.  This is true for families of all ethnicities,  
income levels, and education backgrounds, whether in rural or urban schools.  But 
don’t forget, other people can be advocates too—like relatives, guardians, family 
friends, and community members.  Remember—a little advocacy can go a long way 
for a student struggling in school.

You can be an advocate on major, on-going issues, such as the creation of an educational 
program for a student with severe disabilities, or you can be an advocate for something that  
might take just one phone call, like making sure a student in a new district gets the 
chance to take part in sports.  In this guide, you will find the advocacy tools to make 
the biggest impact on a young persons life.  Whatever you decide, the most important 
thing is to act on behalf of a child or youth who needs help to succeed in school.

Do I need special training to be an “educational advocate”?
No. While it helps to know about education law, you can do a lot for your child with-
out legal training.  

Even when you don’t have all the answers, you can work with the school district by 
asking questions, providing information, and urging those working with your child 
to provide the best possible education.   If you cannot get what your child needs, seek 
help from others who have more experience.  Consider contacting other parents, lo-
cal parent groups that work on education issues or the state Office of the Education 
Ombudsman toll-free at: (866) 297-2597.

Can I speak up?
Yes. Knowing when and how makes the difference.  There is an old saying that “the squeaky 
wheel gets the grease.”  It means that if we speak up, our problems (or our children’s problems)  
can be addressed. Always keep in mind that how we say something is as important as 
what we have to say. 

This might be the most important thing to remember about advocacy—how to make 
sure we are working in partnership with the schools so that our children get the educa-
tion they need.  Sometimes all that’s needed is a conversation with a teacher.  Other 
times what’s needed is a change in local school district policy or a state law.  Either way, 
in a democracy it’s up to us to speak up for our children, and to be the most effective 
advocates for them we can be.  Their future depends on us.
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Foster Care Fact

37% of foster youth 
drop out of high school, 
compared to 16% of the 
general population.
Foster Care Fact

Family Involvement, Rights, and  
Responsibilities in Education

Your Child and School Need You

Children need both good teachers and strong family support to do as well as they can 
at school.  National research consistently demonstrates that when parents and schools 
work together as partners, students are more successful.  This holds true for families of 
all ethnicities, income levels, and education backgrounds, whether in rural or urban 
schools.

Student Rights

A student has a basic right to an equal educational opportunity and cannot be denied 
an education without due process of law.  Washington courts have required that the 
legislature define what level of “basic education” will be provided to all students and to 
fund schools to provide this basic level of education.

A school district cannot take away a student’s right to education without providing 
him or her with an opportunity to dispute the removal from school.   School districts 
must have a very good reason to justify a permanent or indefinite removal of a student 
from school. 

When students stop going to school, or have unexcused absences, school staff have 
a duty to take steps necessary to address the underlying reasons why they are not in 
school.

A school district cannot take away a student’s right to education without providing 
him or her with an opportunity to dispute the removal from school.

Adolescents may face situations that a younger child will not.  It is important to under-
stand the basic rights and how it may affect an adolescent student in the educational 
setting. 

These rights are for ALL STUDENTS:

•	 Students also have rights of free speech, assembly (gathering with others) and 
free exercise of religion

•	 Students also have the right not to have themselves or their possessions  
unreasonably searched or taken. However, this does not mean that students 
can never be searched or their possessions can’t be taken.  Strip or body cavity 
searches by school staff are never allowed.

•	 Students who are pregnant cannot be denied access to education based on their 
pregnancy.

•	 No student may be denied an equal education because of their previous arrest 
or incarceration.  The only exception to this is a student convicted of a violent 
or sexual offense against a teacher or another student may not attend the same 
school.
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Student Responsibility

Although expectations are different from school to school, a student has a responsibil-
ity to:

•	 Attend school and be on time to classes.

•	 Follow school bus rules, including behavior and following directions from  
the driver.

•	 Show respect to students and school staff.

•	 Not bring drugs, tobacco or alcoholic beverages to school.

•	 Not have weapons on school property or on the way to and from school.

•	 Not participate in gangs or gang-related activity.

Know Your Legal Rights

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), a federal law, guarantees: 

•	 Parents and guardians can view their student’s educational records. Once stu-
dents turn 18, they have access to their records. 

•	 If you feel your student’s records are inaccurate, you can request that the school 
correct the problem. If the school refuses, you have the right to a hearing. Even 
if you lose at the hearing, you can have your own interpretation of the inac-
curacies permanently added to the student’s records. 

•	 In most cases, the school must get your permission to show your student’s 
records to others. 

The Washington Public Records Act allows citizens to request and review most docu-
ments produced by schools and school districts—including policies and procedures, 
budgets, school business correspondence and teachers’ lesson plans. 

What is Family Involvement in Education?

Family Involvement means the active participation by families, caregivers and legal 
guardians in their children’s school lives.  Family involvement must be done in part-
nership with teachers and other school staff.  Every parent or family member has 
different skills, experiences, and life circumstances, so we all have different ways to 
participate, support, and enrich education for our children.  

Parent and Family Rights 

Parents have the right to receive information about their child’s progress in school. 
Report cards are required by law to be issued on a regular basis and teachers should be 
available to discuss any academic concerns that arise.  You have the right to read your 
child’s cumulative file located in the office of the school.  You may request copies of the 
contents.  Parents have a right to be informed in a timely manner when disciplinary 
sanctions are imposed on your child. Be sure as a parent you have read and understand 
the discipline policies of the school AND the district.  

Parent and Family Responsibility

The most basic kind of family involvement is to make sure that each student attends 
school every day after getting enough sleep and eating a healthy breakfast; they should 
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be dressed appropriately and equipped with appropriate supplies and materials.  It is 
your role to set homework expectations and provide time and space for your child to 
complete assignments.  For parents who have the time and energy, volunteering at 
school or working with a parent group is a valuable contribution.  

Being active in your child’s education can be one of the longest-lasting gifts you can 
give to him or her.  Think of your contact with school as building connections between 
the healthy adults in your child’s life.  Those connections can become a web of sup-
port.  Whether you are doing something big or small— the most important thing is 
just to be involved in the education of your child.   

Here are some ways to be an active participant  
in your child’s education:

•	 Learn about the school: Read the School Report Card, review the website, and 
learn names of key people – secretary, principal, teachers, and counselor.

•	 Start the relationship out right: Be friendly and positive with school staff.  Be 
open to feedback and efforts to address difficulties that might arise.

•	 Read all school notices including dress code and discipline policies. Keep a 
copy of the school calendar visible so that you know when there are schedule 
changes.

•	 Attend meetings, parent teacher conferences, and school events. 

•	 Check in with teachers regularly, not just when there’s a problem. Find out the 
best time and method to communicate with your child’s teacher.  

•	 Know as much as you can about your child’s education.  Ask for and look over 
school records and progress notes to better understand how your child is doing 
and what he or she might need. Keep a file or a notebook documenting your 
child’s educational journey.

•	 Follow-up on reported problems in a timely manner.   Small problems can 
sometimes become large problems rather quickly. Let the school know you will 
follow-up on important issues concerning your child.

•	 Respond to all school communications promptly.

•	 Ask your child regularly how he or she thinks things are going.

•	 Look for chances to help your child communicate thoughts and feelings to 
teachers and others; and to be his or her own advocate.

•	 If a problem arises, always ask for and listen to the school’s side of the issue.

•	 Make sure the school has all information needed, including medical and any 
other special needs, to provide the right kind of education. Update the school 
with this information regularly. 

Why Not Leave Education to the School?

It’s a partnership!  

The idea of family participation in U.S. Schools began in the late 1800s.  While fami-
lies and schools working together seemed like a good idea for many reasons, people 
didn’t realize that a side benefit would be strong gains in student learning.  However, 
national research in the last 40 years has demonstrated that the more families partici-
pate in the education of their children, the better those students achieve in school.

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 1  |  INVOLVEMENT 

PAGE 13



 
Understanding the Public School System

An involved parent is an informed parent. Understanding the way school districts are 
structured, including how decisions are made, will help you be an effective advocate.

Washington’s Basic Education Act

Education is a basic, constitutional right in Washington.  Students cannot be de-
nied an equal educational opportunity because of their race, national origin, disability, 
pregnancy, or juvenile court involvement.  Young people have a right to educational 
services until they are 21 years old.  These services can be provided in a regular high 
school, an alternative high school, a GED program, or a high school completion pro-
gram at a local community college. 

“The goal of the Basic Education Act . . . shall be to provide students with the oppor-
tunity to become responsible citizens, to contribute to their own economic well-being, 
and to that of their families and communities, and to enjoy productive and satisfying 
lives. To these ends, the goals of each school district, with the involvement of parents 
and community members, shall be to provide opportunities for all students to develop 
the knowledge and skills essential to:

1)	 Read with comprehension, write with skill, and communicate effectively and 
responsibly in a variety of ways and settings;

2)	 Know and apply the core concepts and principles of mathematics; social, phys-
ical and life sciences; civics and history; geography; arts; and health and fitness;

3)	 Think analytically, logically, creatively, and to integrate experience and knowl-
edge to form reasoned judgments and solve problems; and

4)	 Understand the importance of work and how performance, effort, and deci-
sions directly affect future career and educational opportunities.

The Essential Academic Learning Requirements (EALRs) are standards defining what 
all students should know and be able to do at each grade level.

Information on Washington State Learning Standards

OSPI website: www.k12.wa.us/CurriculumInstruct/EALR_GLE.aspx 

How big is the Washington State Public School system?

There are 295 school districts and 2,278 school buildings in the state of Washington. 
School districts can include just one school or, as in the case of the Seattle School 
District, as many as 100 schools. There were 1,028,319 students enrolled in public 
schools in the year 2007.

Over 75% of students are enrolled in Western Washington school districts.  Nearly 
one quarter of Washington’s public school students are enrolled in King County.
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How Does the School District Work?
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SCHOOL BOARD 
Elected by voters to set goals, conduct  
strategic planning, hire and oversee the 
superintendent, adopt the school district 
budget, and create policy. 

SUPERINTENDENT 
Hired by the school board to manage the 
school district

PRINCIPAL 
Reports to the superintendent.  Manages 
staff and student body and day-to-day op-
erations of the school.

TEACHER AND OTHER STAFF 
Reports to the Principal.

Reporting Structure



School Board Basics

School board members (also called Directors) are elected by citizens of their communi-
ties.  There are five members on a school board except in the state’s largest district, Se-
attle Public Schools, where the board has seven members.   School Board positions are 
unpaid although some Directors are reimbursed for their expenses in some districts.  

Together, the Board makes decisions that affect staff and students of their school dis-
trict such as policies, procedures, and district budget expenditures.

Other important roles include: hiring and evaluating the Superintendent, creating a 
vision, setting goals for the school district and representing voters of their community.

School board members:

•	 Are elected by the voters in each school district every other year (in odd-num-
bered years).

•	 Serve staggered terms.  Not all positions are open every election.

•	 Are paid a small daily fee in some districts, while directors in other districts 
receive only reimbursement for expenses.  This is determined by board policy.

•	 May be elected “at large,” or be elected from specific neighborhoods within a 
district.  Each director represents the interests of students in the whole district.

•	 Serve four-year terms (except in Spokane, Tacoma, and Everett, where board 
members serve six-year terms).

Who can be a school board member?

A school director position is open to any person who is a registered voter in the school district.  

The candidate must file financial disclosures and win the school board election.

What does the Superintendent do?

He or she runs the school district. 

The Superintendent is hired and evaluated by the School Board.  He or she manages 
the daily operations of the school district, hires and supervises principals, develops the 
annual budget for School Board approval and oversees staff and academic programs.

What is the Principal’s role?

The school principal is the supervisor of the teachers and other staff. 

Their role includes managing day-to-day operations of the school and all its financial 
and human resources, providing staff development to increase student performance, 
evaluating school staff and programs, and building relationships with parents and the 
community.  As a parent, you are welcome to meet with your child’s principal.

Teachers and Other School Staff Members

The first person you meet at school is likely to be your child’s teacher, the person most directly 
involved in your child’s education.  

Classroom teachers instruct and evaluate students to help them meet academic stan-
dards.
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School staff may also include assistant principals, a school secretary, teachers’ aides, 
librarians, counselors, bus drivers, family support workers and bilingual aides.

Most teachers and many other school district employees belong to labor unions.  
Unions negotiate with the school board to create contracts that outline working con-
ditions and pay and set the calendar for school days and school vacations.  Employees 
must be hired or dismissed according to contract provisions.

What does “local control” mean?

Each school district is different. 

Citizens in each school district elect school board members. School Boards set policies 
and make decisions on a broad range of education issues within their own particular 
district.  This is called “local control.”  This is why policies, procedures, and school 
programs can vary from one school district to another in the state of Washington.                 

School District Finance

School district finance is a complicated subject, because money comes from a variety 
of sources and usually can only be spent for designated purposes.  For example, if a 
school district’s voters approve a levy to remodel classrooms, the school board cannot 
decide to use that money to pay for textbooks or teacher salaries.

The school board approves where the superintendent and staff will spend the district’s 
money.  How a school board allocates funds tells you what the board values most.  Un-
derstanding school district spending can give you insight into what happens in your 
school district, which will help you make well-informed suggestions to your school 
board representatives.

Where do school districts get their money?

They access state, federal, local, and private sources. 

Budget percentages in school districts vary.  Here is an example:

•	 70% from state funds.

•	 10% federal funds for special programs such as Title 1 and bilingual education.

•	 16% local property taxes as approved by voters.

•	 4% other sources such as grants.

Who decides how to spend it?

The school board chooses goals and priorities. 

The superintendent and staff make a budget. The school board approves the budget 
and monitors spending. Voters influence the process through the people they elect to 
the school board.

What is a Levy?

Levies are approved by voters. 

In addition to state, federal and private sources, school districts raise money for schools 
by asking local voters to pass school levies.  Levies are local property taxes that hom-
eowners in each city approve by vote. These local levies usually make up 15 – 20% of 
the school district budget.
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What is a Bond Issue?

A bond issue is a method for a school district to borrow money.  

It must be approved by voters, whose property taxes will repay the loan with interest.

What is a Grant?

