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Chapter 3: Collaborating
with Parents

Developing and implementing effective educational programs that
are meaningful for students with autism spectrum disorders
involve collaboration with parents. Parents of children with
autism spectrum disorders work closely with professionals to
obtain diagnoses, early intervention programs and other resources,
and are usually knowledgeable about both the disorder and their
children. Bringing the experiences and knowledge of parents to
the program planning process, serves not only to enhance students’
school success, but also creates a climate for ongoing learning,
communication and collaboration.

A collaborative parent-school relationship is based on parents and
teachers understanding each other’s perspectives and realities. It is
important for parents to have a clear understanding of their child’s
school program, the roles of staff members and how individual
classrooms meet the diverse needs of all the students.

It is equally important for teachers and school staff to have an
understanding of the experiences families go through in living with
children with autism spectrum disorders, the interventions they
access and the important role that schools play in families’ lives.
With these understandings and a commitment to collaboration,
parents and teachers can work together to create positive and
effective educational programs for students.

The Experiences of Families
Each family is unique and has different experiences obtaining a
diagnosis, and planning for and adapting to meet the needs of a
child with autism spectrum disorders.

Obtaining a diagnosis
Obtaining a diagnosis is often the culmination of a long process
that parents undergo searching for an understanding of their child.
Prior to seeking professional help, parents notice that their child’s
development is not progressing as expected and there is something
different about the way their child behaves. It is often the family
physician who is the first professional contacted. The following
are common initial concerns that parents bring to their physicians
regarding their child’s development.
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• The child may appear to have unusual listening patterns. He or
she does not seem to respond to language, yet seems to enjoy
music. This concern may lead parents to explore whether the
child has a hearing impairment.

• The child may seem aloof, make little eye contact and resist
attempts to bond with parents. This concern may lead parents
to seek advice on how to form a closer attachment to their
child.

• The child may have unusual eating and/or sleeping patterns.
Many children with autism spectrum disorders are picky eaters
and parents are often concerned that they are not getting
adequate nutrition. Other children with autism spectrum
disorders have difficulty sleeping and are exhausted.

• The child may be slow developing language and
communication skills.

Once concerns about a child’s development are raised, there are
many avenues physicians may take to investigate the issues.
Specific diagnostic medical procedures, genetic testing and referral
to other professionals, such as speech-language therapists,
occupational therapists, physiotherapists and psychologists are
often initiated.

While early diagnosis is preferred, there are some children
diagnosed in later years. These are children whose early
development and behaviour was not conspicuously abnormal. It
may be that once such a child entered the school system and was
observed over time by a teacher familiar with normal child
development, the autistic symptoms were detected. Other children
may have had a history of social, language, learning and/or
behavioural difficulties and were assumed to have other kinds of
disorders, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder or
learning disabilities. However, careful observation over time
revealed that the behaviour was more accurately described as an
autism spectrum disorder.

Many parents are relieved to discover that there is an explanation
for the behaviours their children exhibit. Many parents obtain a
diagnosis as a way of determining what support and assistance
they can access to best help their children. Although the diagnosis
itself may be difficult to accept, the goal for most parents is to
access appropriate intervention.20
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Adjusting to the diagnosis
There are many books, articles and research papers about the
stages of acceptance families experience when they learn their
children have autism spectrum disorders. Recent research studies
indicate that people often experience multiple emotions and
reactions that don’t necessarily occur in discrete phases. Every
family will react differently to the discovery that a child has autism
spectrum disorders, and experiences its own unique way of coping
and adjusting.

Adjustment often involves accepting the emotions experienced,
gathering facts, and helping siblings and other family members
understand the disorder. Acceptance occurs as parents learn more
about autism spectrum disorders and realize they can take an
active role in creating a positive future for their children.
Gathering information, meeting other parents of children with
autism spectrum disorders, identifying and using professional
services, as well as advocating for their children are positive ways
that parents can begin to adjust.21

Developmental stages and family stresses
All families go through different stages of development as children
are born, grow up and eventually move out on their own. Each
stage brings new challenges and demands new accommodations.
Families of children with autism spectrum disorders often face
these challenges more acutely, as they deal with the awareness that
their children need different kinds of support and intervention at
every stage. Parents often find themselves going through an
acceptance cycle with each new phase of development. The
transitions from preschool to elementary school from elementary
school to junior high and high school, and from high school to the
adult world may be particularly challenging.