Grants are funded by a government department, corporation, foundation, or trust and 
granted to a nonprofit entity, educational institution, business or an individual.

What are School District Policies?

You should know and follow district policies. 

Each School Board develops and adopts a set of rules to provide standards for staff 
and students in the district. District Policies (or Board Policies) cover a number of 
topics including district operations, academic programs, curriculum, enrollment, at-
tendance, discipline, etc.  District policies are public documents and can be viewed by 
anyone. They are typically available at the district’s central   offices or on the district’s 
website.  Most districts have a clerk that works for the School Board and answers ques-
tions from the public.

What if my district policies don’t work or don’t exist?  

You can influence change.

 Only the School Board can create new policies or make changes to existing ones. The 
voices of parents, family members and voters, in general, are very important in the 
public education system.  You can make a big difference in the quality of children’s 
education by speaking out about what is needed in the school district and why. Make 
sure you take time to read and understand district policies and procedures before per-
sonally or publicly approaching Board members or district administrators.

Be an Active Citizen at School Board Meetings

Understanding more about the system sets you up well to be able to communicate 
your ideas about your child and his or her education; you can help set policies in your 
school district by communicating your thoughts to your school board members. 

•	 Get an agenda.  Agendas are made public at least 24 hours ahead of the school 
board meeting.  You may find the agenda on the school district website.

•	 Arrange to speak at a board meeting.  Regular school board meetings usually 
include opportunities for public comment.  Many boards provide a sign-up 
sheet near the entrance to the boardroom.

•	 Represent a community group to the school board.  Report board actions to 
your group.

•	 Look for meeting broadcasts on cable TV, or ask the district office if there is an 
email list for people interested in school board news.

•	 Write or phone your school board representative to make your opinions known.
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WHEN FAMILIES  
ARE INVOLVED,  
STUDENTS ACHIEVE

National research in the 
last 40 years has dem-
onstrated that the more 
families participate in the 
education of their chil-
dren, the more students 
succeed.

Other best  
practice efforts 
by the school  
include:

Providing communica-
tion between home and 
school that is regular, 
two-way and meaningful.

Embracing the role of 
the parent for assisting 
student learning.

Welcoming parents into  
the school and provid-
ing meaningful tasks to 
support classrooms and 
learning.

Engaging parents as full 
partners in the deci-
sions that affect chil-
dren and families.

Partnering With Schools

School-family partnerships are critical for student achievement.  There are many ways 
for families to work together and partner with schools.  A simple place to start is by 
establishing a supportive environment for learning at home, which in turn can help 
develop and enhance positive lasting relationships with school staff.   Below you will 
find information about what to expect from your child’s school as well as actions you 
can take as a parent, family member, or guardian to do your part.

What You Can Do…

The Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) cited research that 
outlines six types of involvement for the strongest relationships:

•	 parenting
•	 communicating
•	 volunteering
•	 learning at home
•	 decision making 

•	 collaborating

What is the School’s Part?

Some schools have adopted family involvement policies while others are more informal about 
interacting with families.  

Schools that receive federal Title I funds are required by law to have family involve-
ment activities, and some receive special funds to help with those efforts.  There is no 
Washington state law that says schools must involve families, but the most successful 
schools do. 

Schools should design family involvement opportunities that accommodate family 
circumstances, provide choices, validate the family’s’ culture and values, and explicitly 
provide strategies to help support learning at home. If English is not the primary lan-
guage in the home then school communication should be translated for parents to be 
able to read.

Here are some basics that you should expect  
from your school:

•	 An atmosphere that is welcoming and encourages you to become a partner in 
your child’s education.

•	 Respectful, friendly treatment from school staff.
•	 Timely, thoughtful responses to your concerns.
•	 Information about how to help students with homework and support learning 

at home.
•	 Partnerships with community organizations that help families.
•	 Information for families translated into languages in addition to English.

•	 Curriculum that is engaging and rigorous.
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GET YOUR IDEAS 
ACROSS!

STEP 1:  
SIMPLIFY. 

Explain what you need 
clearly.

STEP 2:  
GIVE EXAMPLES. 
Give examples that sup-
port what you are say-
ing.

STEP 3:  
REPEAT YOUR POINT.  
State your point again.

STEP 4:  
ASK QUESTIONS.  
Ask your listener a 
question to make sure 
he or she understands 
the point you are trying 
to make.

Effective Communication

An open line of communication is probably the most important single element to 
success in school meetings. Whether it is a special education matter, a parent/teacher 
conference, or a discipline hearing, here are some ideas to assist you in communicating 
well with the school system:

1)	 Use small sentences – be very concise in what you are saying. Don’t use run on 
sentences, get right to the point.  

2)	 Listening – Always listen to what is being said.  There are three main skills 
for listening; Attending – Giving your physical attention to another person.  
Following - Make sure you are engaged by using eye contact, un-intrusive 
gestures (such as nodding, saying okay or asking very infrequent questions).   
Reflecting – Paraphrasing, reflect back using the feelings by being empathetic.

3)	 Let thoughts and statements be completed before commenting on what was being 
said to you.  Make sure the person or people who are speaking know you are 
listening.

4)	 Ask many questions – Do not make any assumptions.  If you are not sure, ask 
for clarification.

5)	 Be aware of your body language.  Body language is a non-verbal communi-
cation that will definitely be interpreted by others in a positive or negative 
means.  Body language can indicate how you are listening or not listening.  

Barriers to Communication

Here is a list of barriers that could interfere in accomplishing the goal of advocating 
for your child.

1)	 Criticizing – Be positive and do not blame

2)	 Name Calling

3)	 Power struggles – We know some people like to be in charge and in control.  To 
avoid this kind of struggle ask for explanation as to why it has to be a certain 
way.  (‘What about this plan will accomplish the goal we are trying to achieve 
…” - or – “Can you explain to me how this is helpful”)

4)	 Giving orders

5)	 Threatening

6)	 Minimizing – The issue may not be important in your eyes but may be in 
theirs.  If you minimize you will not be taken seriously.

7)	 Arguing

8)	 Not Listening
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Communication with the school system can be quite frustrating.  If possible, always 
have someone with you (i.e., both parents, a friend) to tag team if you are starting to 
get so frustrated your skills are compromised.  

Here are some things to avoid:

1)	 Becoming overly emotionally involved – Control your emotions at all times.

2)	 Engaging in power struggle

3)	 Becoming rigid in the process

4)	 Raising your voice, cursing, making threats, and giving ultimatums or demands

5)	 Aggressive language - Including body language

6)	 Own your thoughts. Take ownership for what you want to accomplish.

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 1  |  communication 

PAGE 21



School Involvement

Section two

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Best Practices: Classroom instructional strategies that have been demonstrated and ac-
cepted by the professional community to improve student learning.

Conflict Resolution: A defined practice based on an understanding that there are vari-
ous perspectives to address and solve a problem.

Enrichment: Topics and activities that are not considered part of basic education.

Parent Teacher Conferences: A meeting where the parents and the teacher of a particu-
lar student discuss present and future academic progress.
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FOSTER CARE FACT

Foster children are, 
on average, one to 
three years behind 
their peers in learning  
readiness and score  
16-20% lower on  
standardized tests.

Ways to Get Involved

What is the Family’s Part?

Below you will find an array of suggestions of ways for you as a parent, family member, 
or caregiver to establish your role and do your part in maintaining an active healthy 
partnership together with your child’s school. 

Parent Groups and Volunteering in Schools

At most schools there is an organized group of parents who enrich the learning envi-
ronment for students and assist the teachers and other school staff members.  Parents’ 
group volunteers may work in support roles at the school building, raise funds for 
school projects, and sponsor events that help families connect with one another.  They 
usually hold regular meetings open to all parents.

Supporting Learning in the Home

The first teacher that your child has is you. Taking time to talk with your child about 
their day, including their time at school, their friends, and their other activities keeps 
you connected.  Scheduling an outing or special time with your child can make a big 
impact on your relationship. Taking a walk in the park, attending an outdoor market 
or festival, or visiting a skate park are all inexpensive ways to stay involved. 

Create a Learning Environment 

o	 Have a quiet place to work on homework every night. This could be a desk, 
table, or spot on the floor.

o	 Create a routine that includes time for homework, skill building, and learning 
games daily

o	 Have school supplies available and make sure your child knows where they are

o	 Check your child’s backpack regularly for homework or school information. 
Your child may also have a planner or assignment sheet to review.

o	 Log on to your school’s online system if your child isn’t sure what homework 
assignments are missing. This is a good opportunity to help your child learn 
how to manage time and be organized

o	 Talk with your child about their current assignment and any upcoming proj-
ects. Model how to use a planner or calendar.

o	 Ask your child to teach you how to do their math. Putting kids in the role of 
teacher reinforces their understanding and gives them an opportunity to feel 
proud of what they know.
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Get Prepared

o	 Have a designated spot for your child to keep his/her backpack and school 
books. Be sure it is ready to go in the morning

o	 Make sure your child has a good breakfast and is well rested before school. 
Many schools have breakfast and lunch program available. Be sure to fill out 
any necessary paperwork.

o	 Have a designated bedtime for all ages and have some rituals for winding down 
before bed. This helps them get organized for the next day and ensures that 
everyone is prepared. Sleep is key to success in school.

o	 Help your kids set out their clothes for the next day. 

o	 Be sure to talk with your kids about good hygiene.

Read With Your Child

Read with your child every day. Set aside a time in your schedule dedicated to reading 
and discussing books together. For older kids, set a timer for 30 minutes of sustained 
silent reading time. Most schools require 30 minutes of silent reading as part of their 
homework policy. Check with your child and see if they have a reading log that needs 
to be signed.

Tips for Reading Effectively With Your Child

•	 Set aside a regular time every evening to read with your child

•	 Have a comfortable place to read together

•	 Have a variety of interesting books available for your child to choose from. 
Go to the public library together regularly. Make sure your child is using the 
school library and make sure to keep them separate from community library 
materials. 

•	 Take turns reading so that your child can hear what good reading sounds like. 
Reading with your child helps build a good relationship with them and aids in 
their comprehension.

•	 If the child is a beginning reader, do a “picture walk” before you start. Go 
through each page and ask the child to tell you what is happening on each 
page. This helps the child get ready for reading and can get very young children 
engaged in books. 

•	 Ask questions about the story as you read to check for understanding, such as:

		 o	 What do you think will happen next?

		 o	 Where is this story taking place?

		 o	 What has happened so far in this story?

		 o	 Can you summarize what happened in the beginning, middle, and end of  
		 the story (once you have completed the book)?

Your child’s education doesn’t stop when the last bell rings. Getting children involved 
in additional programs keeps them engaged, allows them to learn about their own 
interests, gives them additional opportunities, and sets them up for success in life. 
Learning outside of school can include after-school activities, enrichment programs, 
tutoring in or outside of the school, and learning at home.
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Programs and Enrichment Activities after School

Many schools offer free academic and enrichment programs after school. Most schools 
offer tutoring and homework help as well as programs such as cooking, dance, tech-
nology, photography, music, and sports activities. Transportation or bus tokens may 
be available to students if they are enrolled in these programs. Check with the school 
to find out details about when and where these programs occur. This is a great way to 
keep kids safe and involved in their school communities. 

Enrichment Programs in the Community

Enrichment programs outside of school are available through community and cultural 
centers.  Private organizations also offer programming in dance, music, karate, arts, 
etc. These programs offer your child an opportunity to develop new skills, which may 
also include self-discipline, communication, and teamwork. 

Scholarships are often available to help supplement the costs of these programs. Be 
sure to inquire about scholarships at the time of enrollment, as often they are in lim-
ited quantities. 

More Ways to Get Involved With the School Community

•	 Go in to your child’s school and meet the staff. Make an appointment with the 
principal or administrative staff to introduce yourself and your child. 

•	 Attend school orientation/back to school event. Meet the teacher or teachers at 
the beginning of the school year to facilitate good communication early. This 
is also an opportunity to meet other parents.

•	 Get involved with the PTA/PTSA at your school. Information often goes 
home in a packet given out on the first day of school. 

•	 Attend Open House. It’s a great opportunity to meet the teachers, hear about 
the curriculum, and get involved in the school. 

•	 Many schools offer additional evening events, such as math night, science fairs, 
music concerts, and talent shows. Attending these events allows you to support 
the school, your child, and the community.

•	 Volunteer to work at the school. You can help in the office, in the library, on 
the playground, in a school garden, on safety patrol, for field trips, or in the 
lunchroom. You may also be able to help in after school programs as well. 

•	 Many schools have sports teams that could use coaches, computer labs that 
could use assistance, and tutoring programs that could use support.

•	 School classrooms and after school programs often offer snacks and school 
supplies paid for by the teachers. You can host a drive through the PTSA or 
just donate directly to the school.

•	 Most schools have a safety committee and plans in case of a disaster. You can 
get involved by helping schools stay current with their supplies and plans.

•	 If you speak another language, talk to the office staff about volunteering as a  
language interpreter.
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Effective Parent-Teacher Conferences

Make the Most of Parent-Teacher Conferences

A conference is a time for parents and teachers to share information, solve problems, 
and form a relationship that will help the student succeed.  Most schools invite fami-
lies to a formal parent-teacher conference at least once a year, usually in October or 
November. However, you can request a meeting with your child’s teacher to discuss 
academic progress or any other issue at any time. 

The teacher needs to hear from you and you need to hear from the teacher.  You know 
more about your child than anyone at school does.  Talking with the teacher about 
your child will help pave the way for your student to do well in class and will help you 
understand what is being taught in the classroom. Conferences are usually short and 
to the point, so having a plan about what you want to discuss with the teacher will 
help you be prepared.

If your child has specific medical, emotional, or educational needs, be sure to meet 
with the teacher at the beginning of the school year. 

Prepare for a Successful Conference 

Before the conference

•	 Find out your child’s questions and concerns about school.

•	 Check progress reports, report cards and work your child has brought home. 

•	 Write a list of questions you want to ask the teacher. Start with the form in this 
brochure and add to it. Bring your list to the meeting with you. 

•	 Write down information about your child that the teacher should know, such as a 
family death,divorce, changed finances, illness or a new home.

•	 If you need a ride, childcare or a different time or day for the conference, the 
school can help. Call the school office and ask. 

•	 If English is not your first language, have someone contact the school before the 
parent-teacher conference and request an interpreter to assist you during the meet-
ing. 

At the conference 

•	 Let the teacher begin the meeting but be sure to ask the questions on your list 
before time runs out. 

•	 Ask the teacher what your child should know and be able to do by the end of the 
school year. Make a plan for how you and the teacher will work with your child 
to reach those goals. 

•	 Find out the best way (notes, phone calls, e-mail) and the best time to communi-
cate with the teacher throughout the school year. 
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Preparation for Meetings

Prepare Yourself 

Advocacy for a student involves attending meetings at the school.  It is always a good 
idea to be prepared for meetings particularly in the event of a formal hearing such as 
for truancy and special education situations. If attending school meetings is new to 
you or if you are not familiar with the issue, seek help as needed from a friend, other 
caregivers, an advocate, or an attorney, when necessary, to prepare for a meeting. 

Develop Skills

As you work to involve yourself in your child’s education, you can put your commu-
nication skills to work whenever you attend a meeting at the school.  The best way to 
make sure you are ready is to do a few things in advance to prepare.

How can I be prepared and make the most of meetings?

1.	 Make sure you have what you need before you go.
Ask for any relevant documents and/or records before the meeting so you 
have a chance to read them.  

•	 	Take the time to write down any questions you have.  

•	 Find out who will be at the meeting, and what their roles are.   

		 Ask certain people to be there if you think they will help get things done.  
For example, has the counselor been especially helpful to your child?  Does 
your child’s teacher from last year have good insights into what your child 
needs?  If needed, request an interpreter. 

2.	 Write down your questions and the points you want to make.Take a little time 
before the meeting to write down the questions you would like answered.  
Outline the points you would like to make.  Refer to your notes while in a 
meeting.  Even great speakers use notes to keep them on track.

3.	 Take notes during meetings and other conversations. Don’t be shy about taking 
notes during meetings or while you’re on the phone or having conversations 
with school personnel or others.  Your notes will later remind you of what hap-
pened and when.  It’s okay to let the conversation slow down while you catch 
up on your notes.  When a conversation is over and you’re alone, read over 
your notes and see if you missed anything.  Check to see if you can read your 
own writing.  Fill in your notes if you have missed things.  Keep the notes in 
your child’s education file. Get name and title of each person attending.

		 If you don’t get a chance to take notes during the conversation or meeting, be 
sure to write things down right after the meeting when the discussion is still 
fresh in your mind.

4.	 Make sure you get a chance to be heard.
You may have one perspective about the purpose of a meeting, and school 
district personnel may have another.  Listen and learn what the school’s issues 
are.  However, don’t forget to say what you think is important.
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5.	 Silence is okay, take a deep breath.

		 A moment of silence during the conversation can give you time to collect your 
thoughts.  Let the empty air just hang there for a minute, and it will give you a 
chance to make a bigger impact because what you ultimately say will likely be 
clearer.

		 What’s the worst thing that can happen?  The other person might jump in and 
say something.  Often, he or she will clarify a position or even concede a point 
because you haven’t immediately reacted.  On the other hand, after not getting 
an immediate response, a person could say, “Do you understand what I said?”  
Your response can be as simple as, “Yes, I am just taking a minute to think 
about it before I respond.”  

6.	 Set concrete goals, and assign tasks during meetings.

		 A problem will get resolved only if people agree to start acting on it.   Figure 
out as a group what tasks need to be done, who should do the tasks, and a time 
by which the tasks will be done.  

7.	 Take a break.

		 Don’t sign papers or agree to a resolution of the issue unless you feel it’s the 
right thing.  Ask to take a break.  Tell the people at the meeting that you would 
like to think things over for a few minutes, overnight, or for a week.  If you are 
thinking about waiting for more than a day, consider what your child loses by 
delaying things, and balance those concerns against how helpful it might be to 
have the time to think things through or talk with someone else.

8.	 Re-cap at the end of a meeting.

		 Clarify what you have discussed using the notes you have taken.  Make sure 
everyone is aware of what they are supposed to do next.  If it makes sense, set 
a time to meet again before the meeting ends.

9.	 Make a follow-up call to ensure things are being done.

		 If someone has promised to get something done by a certain date, call him or 
her and ask if it has been done.  There may be a good reason for not accom-
plishing a task.  By following up, you make sure your priority has not been lost.  
Be sure to follow through on tasks you said you would take care of yourself.  

Keeping Records

School records include academic, attendance, discipline, special education, testing, or 
other information pertaining to a specific student. Federal law defines records to include 
anything that is recorded in any way, including, but not limited to, handwriting, print, 
tape, film, microfilm, and microfiche. You have the right to see student files at school, 
and you should keep a copy of any official documents sent home pertaining to your child. 

How can I organize student records and keep notes to help me be an effective educational ad-
vocate? 

1)	 Keep everything you get.

		 Don’t toss those papers!  If you feel like you’re being buried in paper, you’ll feel 
better if you put it all in one place. Start by using a big envelope or box labeled 
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“School Papers” and then go on to #2 below. 

2)	 Get organized with a separate education file.

		 Keep a separate education file for each of your children.  If you have many pa-
pers, organize them in different categories: letters and correspondence, special 
education, grades and attendance, discipline notices, etc.   

3)	 Copy everything you send.

		 Keep copies of all letters, notes, or other written communication with the 
school.

4)	 Put things in writing.

		 Even if you have asked for something during an in-person or telephone con-
versation, follow it up with a note.  It doesn’t have to be typed and it doesn’t 
have to be perfect.  It is a good reminder to the other person, and you’ll be 
happy that you have the note if there’s some kind of problem down the road. 

		 Even more important is the fact that some things require that a request be 
made in writing if special legal protections are to fall into place.  For example, 
a request for school records doesn’t have to be in writing, but if the district is 
slow in getting the records to you or ultimately refuses to give them to you, the 
timelines that apply are triggered only by a written request.

5)	 Keep a log.

		 When you are working on a particular issue with a school district, keep a spe-
cial pad of paper in your child’s file that lists what’s happening.  A sample blank 
log sheet is included at the end of this publication.

Organizing an Education Notebook

If you organize your child’s school records into an “education notebook,” you can 
spend your time thinking about more important things than where a particular piece 
of paper might be.  Create the notebook as soon as possible.  It will help to have every-
thing in one place as you prepare for meetings with school officials or a hearing.  The 
more you are comfortable using it, the easier it will be for you to be prepared.

Start by dividing the records into piles

Take all of the records and group together similar items in different piles.  Divide them 
into logical groups.  

Example:

	 Attendance records

	 Discipline records

	 Medical records

	 Notes from teachers

	 IEP 

	 School Pictures
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This isn’t a complete list, just some suggestions. You need to look carefully at what 
kinds of records you have, and what groupings will make the most sense.

You can divide some into smaller subgroups.

	 Discipline records

	 Notes from teachers

	 Reports to the principal

	 Suspension notices

	 Statement of victim of assault 

	 Police report

Use a three-ring binder

A notebook is better than a file because all of the papers are held in place.  It just means 
you’ll avoid the disaster of papers flying everywhere if you drop your stuff.   A binder 
also allows you to move papers easily from one section to another.

Make dividers for each section of the notebook

Make dividers to put between sections.  You can use something simple like different 
colored pieces of paper, but dividers with tabs sticking out are easiest to use.  Label 
each section so you can quickly see what is in it. 

If you are involved in a hearing (such as a special education due process hearing or a 
school discipline hearing), your notebook should contain:  

•	 Notes of conversations and meetings you’ve had on this issue

•	 A summary of the case.

•	 An outline/summary of the facts

•	 An outline/summary of laws or policies

•	 List of records you want the hearing examiner or judge to review

If you need help, contact the Office of the Education Ombudsman at (866) 297-2597 or 
Treehouse Educational Advocacy Program at (206) 767- 7000.
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Educational Issues

Section tHREE

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Becca Bill: A Washington state law that requires school districts to take specific actions 
when students are absent.  

Child Find is a component of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) that 
requires states to identify, locate, and evaluate all children with disabilities, aged birth 
to 21, who are in need of early intervention or special education services.

Conflict Resolution: A defined practice based on an understanding that there are vari-
ous perspectives to address and solve a problem.

Expulsion: Removal of a student from school, class, or sometimes district property for 
an indefinite period of time.

IEP: Individualized Education Program

IDEiA: Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act also called the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act

McKinney-Vento Act: Federal legislation that provides educational services to home-
less students that are equal to all other enrolled students, and ensures that homeless 
children and youth have equal opportunities to enroll in, attend, and be successful in 
school.

OSPI: Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction

School of Origin: School of origin is defined as the school the student attended when 
permanently housed, or the school in which the student was last enrolled. 

Special Education Services: Instruction provided for students with disabilities accord-
ing to the requirements of the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Im-
provement Act (IDEiA)

Suspension: A disciplinary action that removes a student from school for a definite 
period of time.

Truancy Petition: Paperwork submitted by a school district to juvenile court that re-
quests the court to enter a finding that the student has been truant.  The petition con-
tains information such as listing the number of school days missed by the student and 
the actions taken by the district to help the student return to school.
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Enrollment and McKinney-Vento

WHAT IS NEEDED TO ENROLL MY CHILD IN SCHOOL?

Your child should be enrolled as soon as possible and several basic steps are required 
to accomplish this.

1.	 Contact the school district office or local school to pick up an “enrollment packet” 
containing necessary forms, etc. If you expect any problems or are otherwise curi-
ous, also request a copy of the district’s written enrollment or admissions policies.

2.	 For a first-time enrollment in Washington public schools, the school district may 
request a copy of a student’s birth certificate (although birth certificates are NOT 
required under state law, except for Kindergarten students, or students entering 
1st grade who cannot demonstrate completion of K). If a student has previously 
been enrolled in another school district in the state, the district will ask for the 
names of prior school districts, information about the student’s disciplinary his-
tory, special educational needs, and any health conditions.

3.	 Proof of immunization is required before beginning school. Immunization means 
shots or vaccinations that children get to prevent illnesses such as measles.

Records that show a student has completed all of his or her vaccinations will satisfy the 
requirement of proof of immunization. A student can also satisfy the requirement by 
showing that he or she has started a schedule for immunizations.

A student will then need to show that the immunizations were completed by the first 
day of school the following year. If you don’t have proof of immunization for your 
child, then call the local public health department.

WHAT IF I DON’T YET HAVE ALL OF THE PAPERWORK FOR MY CHILD 
BECAUSE WE ARE HOMELESS?

Enroll the student right away even if you don’t have everything you think you need.

Schools are required by state and federal law to take steps to help enroll homeless 
students.

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act is the federal law that protects home-
less students. Under the McKinney–Vento Act, a student is homeless if he or she:

•	 Lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence

•	 Lives in shared housing due to loss or hardship

•	 Lives in a hotel, motel, trailer home, campground, emergency or transitional shel-
ter, is abandoned in a hospital,

•	 Is awaiting foster care,

•	 Has a primary nighttime residence not designated or ordinarily used as a regular 
sleeping accommodation,

•	 Lives in a car, park, public space, abandoned building, substandard housing, or a 
bus or train station,

•	 Is an unaccompanied youth, i.e. not living with his or her parent or guardian,
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The 3 Most  
Important Things 
to Remember about 
Enrollment

1. Children have the 
right to attend public 
school in the district 
where they live, even if 
they are homeless, have 
just moved to the area, 
or will live in the area 
for only a short time

2. Schools must make 
prompt decisions re-
garding enrollment

3. Schools may make 
exceptions to their usu-
al rules or take other 
special steps needed to 
provide equal educa-
tional opportunities to 
out-of-home care stu-
dents



When you enroll an 
out-of-home youth in 
school, you could add 
the social worker’s 
name and phone number 
as the second contact.

The social worker will 
receive information 
from the school, saving 
time.

FOSTER CARE FACT

With every school 
change, a foster child 
loses 4 to 6 months 
of academic prog-
ress.

•	 Is a migrant child who qualifies as homeless because of his or her living situation,

•	 Is a foster child who has run from his/her placement,

•	 Is living in a runaway or homeless youth shelter

DOES THE MCKINNEY-VENTO ACT APPLY TO CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-
HOME CARE?

In some cases, yes.

The McKinney-Vento Act applies to children and youth living in a wide variety of un-
stable or inadequate situations. The McKinney-Vento Act’s protections are invaluable 
in helping children in out-of-home care to succeed in school, as well as contributing 
to success and stability in the home placement.

The McKinney-Vento Act specifically applies to children who are considered to be 
“awaiting foster care placement.” Although the Act does not define this term, many 
state and local child welfare agencies and education agencies have developed defini-
tions of who is considered to be awaiting foster care placement in their state or locality.

The definition adopted by OSPI (March 2012) identifies “awaiting foster care” as the 
period of time between the initial placement of the child or youth into state care and 
the 30-day shelter care hearing.

WHAT PROTECTIONS MUST THE SCHOOLS PROVIDE UNDER THE 
MCKINNEY-VENTO ACT?

Schools must give homeless students special protections, such as:

•	 Allowing a homeless youth to stay in his or her prior school—or move to a new 
school—and provide transportation even if it is not usually made available by the 
school.

•	 Enrolling a homeless student or a student without any legal residence.

•	 Waiving the requirement for parental signatures.

•	 Arranging for vaccinations at community clinics instead of requiring a written 
record of immunization.

•	 Providing the student with free lunch immediately and without an application.

•	 Ensuring that the student has right to the full array of academic, extra-curricular 
and social opportunities afforded non-homeless students.

HOW DO I ENROLL MY STUDENT UNDER THE MCKINNEY-VENTO ACT?

Don’t delay enrolling your child because you don’t know something or lack some 
paperwork. Take your child to the school and fill out as much of the paperwork as 
possible. Explain the reasons for any missing documents or information. Ask that your 
child be enrolled right away and make arrangements for providing additional paper-
work if it can be obtained later.

Under the McKinney-Vento Act, students who are homeless have the right to remain 
in one school, even if their temporary living situation is located in another school 
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district or attendance area, as long as remaining in that school is in their best interest.

The school is known as the school of origin (defined as the school in which the student 
was last enrolled or where the student attended when permanently housed. Attending 
the school of origin ends at the end of the school year after a student is in a permanent 
residence).

As part of the enrollment process for any student in a homeless situation, contact the 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Liaison in the school district-- every district has one.

Some school districts call the Liaison a “coordinator” or use another name. Families 
and youth can call the school district’s central office or the Washington State Homeless 
Coordinator to get the Liaison’s name. The Washington State Homeless Coordinator 
can be reached at (360) 725-6050.

IF I STILL HAVE PROBLEMS GETTING MY STUDENT ENROLLED IN 
SCHOOL, WHAT CAN I DO?

If you still have difficulty enrolling your student, contact the Office of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction (360) 725-6000.

You can also contact the Homeless Education Office at the Office of Education Om-
budsman at (360) 725-6050. More detailed policies and facts about McKinney Vento 
can be found at their website: http://www.k12.wa.us/HomelessEd/default.aspx

Finally, all districts should have a grievance policy. Consider filing a grievance if a 
school is not responding, is very slow in acting, or is not following its own or OSPI’s 
policies. Schools are required to provide services to students while the grievance is be-
ing resolved.

Whenever there is a disagreement between the school and a parent or guardian with a 
child or youth in a homeless situation, the school must:

•	 Immediately enroll the student in the school the youth (and/or his/her parent or 
guardian) chooses;

•	 Send the parent, guardian, or youth to the Liaison to settle the disagreement 
quickly.

•	 Keep the student at that school until the disagreement is settled;

•	 Provide transportation to the school, or the school of origin, if the parent, guard-
ian or Liaison requests it;

•	 Explain, in writing, its decision and the right to appeal the decision

•	 Liaisons support and help students in homeless situations in many ways. They 
must:

•	 Make sure students are enrolled in school immediately, even if they do not have 
the papers they would normally need;

•	 Give school nutrition officials a list of students who are in homeless situations so 
that these students immediately qualify for free lunch;
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Academic Success
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•	 Help families and youth get immunizations, immunization records or other medi-
cal records, if a student needs them;

•	 Tell parents and youth about all transportation services available and help set up 
transportation for the student;

•	 Inform parents and guardians about all the programs and services the school has 
for their children, such as vocational and technical education, before and after 
school programs, programs for the gifted and talented, and alternative education 
programs;

•	 Make sure students get all the school services they need including English lan-
guage classes and special education evaluations;

•	 Coordinate with social services and housing agencies to ensure access to educa-
tion; and

•	 Make sure students have a full and equal chance to do well in school.

WHAT IS CONSIDERED MY CHILD’S “RESIDENT” DISTRICT?

Where he or she lives most of the time.

A school district must enroll any student of school age who resides in that district. A 
student’s “residence” is defined as the location where the student lives the majority of 
the time. This may be different from the student’s mailing address or different from his 
or her parent’s address, and the student may be a “resident” of a district even if he or 
she has no mailing address at all.

So, for example, If a student stays with his aunt four of the seven nights in a week, that’s 
a majority of the time. The school district where the aunt’s house is located is the student’s 
district.

No proof of residency is required for enrollment, but if you anticipate any problems, 
consider providing copies of any documents that support your claim of residency.

Children and youth in homeless situations have the right to go to the local school 
where they are living, if they do not want to go to their school of origin. Students have 
the right to go to the local school whether or not they live with their parents. The local 
school must let students who are homeless go to classes and participate fully in school 
activities as soon as they come to the school. The school must call the student’s last 
school to get records. The school Liaison usually does this for the student.

CAN MY CHILD ATTEND SCHOOL IN A DISTRICT OTHER THAN THE 
ONE IN WHICH HE OR SHE RESIDES?

Yes, but both the “resident” and “non-resident” districts must agree.

If a student wants to attend a district other than his or her home district, the student 
must get permission from the home district to be released AND be approved for 
admission by the new district. Home districts usually allow students to transfer to an-
other district. On the other hand, districts don’t always admit non-resident students.
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All districts must have a written, non-discriminatory policy about whether to admit 
non-resident students. A district may refuse to enroll students who do not live within 
its boundaries. For example, a district can deny non-resident students admission if 
those students are serving a suspension or expulsion from their home district, all the 
classes in the district are full, or it’s the middle or end of the semester. If either the 
resident or non-resident school district refuses the student’s transfer, the student can 
appeal the denial to OSPI. You should request and review the non-resident district’s 
enrollment policies for such situations.

Keep in mind that there are special considerations regarding readmission of students 
who have been suspended or expelled from either their resident district or a non-
resident district.

WHAT SCHOOL WITHIN THE DISTRICT WILL MY CHILD ATTEND?

For the most part, the district will decide, but there are guidelines that the district must 
follow.

School districts may draw lines within their boundaries to determine which school a 
student will attend. In addition, a district may use other criteria to determine what 
is a home school” for a student. Some schools allow open enrollment in any of the 
district’s schools; others allow transfers between schools only for special circumstances 
or needs. If you want your student to attend a school other than the one to which he 
or she is assigned, request the district’s policies and forms for enrollment in another 
school within the same district.
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 Attendance and Truancy

Do all children and youth have to go to school? 

Yes, but there are several exceptions to this rule.

All children ages 8 through 17 must attend school in the district where they live unless 
excused for one of the following reasons:

1)	 They are in an approved private, home school, or other education program.

2)	 They are at least 16, lawfully employed, are either emancipated or have paren-
tal permission, and have already met graduation requirements or received a 
certificate of educational competence. 

3)	 They are excused from attendance by the Superintendent of the district in 
which they reside because they are physically or mentally unable to attend 
school, are incarcerated in an adult facility, or are attending a DSHS residential 
school.

4)	 They are temporarily excused upon the request of their parents for purposes 
agreed upon by school authorities and the parents.

If a child ages 6 or 7 attends school, the same attendance rules apply unless the child 
is formally removed from enrollment. 

What is truancy?

A student is considered to be truant if he or she has any unexcused absences, or a number of 
unexcused tardies.  

Each school or school district’s policy may be different, so be sure to check your local 
school rules to see what it means to have an unexcused absence.   

If the district does not have a definition of unexcused absences, then unexcused absence 
means the student was absent “the majority of the day without school or parental 
permission.”

What is the “Becca Bill?” 

The Becca Bill is a Washington State law regarding truancy and the truancy petition 
process that a school must follow regarding repeated absences by a student. The school 
is obligated to inform the caregiver in writing regarding absences and the school shall 
schedule a conference with the caregiver and take steps to reduce absences. If school-
based interventions don’t work, then the school refers the matter to Truancy Court.

What can I do if the school reports that my child has unexcused 
absences?

There are many things you can do if your child starts missing school. 

•	 Make sure you are stay in contact with the school about your child’s absences.  
An open dialogue with the school can lead to many creative solutions to ad-
dress your child’s absences at an early stage.  
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•	 If the school contacts you about your child’s absences, ask in writing that the 
school assist you by identifying and responding appropriately to the underly-
ing causes of your child’s absences.  

•	 Special transportation services may be available. 

If your student has missed a lot of school, credit retrieval programs, summer school, 
alternative education programs or vocational programs may be available to help your 
child get caught up or to become more interested in school.  

Students may be absent for many reasons. If you suspect that your child has a disabil-
ity that is contributing to his/her absences, he or she should be referred for a special 
education evaluation. A referral must be made in writing.  This simple written request 
can be called a focus of concern or referral, the school district has the duty to consider 
the request for special education services.

See the Office of the Education Ombudsman’s publication about protecting the Edu-
cational Rights of Students with Disabilities, available on the OEO website. For more 
information on special education and how to make a referral for your child to be tested 
to see if he or she has a disability, see the Specialized Education Services section of this 
manual.  

Can my child be disciplined or suspended for  
non-attendance?

While students may be disciplined at school for unexcused absences, they cannot be 
suspended or expelled for having unexcused absences unless the school can show that 
it took several steps to try to help the student’ s absences before it imposed the suspen-
sion.

 “At school discipline” may include such things as meeting with the principal, the 
student going to a designated location during lunch or breaks to work on missed as-
signments, consideration of an alternative education program, writing an essay on 
“The Value of Education,” or apologizing to teachers whose classes were missed. To be 
able to suspend a student for excessive unexcused absences, the school must first have 
imposed lesser discipline, and must show that the school:  

•	 Gave the parent or guardian written notice of the student’s absences in the 
primary language of the parent.

•	 Scheduled a conference with the parent at a time and place that is convenient 
to the parent to discuss the student’s absences and determine whether the stu-
dent should be evaluated for special education services or another special pro-
gram or services.

•	 Took steps to reduce or eliminate absences.

What if my child has disabilities or is in special education and has 
unexcused absences?

A student with disabilities may struggle with attendance for reasons related to their disability.  

If the school has not addressed absences related to a student’s disability, then taking the 
student to court for a truancy matter may not be an appropriate solution or approach 
to solve the student’s problems with attending school.  
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If your child is currently receiving special education services that are not appropriate, 
you may be able to show a connection between your child’s unexcused absences and 
problems with your child’s special education program.  Problems with a student’s spe-
cial education plan that may have an effect on his or her ability to go to school include: 

•	 A student’s IEP is out of date  

•	 A student has not received a three year re-evaluation  

•	 The student’s class schedule or school placement is inappropriate 

•	 The IEP does not address the behavior or cause of the problem.

You and your child can try to work with the school to improve your child’s special 
education program before the school takes any other steps, such as disciplining your 
child or taking him or her to truancy court. 

Students with disabilities cannot be disciplined in school for behavior that is related 
to or the result of a disability. School districts must follow specific rules when seeking 
to discipline a disabled student. Notice of the intent to discipline must be given, the 
behavior must be examined and planned for, and a team of people must determine 
whether the behavior was related to the disability.

Even if the problem behavior is not related to the disability, there are significant limits 
on how a student with a disability can be disciplined. Students with disabilities have 
strong protections under the law that ensure they will not unnecessarily lose their right 
to education.

If my child has unexcused absences, does the school have to do 
anything before taking my child to juvenile court?

Yes. The school must look carefully at why a student is having problems getting to 
school.  The truancy law requires schools to take steps to address the problems that are 
causing the student’s truancy. 

A school is required by law to:

1)	 Tell the custodial parent, parents or guardian in writing or by telephone when-
ever there has been even one unexcused absence.  

2)	 Call a meeting with the custodial parent, parents, or guardian and the student 
at a time that is convenient for everyone whenever there have been two or 
more unexcused absences.  The purpose of the meeting is to figure out what is 
causing the students absences, and to discuss ways to address and prevent these 
absences from occurring.  

3)	 Prior to the fifth unexcused absence, the district must enter into an agreement 
with the student and parent that establishes school attendance requirements. 

4)	 At no later than the seventh unexcused absence during any month, or tenth 
unexcused absence within the school year, the school district must file a truancy 
case in juvenile court.  

Take steps to stop the absences, or at least reduce the number of absences.  The steps 
are to include: 

•	 Providing more individualized instruction or other help to catch up in school

•	 Adjusting or changing the student’s schedule
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•	 Providing vocational courses or work experience

•	 Sending the student to a truancy board, if available in your area

•	 Requiring the student to attend an alternative school

•	 Helping the family obtain services that might address the cause of the ab-
sences. 

What is a truancy petition?

A truancy petition is a formal legal document that the school district must file in ju-
venile court when a student reaches a certain number of unexcused absences.  Both a 
student and/or his or her parent or guardian can be named on a truancy petition.  

The school must also provide the following information in a truancy petition:

•	 Allegations that the student had unexcused absences during the school year 

•	 A statement that the school district took actions to reduce the amount of ab-
sences the student had from school, but those actions have been unsuccessful 

•	 An indication that the school district feels the court’s intervention and su-
pervision are necessary to assist the school district or the parent to reduce the 
student’s absences from school

•	 The name, birth date, address, gender, race or ethnicity of the student

•	 The name of the school the student attends

•	 The name and address of the student’s parent(s) or guardian(s)

Possible Consequences of Truancy Court Involvement

Truancy court is intended to be the last resort for a school or parent who has tried to 
help a student decrease their number of unexcused absences. Involvement in truancy 
court is intended to help encourage the student to attend school regularly.  However, 
the court is limited in what it can order or provide for a student.  Parents and youth 
need to be aware that involvement in truancy court is a serious matter that can have 
significant consequences, such as:

•	 Additional missed school when the student has to go to court

•	 Hours of work missed by the parent when he or she has to go to court

•	 Consequences for any unexcused absence, tardy or school discipline

•	 Additional requirements that need to be completed beyond going to school 
and doing school work

•	 Spending time in detention with youth who may be involved in delinquent 
activity

How will I know if a truancy petition has been filed? 

The school must deliver the truancy petition to a student either by certified mail with 
return receipt or by in person delivery.  The school must also deliver the petition to the 
student’s parents if they are also named on the petition.  Be sure to read the truancy 
petition carefully and note any important dates and deadlines. There are on-going 
changes happening to the truancy system here in Washington State.  In addition to 
reviewing the truancy petition carefully and noting any deadlines, you should consult 
with an attorney or knowledgeable person in your community about how the truancy 
process works in your local juvenile court.
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Addressing Bullying

What is Bullying?

Bullying is repeated negative behavior toward a less powerful person. Hitting, name-
calling, shunning, and shaming are all forms of bullying. Spreading rumors, gossiping 
and making threats online are also forms of bullying. 

What does the state law say about bullying in  
the schools?

In 2002, Washington adopted a law prohibiting harassment, intimidation, and bully-
ing in Washington Schools.  In 2007, Washington amended the law to include elec-
tronic forms of harassment, intimidation, and bullying. Schools are required to take 
action if students report they are being bullied. Beginning in August 2011, each school 
district will be required to adopt an anti-bullying policy and procedure model. 

Bullying is always Serious

It’s important to take bullying seriously and not just brush it off as something that 
kids have to “tough out.” The effects can be serious and affect kids’ sense of self-worth 
and future relationships. In severe cases, bullying has contributed to tragedies, such as 
school shootings. Studies show that people who are abused by their peers are at risk for 
mental health problems, such as low self-esteem, stress, depression, or anxiety. They 
may also think about suicide more. 

Bad News on Both Sides

Kids bully for a variety of reasons. Sometimes they pick on kids because they need a 
victim — someone who seems emotionally or physically weaker, or just acts or appears 
different in some way — to feel more important, popular, or in control. Although 
some bullies are bigger or stronger than their victims, that’s not always the case.

Bullies are at risk for problems, too. Bullying is violence, and often leads to more vio-
lent behavior as the bully grows up. Some teen bullies end up being rejected by their 
peers and lose friends as they grow older. 

Signs of Bullies

Unless your child tells you about bullying — or has visible bruises or injuries — it can 
be difficult to figure out if it’s happening. 

However, there are some warning signs. You might notice your child acting differently 
or seeming anxious, or not eating, sleeping well, or doing the things that he or she 
usually enjoys. When kids seem moodier or more easily upset than usual, or when 
they start avoiding certain situations, like taking the bus to school, it may be because 
of a bully. 

If you suspect bullying but your child is reluctant to open up, find opportunities to 
bring up the issue in a more roundabout way.
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Who Bullies?

Both guys and girls can be bullies. Bullies may be outgoing and aggressive. On the 
other hand, a bully can appear reserved on the surface, but may try to manipulate 
people in subtle, deceptive ways, like anonymously starting a damaging rumor just to 
see what happens. 

Many bullies share some common characteristics. They like to dominate others and 
are generally focused on themselves. They often have poor social skills and poor social 
judgment. Sometimes they have no feelings of empathy or caring toward other people. 

Although most bullies think they’re hot stuff and have the right to push people around, 
others are actually insecure. They put other people down to make themselves feel more 
interesting or powerful. And some bullies act the way they do because they’ve been 
hurt by bullies in the past — maybe even a bullying figure in their own family, like a 
parent or other adult. 

Some bullies actually have personality disorders that don’t allow them to understand 
normal social emotions like guilt, empathy, compassion, or remorse. These people 
need help from a mental health professional like a psychiatrist or psychologist.

(From: www.Kidshealth.org)

Advice for Kids

The key to helping kids is providing strategies that deal with bullying on an everyday 
basis and also help restore their self-esteem and regain a sense of dignity. 

It may be tempting to tell a kid to fight back. After all, you’re angry that your child is 
suffering and maybe you were told to “stand up for yourself ” when you were young. 
And you may worry that your child will continue to suffer at the hands of the bully. 

But it’s important to advise kids not to respond to bullying by fighting or bullying 
back. It can quickly escalate into violence, trouble, and someone getting injured. In-
stead, it’s best to walk away from the situation, hang out with others, and tell an adult. 

Here are some other strategies to discuss with kids that can help improve the situation 
and make them feel better: 

•	 Avoid the bully and use the buddy system. Find your true friends.

•	 Hold the anger.

•	 Act brave, walk away, and ignore the bully. 

•	 Tell an adult and talk about it. 

•	 Remove the incentives.

•	 Practice confidence
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What is the process for dealing with bullying?

•	 The building principal or a designee will conduct the initial investigation.

•	 If the parent disagrees with the investigation findings, the parent can appeal 
the school district compliance officer.

•	 If still unhappy, than the appeal would go to the district superintendent.

•	 The superintendent is required to conduct an investigation.

•	 If you still feel that the superintendent has not adequately addressed the issues, 
file a complaint with a school board member.

If you still feel that the issues have not been adequately addressed, you may contact your 
Educational Service District Superintendent, OEO, or Treehouse. 
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Discipline, Suspension, and Expulsion

Every child and young person has a right to education.  The right to education is 
an important one that is protected by Washington’s laws.  Along with those rights, 
students have responsibilities, including following rules.  If rules get broken, school 
districts can impose discipline to try to correct the behavior or to prevent it from hap-
pening again.  Schools must make sure that students have a chance to tell their side of 
the story and voice an opinion about whether the discipline is fair.  Below is informa-
tion about the ways that a school district can try to correct or discipline behavior.  It 
also has tools for you to challenge the disciplinary action when it is not fair or right 
for your child. 

How does my child know what behavior is expected?

All students, including your child, should receive a copy of the school rules.  

If your child didn’t get one, ask for it from the school office.  Read the school rules 
together.  If they are confusing, ask the school Principal for clarification.

What happens if my child misbehaves at school?

It is generally expected that minor discipline infractions be handled at the classroom 
level.  Your child’s teacher will have a management “system” designed to maintain a 
safe and orderly classroom. This will include rules and routines.  The teacher will likely 
explain his/her classroom procedures at back to school night or in a letter sent home 
to the parents at the start of school.  If you do not receive this information or it is not 
clear contact the teacher to find out how behavior concerns will be addressed.  

What should a parent do when a child gets into trouble at school?

Children misbehave for a variety of reasons.  The most common reasons for misbe-
havior are a desire for attention or power, revenge in social situations, or a lack of 
self-confidence. 

If your student gets into trouble:

•	 Contact the classroom teacher or school counselor as soon as you become 
aware that your child had a discipline incident. 

•	 Request to know what happened and what the outcome was.  

•	 Ask if the incident was a onetime event or if there is a developing pattern of 
behavior.  

•	 Let your child explain what happened and how they felt.  Listen carefully to 
their answers. 

•	 They may provide you insights about the behavior. If it is an isolated incident, 
help your child to problem solve and make a plan for the next time they are in 
a similar situation. 

•	 Ask the teacher to let you know if any more incidents occur. 
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What if my child is having a continuing pattern of acting out at 
school?

Effective intervention strategies depend on a good partnership with the school in order 
to successfully address the concerning behavior(s):

•	 Ask for documentation that provides information about when and where the 
behavior occurs and what events precede the incidents.  

•	 Look for patterns and possible causes of the behavior. 

•	 Avoid feeling defensive or blameful and examine all possible causes for the behav-
ior. 

•	 Be willing to consider that there might be conditions at home triggering the 
behavior as well as things happening at school. 

•	 Share the information with your health care provider and explore all health 
and wellness avenues including vision and hearing. 

There are times when involving the services of a child therapist can be useful. Partner 
with the school to develop a written positive behavior plan.  

A good plan will include:

•	 Regular communication between home and school

•	 Consistent exchange of information

•	 The plan should be adjusted depending on changes in behavior

What about intervention before discipline?

We can teach appropriate behavior skills to children! 

To do so, we need to understand problem behaviors, such as where they occur and 
what purpose they serve for a child. The process of learning about how children de-
velop problem behaviors is called functional behavioral assessment (FBA). If we learn 
about the behaviors and know when and where they are likely to happen, we can plan 
positive strategies to teach new behaviors. These strategies are called positive behav-
ioral interventions. Teachers and parents will use the information from an FBA to 
help a child learn new skills. The goal is to teach children how to manage their own 
behaviors. 

If your child has an Individualized Education Program, the IEP Team shall, in the case 
of a child whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of others, consider the 
use of positive behavioral interventions and supports, and other strategies, to address that 
behavior. 

Positive behavioral interventions are used before problem behaviors occur. Many dif-
ferent strategies can be used to reduce problem behaviors in school:

•	 changing where a child sits in the classroom

•	 adjusting the schoolwork

•	 rewarding the child for positive behaviors
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The goal is to stop or reduce the problem behaviors so that punishment does not be-
come necessary.

For more information on functional behavioral assessment, visit OSPI’s website:  
http://www.pacer.org/parent/php/PHP-c79.pdf.

Teachers and school administrators can use a variety of methods 
to discipline students. 

Methods that can be used are:

•	 Send a student home early

•	 Require a conference with the teacher or Principal

•	 Impose an in-school suspension or detention that separates the student from 
other students

•	 Refer the student for outside help such as counseling or a drug and alcohol evalu-
ation

•	 Immediately remove the student from school on an emergency expulsion

•	 Suspend the student for a certain number of days

•	 Expel the student for an indefinite number of days 

•	 Call the police or make a referral to juvenile court if a crime is alleged to have 
been committed.

Are there limits to the discipline that a school district can im-
pose on my child? 

 Yes.  Teachers and other school staff may not verbally or physically abuse students. 

All students and caregivers are also entitled to an opportunity to challenge the disci-
pline.

What is corporal punishment, and is it allowed in schools?

Corporal punishment means intentionally causing physical pain to a student.  

It has not been allowed in Washington State since September 1, 1994.  The ban on 
corporal punishment does not include situations where a school staff person uses phys-
ical force necessary to maintain order or to prevent a student from harming himself or 
herself, other students, school staff, or property.  

What are my child’s rights if he or she is kicked out of school?

The school administrator (usually a Principal or Vice Principal) must:

1.	 Tell your child that he or she will be suspended or expelled;

2.	 Give reasons for kicking your child out;

3.	 Explain which rule was broken; and 

4.	 Give your child a chance to tell his or her side of the story.
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For a student in special education, what are his or her basic rights 
with a short-term suspension?

When it comes to discipline, special education students are entitled to unique protec-
tions. Some of these protections are outlined below. Keep in mind that special educa-
tion students also have all of the procedural rights of non-special education student 
as well.

A special education student can be suspended for up to ten days in a school year with-
out receiving services during the period of disciplinary exclusion. However, if a student 
receives a pattern of short-term suspensions that over time exceed ten school days in a 
school year, a Manifestation Determination Meeting must be held to address whether 
the behavior was related to the student’s disability and the same process outlined above 
takes place.

For a student in special education, what are his or her basic rights 
with a long-term suspension or expulsion?

When a student will be suspended or expelled for more than ten school days, the 
school must convene a manifestation determination meeting within ten school days 
of the date of removal from school. Relevant members of the IEP team attend this 
meeting.

At the manifestation determination meeting, the team considers whether the student’s 
behavior is related to his or her disability.

If there is a relationship between the disability and the behavior, then the student 
cannot be disciplined. The student must be allowed to return to the educational place-
ment he or she attends prior to the disciplinary removal unless special circumstances 
exist. These special circumstances include incidents involving weapons, drugs, serious 
bodily injury, and dangerous behavior. In these cases, school or hearing officer may 
remove a special education student to an interim alternative educational setting for up 
to 45 school days.

If it is determined that there is no relationship between the disability and the behav-
ior, then the normal disciplinary procedures can be applied and the student can be 
suspended or expelled. However, the school must provide education services to the 
student during the exclusion. The services must be provided in a setting that allows the 
student to participate in the general education curriculum and progress toward achieving 
the goals set out in the IEP.

With any of these disciplinary incidents, the IEP team must create or recreate the 
Functional Behavioral Assessment, which allows for the production of the Behavior In-
tervention Plan. 
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Short-term Suspension

What is a short-term suspension?  

A suspension for 10 school days or less is called a short-term suspension.  

What are my child’s basic rights if short-term suspended? 

Schools must try other ways to correct problem behavior before using a short-term suspension.

A student serving a short-term suspension must be allowed to make up missed school-
work if the suspension will have a substantial effect on grades or prevent the student 
from getting credit for the course.

Kindergarten to 4th-graders can be short-term suspended for a total of up to 10 days 
in a term. Students in grades 5 and above can be short-term suspended for a total of 
up to 15 days in a semester or 10 days in a trimester.  

What is the process? 

Students have the right to an informal conference with school district administration  
before serving the suspension.  The student has a right to give his or her side of the 
story at the informal conference.  

The school must give the student and caregiver an oral or written notice describing:  

1.	 The alleged bad behavior

2.	 The school district rule that was broken

3.	 An explanation of the facts showing that the bad behavior really happened

4.	 An explanation of the corrective action or discipline that the school district 
wants to impose

If the suspension is going to last more than one calendar day, the district must provide 
written and/or oral notice to the student’s family. 
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short-term suspension process

What if my child is still unhappy with the short-term suspension 
after an informal conference?

Contact Office of the Education Ombudsman at (866) 297 2597. For children in foster care, 
contact the Treehouse Educational Advocacy Program at (206) 767- 7000.

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 3  |  suspension 

PAGE 49

ALLEGED CONDUCT 

SCHOOL GIVES ORAL OR  
WRITTEN NOTICE

INFORMAL CONFERENCE  
WITH SCHOOL STAFF

GRIEVANCE FILED WITH SCHOOL 
PRINCIPAL

GRIEVANCE FILED WITH  
SUPERINTENDENT

GRIEVANCE FILED WITH  
SCHOOL BOARD



Long-term Suspension

What is a long-term suspension?

An exclusion from school for a definite period of time that lasts more than 10 school days in a 
row is a long-term suspension. 

Students in Kindergarten through 4th grade cannot be given long-term suspensions.

Students in 5th grade or above cannot be given a long-term suspension if it will cause 
a loss of academic grades or credit for more than one semester or trimester during the 
same school year.  

What are my child’s basic rights if long-term suspended?

The nature and circumstance of the rule violation must warrant a long-term suspen-
sion.  This means that the discipline must be appropriate for the bad behavior.

The school must first try other ways to address the behavior, unless the rule violation is 
“exceptional misconduct.”  Exceptional misconduct is a category of bad behavior that 
can be disciplined more harshly.  

Examples of Exceptional Misconduct from the School Board:

•	 Selling or possessing illegal drugs

•	 Assault or threats of violence

•	 Firearms and dangerous weapon possession

•	 Robbery, theft, or burglary

•	 Gang activity

School districts should have a list of what falls into the exceptional misconduct cat-
egory.  If it is not listed in your school rules, ask the school district for a copy.

A student and his/her family have the right to:

•	 Request a hearing no later than 3 days after a written request for the hearing 
has been made, if this request is made within 3 days of the incident;

•	 Inspect in advance of the hearing any documentary and other physical evi-
dence which the school district intends to introduce at the hearing;

•	 Be represented by legal counsel (at family’s expense);

•	 Question and confront witnesses, with a few exceptions; 

•	 Present  his or her explanation of the alleged misconduct; 

•	 Introduce witnesses or evidence to support his/her position.

•	 Students may be entitled to some kind of alternative schooling while suspend-
ed or expelled.
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What is the process? 

•	 Schools must give written notice to you and your child before imposing the 
long-term suspension.

•	 The notice must be delivered in person or by certified mail

•	 The notice must:

		 o	 Be in the predominant language of your family

		 o	 Describe the things your child is supposed to have done wrong

		 o	 Identify the rule that was broken

		 o	 Describe the discipline

		 o	 Explain the right to a hearing, how to request a hearing, and the 		
		 timelines for making a request.

Students have three school business days to request a hearing to challenge the long-term suspen-
sion.  

Challenging a long-term suspension

•	 Request a hearing as soon as you receive notice.  Timelines are very short, in 
this case three school business days. If you miss the timeline, you may lose your 
chance to challenge the suspension.  

•	 Put the hearing request in writing.

•	 Deliver it to the school or board office, whichever is specified in the notice.

•	 Keep a copy of your request.  Ask the person receiving it to stamp or write the 
date and his or her initials on your copy.

•	 Expect the hearing to be scheduled within 3 days.
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Expulsion

What is an expulsion?

An expulsion is an exclusion from school for an indefinite period of time.  An expul-
sion can also include a denial of admission to or entry onto property owned, leased, 
rented, or controlled by a school district.  

What are my child’s basic rights if expelled?

The nature and circumstance of the rule violation must warrant the harshness of an 
expulsion. Expulsions are usually used for very serious violations of school rules.

The school must try other ways to address the behavior first, unless other ways have 
been tried and failed or there is good reason to believe that other forms of corrective 
action or discipline wouldn’t change the student’s behavior.

A student and his/her family have the right to:

•	 Request a hearing no later than 3 days after a written request for the hearing 
has been made, if this request is made within 3 days of the incident;

•	 Inspect in advance of the hearing any documentary and other physical evi-
dence which the school district intends to introduce at the hearing;

•	 Be represented by legal counsel (at the family’s expense);

•	 Question and confront witnesses, with a few exceptions; 

•	 Present  his or her explanation of the alleged misconduct; 

•	 Introduce witnesses or evidence to support his/her position.

•	 Students may be entitled to some kind of alternative schooling while suspend-
ed or expelled.

•	 No matter how or why the student is removed from school, special education 
students must continue to get educational services if they are removed from 
school for more than 10 days.

What is the process? 

•	 Schools must give written notice to you and your child before imposing the ex-
pulsion.

•	 The notice must be delivered in person or by certified mail.

•	 The notice must: 

		 o	 Be in the predominant language of your family 

		 o	 Describe the things your child is said to have done wrong

		 o	 Identify the rule that was broken

		 o	 Describe the discipline

		 o	 Explain the right to a hearing, how to request a hearing, and the 		
		 timelines for making a request. 

Students have three school business days to request a hearing to challenge the expul-
sion.  
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WAC 392-400-310(2)
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Emergency Expulsion

What is an emergency expulsion?

An emergency expulsion is an immediate removal from the school for an indefinite 
period of time when there is a good reason to believe that the student is unsafe to him/
herself or others.  There are specific rules the school must follow in these cases as well. 

Can a school expel a student without following  
the expulsion process?

Districts can order an emergency expulsion if a student’s presence presents an immedi-
ate and continuing threat of substantial disruption to the education process.

Emergency expulsions have no definite ending time. They continue until the school 
district says that the “emergency” is over or until a hearing officer changes it as a result 
of a hearing.  

What are my child’s basic rights if emergency expelled? 

A student and his/her family have the right to:

•	 Request a hearing within 10 school business days of the incident;

•	 Inspect in advance of the hearing any documentary and other physical evi-
dence which the school district intends to introduce at the hearing;

•	 Be represented by legal counsel (at the family’s expense);

•	 Question and confront witnesses, with a few exceptions; 

•	 Present  his or her explanation of the alleged misconduct; 

•	 Introduce witnesses or evidence to support his/her position.

•	 Students may be entitled to some kind of alternative schooling while suspend-
ed or expelled.

•	 No matter how or why the student is removed from school, special education 
students must continue to get educational services if they are removed from 
school for more than 10 days.
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What is the process?

•	 Schools must give written notice to you and your child.

•	 The notice must be hand-delivered or sent by certified mail within 24 hours of 
the expulsion.

•	 In addition to the written notice, the school must try to notify you and your 
child by telephone or in person as soon as reasonably possible.

•	 The written and oral notice must:

		 o	 Be in the predominant language of your family

		 o	 Describe the things your child is said to have done wrong

		 o	 Identify the rule that was broken

		 o	 Describe the discipline 

		 o	 Explain the right to a hearing, how to request a hearing, and the timelines  
		 for making a request. 

What should I know about discipline hearings?

A discipline hearing is an opportunity for your child to challenge the claims that he or 
she did something wrong.  Even if your child admits to the wrongdoing, the hearing 
can be used to make sure that the discipline is fair.  This may be a situation where a 
parent or caregiver should seek outside help, but this does not have to be an attorney 
– it could be an advocate or a peer support.	  

When will it be scheduled? 

Once a hearing is requested, the school district must schedule it within 3 school  
business days.  

If you need to, ask the school district for more time to prepare or to find an attorney. 

When will I receive results?

You will receive a written hearing decision. 

It will tell you whether you won or lost the case.  Read it and decide if you want to 
have another decision-maker review it.  This is called an appeal.  Both parents and stu-
dents have a right to appeal a hearing officer’s decision.  The appeal must be requested 
within 3 school business days of receiving the hearing officer’s decision.   The hearing 
decision should give you instructions about when and how to appeal. 

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 3  |  expulsion 

PAGE 57



Tips to Resolving Conflict with Schools

Being involved in your in child’s education is the most effective tool for preventing 
conflicts—being an educational advocate, partnering with the school, and supporting 
learning from home all greatly reduce the chance of there being a conflict that cannot 
be addressed with effective communication.  Nevertheless, with that said, in spite of 
good intentions all around, conflicts do in fact arise, and below are some concrete steps 
you can take to resolve them.

Steps to Resolving Conflict with Schools

Many disagreements can be resolved by following the steps listed below. Try the first 
step, and if you’re not satisfied, move on to the next step.  Try as many more steps 
as you need.  If you need help along the way, contact the Office of the Education 
Ombudsman at (866) 297-2597. For children in foster care, contact the Treehouse 
Educational Advocacy Program at (206) 767- 7000.

1.	 Speak to the school staff member you are in conflict with.  If you are uncom-
fortable alone or if speaking up is not part of your culture, you may bring an 
advocate or a family member.  If English is not your first language, request that 
the school provide an interpreter.

2.	 Speak with that school staff member’s supervisor or the school principal.

3.	 Speak with the principal’s supervisor at the school district main office.  In a 
small district, the Principal may report to the Superintendent. In a large school 
district, the supervisor might be the Assistant Superintendent, the Education 
Director, Chief of Staff, or Chief Academic Officer. 

4.	 Speak directly with the Superintendent, the top employee in the school dis-
trict, if you haven’t already done so. 

5.	 If the problem is with the system as a whole, you can also speak with a School 
Board member in your district.  Your School Board members are elected of-
ficials and together they hire and oversee the Superintendent.    

6.	 Parents of students in special education and bilingual programs should follow 
complaint procedures set by federal law, which districts are required to explain.

Each time you decide to take the question to a new level, let the last person know, and 
keep the discussion open to find ways to create a solution. 

Hearings

There may be situations where you can’t resolve an issue for your child at an informal 
meeting.  In some situations, like when there is a disagreement over special education 
services for your child or you disagree with disciplinary action that a school is impos-
ing, you may request a hearing. You may be asked to attend a hearing and find yourself 
at a place where you need to advocate for your child in front of a hearing officer or 
administrative law judge. 
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If you need help, contact the Office of the Education Ombudsman at (866) 297-2597. 
For children in foster care, contact the Treehouse Educational Advocacy Program at 
(206) 767- 7000. 

For parents seeking legal assistance, information can be obtained by contacting OSPI, 
Special Education at (360) 725-6075 or to view the Legal Assistance List visit: http://
www.k12.wa.us/SpecialEd/pubdocs/legal_referral_list.pdf 

Advocate so people will listen

•	 Be organized.  Prepare to discuss the problem by making a list of questions or 
points to bring up. Know what’s most important and keep the conversation on 
track. 

•	 Stay calm.  Take a deep breath. Focus on the problem, not the person.  Talk 
about facts and be clear. Don’t attack.

•	 Be positive.  Even if you’re not satisfied with the situation, let people know you 
appreciate their work to resolve the problem.

•	 See the other side.  Try to fully understand the other person’s view of the situ-
ation and solutions they might propose.  Ask questions about anything that is 
unclear.

•	 Use the right language.  Say “I believe,” “I feel,” or “We can” rather than “You 
should.”  Try “I understand that money is limited ...” or “I know that you have 
a lot of priorities to balance ...” Use the word “and” instead of “but.”

•	 Stay flexible.  Recognize that problems can be solved in more than one way.  Be 
open to creative solutions.

•	 Keep records.  Save copies of letters, completed forms, and other written mate-
rials.  Keep dated notes about who you talked to, what was said, and the results 
of that communication.

For information on special education dispute resolution processes, contact:

•	 Superintendent of Public Instruction Special Education Section
Phone: (360) 725-6075 
TTY: (360) 586-0126. 
Email: speced@ospi.wednet.edu 

•	 Special Education Ombudsman
Phone: (360) 725-6075   TTY: (360) 586-0126

•	 Treehouse Educational Advocates (For children in foster care) 
Phone: (206) 767-7000

•	 U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR) 
Seattle Office: (206) 220-7900

•	 Washington State Human Rights Commission 
Toll-free: (800) 233-3247
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Beyond the Basics
SECTION FOUR 

Special Educational Services

What is Special Education Services?

All children of school age in Washington State are entitled to public education; some 
of these youth have disabilities. Some disabilities affect a child’s ability to benefit from 
a standard education. For many of these children, a specially designed educational 
plan helps provide a beneficial education. For others, a set of accommodations can be 
created to remove many of the difficulties they face. 

Your child is entitled to:

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE); FAPE is defined as an educational program 
that is individualized to a specific child, designed to meet that child’s unique needs.  It 
provides access to the general curriculum, meets the grade-level standards established 
by the state, and ensures the child receives educational benefit at no cost to you.

What are the 3 Most Important Things to Remember about Special 
Educational Services?

•	 A problem that interferes with a child or youth’s ability to learn may be con-
sidered a disability under the law

•	 Every child and youth with a disability that affects learning has a right to 
instruction that is specially designed to meet his or her needs, in a school envi-
ronment that is as much like a regular classroom as possible.

•	 There are strict timelines and requirements that school districts must follow in 
providing students with special education services.

No student is too disabled to receive a public education.

What is IDEiA?

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act is a federal law is to ensure children 
with disabilities receive an appropriate education.

It requires:

•	 Every school district to identify, locate and evaluate children who may be in 
need of special education.

•	 Once a child is identified and located, the school district must find him or her 
eligible for special education through an evaluation and IEP process before 
specific programs and services can be provided.

•	 Your child’s school district must conduct the initial evaluation to determine 
whether your child is eligible for special education within 60 school days of re-
ceiving your referral as a parent or guardian (25 school days to decide whether 
or not to evaluate and then another 35 school days to complete the evaluation 
once consent is provided).
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Who is a parent under IDEiA? (WAC 392-172A-01125)

1)	 Parent means:

		 a)	 A biological or adoptive parent of a child;

		 b)	 A foster parent;

		 c)	 A guardian generally authorized to act as the child’s parent, or authorized  
		 to make educational decisions for the student, but not the state, if the  
		 student is a ward of the state;

		 d)	 An individual acting in the place of a biological or adoptive parent  
		 including a grandparent, stepparent, or other relative with whom the  
		 student lives, or an individual who is legally responsible for the student’s  
		 welfare; or

		 e)	 A surrogate parent who has been appointed in accordance with WAC  
		 392-172A-05130.

2)		 a)	 Except as provided in (b) of this subsection, if the biological or adoptive  
		 parent is attempting to act as the parent under this chapter, and when  
		 more than one party meets the qualifications to act as a parent, the  
		 biological or adoptive parent must be presumed to be the parent unless  
		 he or she does not have legal authority to make educational decisions for  
		 the student.

		 b)	  If a judicial decree or order identifies a specific person or persons under  
		 subsection (1)(a) through (d) of this section to act as the “parent” of a  
		 child or to make educational decisions on behalf of a child, then that  
		 person or persons shall be determined to be the “parent” for purposes of  
		 this section.

3)	 The use of the term, “parent,” includes adult students whose rights have trans-
ferred to them pursuant to WAC 392-172A-05135.

It is the school’s burden to contact the biological parent for consent and participation 
as an IEP team member. The parent should be a part of this team UNLESS – the 
parental rights are terminated; the parent cannot be located or the parent presents a 
danger or threat to the child.

Ward of the state (WAC 392-172A-01200)

Ward of the state means a student within the jurisdiction of the department of so-
cial and health services, children’s administration through shelter care, dependency 
or other proceedings to protect abused and neglected children, except that it does not 
include a foster child who has a foster parent who meets the definition of a parent in 
WAC 392-172A-01125.
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The Definition of Disability

The IDEiA Section 504

There are 14 specific primary terms in-
cluded in IDEiA under the lead definition 
of “child with a disability.” These federal 
terms and definitions guide how States 
define disability and who is eligible for a 
free appropriate public education under 
special education law:

1.	 Autism

2.	 Deaf-Blindness (WAC)

3.	 Deafness

4.	 Developmental Delay

5.	 Emotional Disturbance

6.	 Hearing Impairment

7.	 Mental Retardation

8.	 Multiple Disabilities (WAC)

9.	 Orthopedic Impairment

10.	 Other Health Impairment

11.	 Specific Learning Disability

12.	 Speech or Language Impairment

13.	 Traumatic Brain Injury

14.	 Visual Impairment Including 
Blindness

Section 504 defines “children with dis-
abilities” as individuals between the ages 
of three and 22 who have a physical or 
mental impairment that substantially lim-
its a major life activity.  “Major life activi-
ties” includes:

•	 Learning

•	 Walking

•	 Seeing

•	 Hearing

•	 Speaking

•	 Breathing

•	 Eating

•	 Sleeping

•	 Reading

•	 Standing

•	 Lifting

•	 Bending

•	 Concentrating

•	 Thinking

•	 Communicating

•	 Caring for oneself

•	 Performing manual tasks

Note: 504 Accommodations should extend beyond school to employment for youth 15 and 
older.
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What are the difference between an Individualized  
Education Program (IEP) and a 504 plan?

An IEP offers specially designed instruction.  It differs for each students and offers cur-
riculum, class work, services and/or behavioral support as it fits each student’s unique 
needs. A 504 Plan provides a student with modifications and accommodations within 
the general education setting, and can include special instruction and related services.

What if I suspect my child has a disability?  

If you suspect that your child has a disability, he or she should be referred for special 
education or 504 evaluations. A referral must be made in writing.  This simple written 
request can be called a focus of concern or referral, the school district has the duty to 
consider the request for special education or 504 services. * 

See the Office of the Education Ombudsman’s publication about protecting the Edu-
cational Rights of Students with Disabilities for more information on special education 
and how to make a referral for your child to be tested to see if he or she has a disability.  
http://www.governor.wa.gov/oeo/publications/default.asp  

To conduct a special education evaluation, the district must decide whether to evaluate 
a student, and then get permission or consent from the student’s parent to perform the 
evaluation.  School districts must evaluate a student in every area related to his or her 
suspected disability.  The evaluation must be done at no cost to the student or family. 
There are three basic steps to make an evaluation happen:

Step 1 	 Someone makes a request that the student be evaluated.

Step 2 	 The district decides that an evaluation is necessary.

Step 3 	 Consent to evaluate is given to the district.

*  While there are no formal timelines for a 504 evaluation, requesting an evaluation 
for both Special Education and 504 allows you and the school to consider all service 
options. 
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Washington State Timelines for Evaluation



Response to Intervention (RTI) is a multi-level prevention system to maximize student 
achievement and to reduce behavior problems. 

With RTI, schools identify students at risk for poor learning outcomes, monitor stu-
dent progress, provide evidence-based interventions and adjust the intensity and na-
ture of those interventions depending on a student’s responsiveness, and identify stu-
dents with learning disabilities. 

Through this process, ongoing data collection is used to recognize students with learn-
ing disabilities much earlier than in the past. This allows students to be provided with 
the help they need before further learning disabilities develop. 

In this way RTI is an alternative to the “discrepancy model” that has traditionally been 
used by schools to identify students with specific learning disabilities. The discrepancy 
model requires that a significant discrepancy exists between a student’s cognitive abil-
ity and his or her academic achievement in order for that student to qualify for special 
education services. If a significant discrepancy does not exist the student will not re-
ceive services.

The general principal behind RTI is to identify youth before they are failing and pro-
vide interventions to address the deficits.  By doing this, the need for special education 
services will be reduced. 

Many schools are trying to move towards an RTI model. If your school is using RTI 
and you request a special education evaluation, the school will probably want to try 
some interventions first. Remember that all interventions should be scientifically re-
search based, that there should be a clear start and end dates for the intervention, and 
there should be a plan to review the data and adjust the intervention based on the 
student’s responsiveness.

For more information about RTI, visit OSPI’s website: 
http://www.k12.wa.us/RTI/default.aspx.

What is an IEP?

The Individualized Education Program, or IEP, is a document that describes the specific 
special education services that a child will receive if they are found eligible for special 
education.  An IEP is a legal document and students are entitled to receive all of the 
services outlined in the IEP. An IEP should be tailored to a child and his or her educa-
tional needs, and it can include creative strategies for delivering services

The IEP creates an opportunity for a team made up of teachers, parents, school admin-
istrators, related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) to work together 
to improve educational results for children with disabilities.

What’s involved in developing my child’s IEP?

Developing your child’s IEP involves two main things:

1)	 The IEP meeting(s), where you, your child (at times), and school staff mem-
bers together decide on an educational program for your son or daughter; and

2)	 The IEP document, which puts the decisions from that meeting in writing. 
Among other things, this document lists the services and supports your child 
will receive.

The entire IEP process is a way for you and the school to talk about your child’s needs 
and to create a plan to meet those needs. 
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How does the IEP address behavior issues?

The IEP should include a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) and a Behavior Intervention 
Plan (BIP) if behavior problems exist. 

For a student whose behavior gets in the way of his or her learning or that of other stu-
dents, the IEP should provide goals and objectives for improving behavior and strate-
gies for addressing the problem.  It is important to remember that a student’s behavior 
may be related to his or her disability.  The IEP should anticipate behavior problems 
and create effective ways to respond to those problems before they occur.   

When does an IEP get reviewed or revised?

At least once a year, but more frequently if an IEP Team member requests it.  

The IEP can also be reviewed at any time at the request of a team member or when 
circumstances have changed.  

What happens if a student with an IEP moves during the school 
year?

The new school district must provide the student with services comparable to those 
outlined in the IEP from the former district until the new district either adopts the old 
IEP or develops a new IEP.  

What are Transition Services in the IEP?

Youth at age 16 must have a Transition Plan in their IEPs. These services are designed 
to promote movement from school to post-school activities, such as college, trade or 
vocational school, work and even independent living.  Districts must plan for any nec-
essary connections with outside agencies to provide these services.  For youth who are 
eligible, this could include the Department of Developmental Disabilities (DDD) or 
the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR).  If services are supposed to be pro-
vided by outside agencies, the district has the responsibility to make sure the services 
are delivered and to make arrangements for other agencies to provide them if they are 
not.  Any outside agencies involved must be also invited to IEP meetings.

Beginning not later than the first IEP to be in effect when the student is 16, the IEP 
must include appropriate, measurable post-secondary goals related to training, educa-
tion, employment, and, where appropriate, independent living skills and outline the 
transition services, including courses of study, the student will need to reach these 
goals.  Transition services should take into account the student’s interests, preferences 
and the skills he or she needs to acquire.  Internships, community service, and job 
shadowing are all strategies for a Transition Plan.

What is Section 504?

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a federal civil rights law that prohibits 
discrimination against individuals with disabilities. It applies to any school that re-
ceives federal funds. The intent of this law is to provide students with disabilities equal 
access to educational programs, services, and activities. Students with disabilities may 
not be denied participation in school programs and activities solely based on disability. 
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What is considered a “disability”?

Students who meet the definition of a person with a disability under Section 504 are  
those who: 

•	 have a physical or mental impairment which substantially limits one or more 
major life activities; 

•	 have a record of such an impairment; or 

•	 are regarded as having such an impairment. 

Individuals limited by “major life activities” may include:

Individuals with AD/HD, dyslexia, cancer, diabetes, severe allergies, chronic asthma, 
Tourette ’s syndrome, digestive disorders, cardiovascular disorders, depression, conduct 
disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, HIV/AIDS, behavior disorders and temporary 
disabilities (e.g., broken writing arm, broken leg, etc.). Also covered are conditions 
that are episodic or in remission if they create a substantial limitation in one or more 
major life activity when they are active. Students who are currently using illegal drugs 
or alcohol are not covered or eligible under Section 504.

How does a child qualify for a 504 plan?

Determining whether a youth is a “qualified disabled student” under Section 504 
begins with an evaluation process. A parent, caregiver, social worker or anyone who 
knows and works with the child may request an evaluation. It is recommended the 
request be made in writing and that it include the specific concerns that are prompt-
ing the request. Provide any accompanying documentation from doctors, counselors 
or therapists. A team consisting of school personnel, care providers and other involved 
parties will meet to review the concerns and determine if the child is eligible. There 
are no required timelines for scheduling meetings.  If there is not a timely response 
from the school, the parent or caregiver should follow up with an inquiry about when 
a meeting will be scheduled.

If a student is eligible, how are services provided?

A written 504 Plan will be prepared that details the accommodations that will be 
made to ensure that the student has access to programs and activities. Copies will be 
provided to all school staff who are directly involved in the student’s school program. 
The plan should be reviewed at least annually if not sooner depending on the nature of 
the disability. It is subject to revision as changing conditions dictate.

Please note: Special Education can be a complicated process – do not hesitate to ask for help.  
If you feel you need additional support, please contact an Advocate, an Education Ombuds-
man or even an attorney.  For more detailed information on Special Education, please go 
to “Make a Difference in a Child’s Life:  A Manual for Helping Children Get What They 
Need in School” (TeamChild, Casey Family Programs, 2008) at www.teamchild.org.

 

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 4  |  special ed 

PAGE 66



Early Learning

Early childhood generally applies to children from the time of their birth through 
entering kindergarten. There is a strong connection between the development a child 
undergoes early in life and the level of success that the child will experience later in life.

How early should I prepare my child for school?

You are the first teacher and your home is the first school.

Every experience a child has is a learning moment. For example, an infant is learning 
to trust his or her needs will be met. Those experiences are helping to develop neuro-
logical pathways in the brain. These pathways support functions like; seeing, hearing, 
speech, movement, and behavior. 

How do I provide positive learning moments for my child?

The Foundation for Early Learning developed the booklet

Ten Simple Way to Encourage Learning.

Listed below are the basic 10 ways:

1)	 Be warm, loving and responsive

2)	 Respond to the child’s cues and clues

3)	 Talk, read, and sing to your child

4)	 Establish routines

5)	 Encourage safe exploration and play

6)	 Make TV watching selective*

7)	 Use discipline as an opportunity to teach

8)	 Recognize that each child is unique

9)	 Choose high-quality child care and stay involved

10)	 Take care of yourself

 

I’m concerned about my child’s development, what can I do?

The Birth to Six Growth and Developmental Chart gives caregivers and other provid-
ers a quick, organized way of helping to recognize possible problem areas in a child’s 
vision, hearing, and development. The chart will help look at the whole child and will 
help to recognize areas that deserve a second look by a professional who can do further 
screening and evaluation. (www.del.wa.gov/development/esit/faq.aspx) 
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FOSTER CARE FACT

 The American Academy 
of Pediatrics (AAP) does 
not recommend televi-
sion for children age 2 
or younger. For older 
children, the Academy 
recommends no more 
than 1 to 2 hours per 
day of educational, non-
violent programs. 



What Services may be provided through the Early  
Intervention Program?

•	 Family training, counseling, and home visits

•	 Special instruction

•	 Speech-language therapy

•	 Occupational or physical therapy

•	 Psychological services

•	 Service coordination services

•	 Medical services for diagnostic or evaluation purposes

•	 Early identification, screening and assessment services

•	 Social work services

•	 Vision services

•	 Assistive technology devices and services

(Department of Early Learning: www.del.wa.gov)

How does a child under 3 become eligible for Early  
Intervention Services?

Every child can get screened for early intervention services.  If you think a young child 
in your care may be eligible, make a referral for evaluation. You can request an evalu-
ation from a Family Resource Counselor, a public health organization or from your 
school district.  To find out who the Family Resource Counselor in your area is, call 
the Within Reach Hotline: (800) 322-2588.

What if my child receives Early Intervention Services but is turn-
ing 3?

At least six months before a child turns three, the Family Resources Coordinator (FRC) 
will assist the family in planning for transition out of early intervention services.   Any 
child who qualified for Early Intervention Services must be reevaluated for a disability 
before age 3 to be eligible for special education.

Before transition planning occurs, the FRC will get the family’s consent. The FRC will 
schedule a meeting with the family, service providers, and local school district staff to 
develop the transition plan.

The school district determines if the child is eligible for preschool special education 
services.  If a child is eligible, their services will be provided through an Individualized 
Education Program (IEP).
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State and Federal Early Childhood Programs

ECEAP and Head Start are comprehensive preschool programs that provide free ser-
vices and support to eligible children and their families. The goal of both programs is 
to help ensure all Washington children enter kindergarten ready to succeed. 

The programs include:

•	 Early learning preschool

•	 Family support and parent involvement

•	 Child health coordination and nutrition

ECEAP: The Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program (ECEAP) is a whole-
child, family-focused preschool program designed to help low-income and at-risk chil-
dren and their families succeed in school and life. Because many factors affect a child’s 
learning ability and development, ECEAP has four interactive components: educa-
tion; health and nutrition; family support and parent involvement.  Services include 
learning in a preschool setting, health screening and assistance with follow-up medical 
and dental care, healthy snacks and meals and family support including help accessing 
resources and social service.

Head Start: Head Start provides grants to local public and private agencies to provide 
comprehensive child development programs to children and families. Intended pri-
marily for preschoolers from low-income families, Head Start promotes school readi-
ness. Head Start children also receive comprehensive health services, including im-
munizations, physical and dental exams and treatment, and nutritional services. The 
average Head Start program provides part-day services for eight or nine months out 
of the year. A new trend, however, is to serve children in full-day, full-year programs 
to help meet the child care needs of parents who are either working or in job training. 

Early Head Start: Early Head Start’s mission is to promote healthy prenatal care for 
pregnant women, enhance the development of very young children, and promote 
healthy families.

Migrant and Seasonal Head Start provides consistent and high quality services in sup-
port of healthy child development.

Tribal Head Start (American Indian-Alaska Native Program Branch) provides Ameri-
can Indian and Alaska Native children and families with comprehensive health, edu-
cational, nutritional and other developmental services promoting school readiness. 
These services are directed primarily toward economically disadvantaged preschool 
children (ages 3 to 5) and infants and toddlers (birth through age 3.)

For more Information: 

Washington Department of Early Learning:  www.del.wa.gov/ecaep/index.shml

Early Support for Infants and Toddlers (ESIT):  (360) 725-3500 	

Family Health Line: (800) 322-2588

Educational Service District: www.k12.wa.js.maps/ESDmaps.aspx

ChildFind: http://www.childfindidea.org
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Post-Secondary Education

A youth’s educational experience shouldn’t end the day he or she graduates from high 
school or receives a GED.  There are many educational resources and opportunities 
available to help students pursue their post-secondary education.  Post Secondary Edu-
cation includes 2-year community colleges, 4-year colleges and universities, and voca-
tional and career programs.

Why is there a need for post-secondary education  
advocacy?

A 2010 report by the EPE Research Center indicates that three out of every 10 students 
in America’s public schools fail to finish high school with a diploma. That amounts to 
1.3 million students falling through the cracks of the high school pipeline every year, 
or more than 7,200 students lost every day.

According to the National Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 37% of 
foster youth drop out of high school, compared to 16% of the general population.

Washington Basic Education Act

Education is a basic, constitutional right in Washington.  Students cannot be de-
nied an equal educational opportunity because of their race, national origin, disability, 
pregnancy, or juvenile court involvement.  Young people have a right to educational 
services until they are 21 years old.  These services can be provided in a regular high 
school, an alternative high school, a GED program, or a high school completion pro-
gram at a local community college.

What are the 3 Most Important Things to Remember about Educa-
tional Services for Young Adults?

1)	 Young people have a right to free public education until they are 21 years old.

2)	 Start planning early to prepare a young person for independent living.  Re-
search suggests that by age 14, youth should be involved in planning for their 
transition to independence (this is especially true for youth in out of home 
care). 

3)	 There are a lot of resources available to help youth attend post-secondary, espe-
cially youth in out of home care or from low-income or first generation college 
bound families.

Detailed College Prep Checklists are available for youth in each grade as they prepare 
for post-secondary. Below is a sample checklist – to see all of the checklists, go to www.
independence.wa.gov/education
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Sample Checklist

Students: 

	 Meet with your guidance/college counselors to review your four-year academic plan. 
Request to be placed in challenging courses to expand your knowledge and stretch 
your mind and that satisfy college admission requirements. 

	 Choose elective courses that interest you and that meet college admission require-
ments such as music, art or theater. Continue your study of a world language.

	 Focus on your class work, homework and school projects. Continue to build upon the 
study skills that you used in middle school. 

	 Participate in school orientation to learn about the different activities available at your 
high school. Academics should be your focus, but it is important to have a balanced 
high school experience. 

	 Get involved in your new academic community by participating in student organiza-
tions, athletics and community service events. 

Families: 

	 Continue to support and encourage your student by staying involved in their educa-
tion. 

	 Attend school meetings and events with your student. 

	 Maintain regular contact with your student’s teachers and guidance/college counselor. 

	 Review your student’s four-year academic plan to make sure that you both understand 
and agree to the courses that have been planned.

Information on the sample checklist was provided by the College Success Foundation. 

The following are three programs for first generation prospec-
tive college students, commonly called TRIO programs. 

 These programs are designed to promote academic achievement among disadvantaged 
populations.

•	 Talent Search Provides academic, career, and financial counseling to its mid-
dle and high school participants and encourages them to graduate from 
high school and continue on to the post-secondary school of their choice. 
Talent Search also serves high school dropouts by encouraging them to reen-
ter the educational system and complete their education.   For description:  
www.ed.gov/programs/triotalent/index.html 
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5 Important Things 
to Remember about 
Adolescents and 
Post Secondary 
Planning:

1. Start early

2. Set goals and make 
a plan

3. Take college entry 
tests and classes re-
quired for admission

4. Research financial aid 
and other scholarships

5. Have HIGH  
EXPECTATIONS

FOSTER CARE FACT

Foster youth are half as 
likely as their peers to 
enroll in college pre-
paratory courses, even 
when they have similar 
test scores and grades.



•	 Upward Bound 
Provides fundamental support to high school participants in their prepara-
tion for college entrance. The program provides opportunities for participants 
to succeed in pre-college performance and ultimately in higher education 
pursuits.  For description:  www.ed.gov/programs/trioupbound/index.html

•	 Student Support Services
Provides opportunities to college students for academic development, assists 
students with basic college requirements, and serves to motivate students 
towards the successful completion of their post-secondary education.  For 
description: www.ed.gov/programs/triostudsupp/index.html 

Additional Programs for Youth Who Have Not Earned their High 
School Diploma:

•	 High School Completion Programs, through local community colleges.

		  These programs can help youth pursue their high school completion while 
also pursuing academic and/or vocational studies.

•	 Job Corps offers young people ages 16-24 the opportunity to earn their GED, 
High School Diploma, a career, and find and keep a good job.

•	 GED (General Education Development) Plus. Research shows that, although 
a GED offers a modest improvement in labor market value, access to higher 
education and improved self-esteem, a high school diploma provides greater 
economic, academic and social benefits. If a student does choose to pursue a 
GED, the GED Plus path is much stronger one. GED plus includes a voca-
tional, technical or Associate in Arts degree alongside a GED completion.

 
While most postsecondary colleges and programs accept the GED for admission, 
many four-year colleges may also require the ACT, SAT or a college placement test. 
 
For general information about the GED, go to www.acenet.edu.  (Point to 
Program & Services and then click GED testing service)

For additional information for youth in out of home care especially around funding 
opportunities and support programs, visit: www.independence.wa.gov
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FOSTER CARE FACT

Nationally, only 3% 
of former foster kids 
complete a bachelor’s 
degree, compared to 
28% of the general 
population.



 State and Regional Resources
Section Five

The Office of the Education Ombudsman

155 N.E. 100th St. #210 
Seattle, WA 98125 
Fax: 206-729-3251 
Toll-free phone number: 866-297-2597 
E-mail: OEOinfo@gov.wa.gov 
www.waparentslearng.org

TeamChild 

King County (Main) Office 
1225 S. Weller, Ste 420 
Seattle, Washington 98144 
(206) 322-2444 
(206) 381-1742 Fax 
(253) 274-9929 
(253) 274-1888 Fax 
www.teamchild.org 
Visit us online for our other locations.
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Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction

Office Hours: 8:00am - 5:00pm 
(360) 725-6000 
TTY (360) 664-3631 
http://www.k12.wa.us/

Headquarters: 
Old Capitol Building 
600 Washington St. S.E. 
Olympia, WA 98504-7200

Mailing Address:  Mail stop: 47200 
Old Capitol Building 
P.O. Box 47200 
Olympia, WA 98504-7200

Whom do I contact at OSPI?

If you feel that bullying is not being adequately addressed by the school system, there 
are a number of state partners that may be able to assist you. The Office of Superin-
tendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) has not been given the authority to enforce local 
rules that are adopted by each individual school board. However, if you believe that 
your student is being discriminated against through bullying you may contact one of 
the OSPI offices.

•	 OSPI’s Equity & Civil Rights Office will hear a complaint of sexual discrimina-
tion.  (360) 725-6162   equity@k12.wa.us

•	 OSPI’s Special Education Ombudsman Office can assist with Special Education 
complaints. There are federal guidelines to follow when a student who is being 
harassed is enrolled in a Special Education program.  (360) 725-6075 

•	 OSPI’s Office of Professional Practices will hear a complaint of misconduct 
against a school district employee.   (360) 725-6130 or   opp@k12.wa.us

•	 	OSPI’s School Safety Center provides parents and districts with 
	technical assistance regarding bullying. 

		 o	 Phone: (360) 725-6044

		 o	 Programs Available:
		 Washington State School Safety Center
		 School Safety and Security Programs 
		 School Emergency Management 
		 Safe and Drug Free Schools and Communities Program; Weapons 	
		 Report;  
		 Student Behavior Report; Unexcused Absences/Truancy Report
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What resources are available outside of the OSPI?

The Washington State Office of the Education Ombudsman is also able to address par-
ent-school conflicts with regionally sited investigators. (866) 297-2597

The U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights accepts complaints based on 
race, color, national origin, sex, disability and age and has a regional office in Seattle. 
(206) 607-1600

Team Child Advocacy for Youth helps youth gain access to appropriate educational 
programs so they can find success in school. They have offices in five counties. (206) 
322-2444 

Northwest Justice Project provides free civil legal services to low-income people from 
13 offices and 4 satellite locations throughout the state of Washington. (360) 533-
2282 or (888) 201-1014

The Safe Schools Coalition addresses homophobia and harassment in school based on 
real or perceived sexual orientation. (877) 723-3723

Washington State Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) has regional offices and the Na-
tional PTA provides guidance on bullying.  

WA PTA: (800) 562-3804 or (253) 565-2153

Community Relations Service, an arm of the U.S. Department of Justice, provides 
conciliation services to help prevent and resolve racial and ethnic conflict. Northwest 
Regional Office, (206) 220-6704.
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Be Prepared

CHAPTER 1

ENROLLMENT

What is needed to enroll my child in school?
Your child should be enrolled as soon as possible and several basic steps are required to 
accomplish this.

1.	 Contact the school district office or local school to pick up an “enrollment packet” 	
containing necessary forms, etc.  If you expect any problems or are otherwise curi-
ous, also request a copy of the district’s written enrollment or admissions policies.

2.	 For a first-time enrollment in Washington public schools, the school district may 
request a copy of a student’s birth certificate.  If a student has previously been 
enrolled in another school district in the state, the district will ask for the names of 
prior school districts, information about the student’s disciplinary history, special 
educational needs, and any health conditions

3.	 Proof of immunization is required before beginning school.  Immunization means 
shots or vaccinations that children get to prevent illnesses such as measles.  Re-
cords that show a student has completed all of his or her vaccinations will satisfy 
the requirement of proof of immunization.  A student can also satisfy the require-
ment by showing that he or she has started a schedule for immunizations.  A 
student will then need to show that the immunizations were completed by the first 
day of school the following year.  If you don’t have proof of immunization for your 
child, then call the local public health department.  

What if I don’t yet have all of the paperwork for my child 
because we are homeless? 
Enroll the student right away even if you don’t have everything you think you need.

Schools are required by state and federal law to take steps to help enroll homeless students.  
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act is the federal law that protects homeless 
students. Under the McKinney–Vento Act, a student is homeless if he or she:  

»	 Lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence

»	 Lives in shared housing due to loss or hardship

»	 Lives in a hotel, motel, trailer home, campground, emergency or transitional shel-
ter, is abandoned in a hospital, or is awaiting foster care

»	 Has a primary nighttime residence not designated or ordinarily used as a regular 
sleeping accommodation

A Family guide to  

working with schools 

SECTION 1  |  AN ADVOCATE 

PAGE 76

So, for example

If a student stays with 
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»	 Is an unaccompanied youth, i.e. not living with his or her parent or guardian

»	 Is a migrant child who qualifies as homeless because of his or her living situation. 

Schools must give homeless students special protections, such as: 

»	 Waiving the requirement for parental signatures

»	 Arranging for vaccinations at community clinics instead of requiring a written 
record of immunization

»	 Enrolling a homeless student or a student without any legal residence

»	 Allowing a homeless youth to stay in his or her prior school or move to a new 
school and provide transportation even if it is not usually made available by the 
school.

Don’t delay enrolling your child because you don’t know something or lack some paper-
work.  Take your child to the school and fill out as much of the paperwork as possible.  
Explain the reasons for any missing documents or information.  Ask that your child be 
enrolled right away and make arrangements for providing additional paperwork if it can be 
obtained later. 

If you have a problem enrolling your child, look at the school district’s policies and contact 
the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI). You can also contact the 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Liaison in the school district- every district has one.  

All districts should have a grievance policy.  Consider filing a grievance if a school is not 
responding, is very slow in acting, or is not following its own or OSPI’s policies.

What is considered my child’s “resident” district?
Where he or she lives most of the time?

A school district must enroll any student of school age who resides in that district. A 
student’s “residence” is defined as the location where the student lives the majority of the 
time. This may be different from the student’s mailing address or different from his or her 
parent’s address, and the student may be a “resident” of a district even if he or she has no 
mailing address at all.  

No proof of residency is required for enrollment, but if you anticipate any problems, con-
sider providing copies of any documents that support your claim of residency.

Can my child attend school in a district other than the one 
in which he or she resides?   
Yes, but both the “resident” and “non-resident” districts must agree.

If a student wants to attend a district other than his or her home district, the student must 
get permission from the home district to be released AND be approved for admission by 
the new district.  Home districts usually allow students to transfer to another district.  On 
the other hand, districts don’t always admit non-resident students.  

All districts must have a written, non-discriminatory policy about whether to admit 
non-resident students.  A district may refuse to enroll students who do not live within its 
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Be Prepared

CHAPTER 1

ENROLLMENT

What is needed to enroll my child in school?
Your child should be enrolled as soon as possible and several basic steps are required to 
accomplish this.

1.	 Contact the school district office or local school to pick up an “enrollment packet” 	
containing necessary forms, etc.  If you expect any problems or are otherwise curi-
ous, also request a copy of the district’s written enrollment or admissions policies.

2.	 For a first-time enrollment in Washington public schools, the school district may 
request a copy of a student’s birth certificate.  If a student has previously been 
enrolled in another school district in the state, the district will ask for the names of 
prior school districts, information about the student’s disciplinary history, special 
educational needs, and any health conditions

3.	 Proof of immunization is required before beginning school.  Immunization means 
shots or vaccinations that children get to prevent illnesses such as measles.  Re-
cords that show a student has completed all of his or her vaccinations will satisfy 
the requirement of proof of immunization.  A student can also satisfy the require-
ment by showing that he or she has started a schedule for immunizations.  A 
student will then need to show that the immunizations were completed by the first 
day of school the following year.  If you don’t have proof of immunization for your 
child, then call the local public health department.  

What if I don’t yet have all of the paperwork for my child 
because we are homeless? 
Enroll the student right away even if you don’t have everything you think you need.

Schools are required by state and federal law to take steps to help enroll homeless students.  
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act is the federal law that protects homeless 
students. Under the McKinney–Vento Act, a student is homeless if he or she:  

»	 Lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence

»	 Lives in shared housing due to loss or hardship

»	 Lives in a hotel, motel, trailer home, campground, emergency or transitional shel-
ter, is abandoned in a hospital, or is awaiting foster care

»	 Has a primary nighttime residence not designated or ordinarily used as a regular 
sleeping accommodation
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2100 24th Avenue S., Suite 200
Seattle, WA 98144-4632
Tel: (206) 767-7000
Fax: (206) 767-7773
www.treehouseforkids.org

EDUCATIONAL ADVOCACY WORKSHOPS

The Educational Advocacy Workshops are community-based workshops presented through-
out Washington State designed to help caregivers with educational advocacy issue, particu-
larly for youth in out of home care. 

The Educational Advocacy Workshops are made possible by a generous grant from The Stuart Foundation.
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SPECIAL TOPIC 
WORKSHOPS:

Understanding Public 
School System

School Involvement
Effective Communication

Educational Rights/
Resolving Issues

Special Education
Services

Bullying and Discipline 
McKinney Vento

Early Learning

Post-secondary 
Education