It is important that educators understand the perspectives and
experiences that families bring to the home-school partnership.
Many parents have a wealth of knowledge about the disorder,
resources and interventions, and an overall understanding of what
works for their individual child. Families may be experiencing
stress and anxiety about the transition from one education system
to another. It is also helpful for teachers to understand that there
are other factors, such as family size, cultural background,
socioeconomic status and geographic location that affect the
degree to which families are able to engage in the school-home
partnership. Most parents are motivated to help their children, but
vary greatly in how they act on this motivation. Some parents
have the time, temperament, educational background or knowledge



24/ Teaching Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders
2003 ©Alberta Learning, Alberta, Canada

about autism spectrum disorders to work closely with the school
staff. Other parents, although motivated and concerned about their
children’s development, may not be actively involved in their
children’s school programs. Educators need to be sensitive to the
perspectives and beliefs families bring to the school context.

Collaborating with Parents
Creating a collaborative home-school partnership must be
carefully planned, keeping in mind the ultimate goal of working
together to best meet the needs of students. Combining the
strengths and knowledge of parents who know their children best
and have a history of supporting and advocating for their children,
with the expertise of teachers, creates a powerful partnership that
directly benefits students. Collaboration between home and school
can lead to improved academic and social success, positive
attitudes and behaviour toward school, better attendance and
improved parent-teacher communication.22

A collaborative home-school partnership:
• is an informed partnership where both parents and teachers

understand the child’s realities at home and at school
• uses a team approach to program planning and development
• establishes a clear home-school communication plan.

Build an informed partnership
Being an informed partner in the home-school partnership requires
that each participant have background information when beginning
the collaboration process. Teachers need a general understanding
of the nature of the student’s disorder, the student’s history,
previous interventions and their effectiveness, and specific
strengths and areas of growth. It is important for teachers to
understand the experiences parents have gone through, and have a
global knowledge of the goals, dreams and hopes that they hold for
their children.

Parents, in turn, need a thorough understanding of how the school
system works, what program options are available and how
educational decisions are made at the school.

Establish a team approach
Collaborative partnerships involve a team approach. Programming
for and meeting the unique needs of children with autism spectrum
disorders involve complex decisions that parents and teachers
cannot make in isolation. Team members can include
administrators, special education consultants, teachers, teacher
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For more on IPP planning, see
pages 31–36, and
Individualized Program Plans
(Alberta Education, 1995),
Book 3 of the Programming
for Students with Special
Needs series.

assistants, therapists, parents and other community resource
personnel. The school-based team is a critical part of the
individualized program plan (IPP) process. Together, the team
works to set meaningful academic and social goals and objectives,
select strategies, develop positive behaviour plans, and devise
social programs to enhance peer relationships both at home and at
school. The team can also plan and implement programs and
inservices to augment parent and teacher knowledge in the field of
autism spectrum disorders.

See Appendix A, page 172,
for a sample Home-School
Communication Book.

Plan for communication
The key to effective collaboration is communication. In order to
maximize children’s potential, and generalize skills both at home
and at school, parents and teachers will need to communicate
beyond the traditional parent-teacher interview modes. Parents
and teachers need to work together to develop an effective
communication plan. This plan should address how teachers and
parents will communicate on a regular basis, and how emergent
concerns will be handled. The process also includes setting
regular meeting times to review IPPs. A variety of communication
methods should be considered, including daily diaries, home-
school communication books, notes, letters, journals, newsletters
and regular phone calls.

Parents often want daily in-depth reporting about their children’s
learning and behaviour. While meaningful communication
between home and school is an essential ingredient for successful
collaboration, it is important for teachers not to become
overwhelmed with the task of reporting. It is often helpful for
teachers and parents to prioritize specific areas to discuss on a
daily basis. The communication protocol should be re-examined
periodically to ensure that it continues to meet the needs of parents
and teachers. (A number of formats for written communication
between school and home are provided in the appendices.)

It is important for teachers to identify the amount and type of
communication that parents require and to keep in mind that
parents need to hear some positive news about their children. Like
all parents they appreciate personal messages that recognize their
children’s achievement and progress.

Facilitate collaborative relationships
Collaborating with parents often involves scheduling meetings for
a variety of purposes. These meetings help teachers gain
understanding of the child and family, and the supports the family
has in place. These meetings provide opportunities to clarify roles,
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set goals and objectives, and develop strategies and
communication plans in order to effectively plan and implement
education programs.

Parents may be working with other professionals who have
valuable suggestions for education programming and developing
behaviour plans. Ask parents who they think should attend
meetings to share information and provide ideas for strategies.

Schools may also be able to access professionals within the school
division who can contribute to the collaboration and planning
process.

Following are some suggestions for planning and conducting
meetings with parents.23

I. Planning the meeting
1. Determine the purpose of the meeting.

2. Determine the expected outcome of the meeting, e.g., the
development of IPP goals, a new behaviour plan, a
transition plan.

3. Keeping the purpose of the meeting in mind, determine
who should be invited.
• Consult with the school-based team to determine

which school, system or partner agency personnel
should be invited.

• Consult with parents to determine who they believe
would be helpful.

4. Decide who should facilitate the meeting. Consider
rotating the chair.

5. Schedule the meeting at a time that is convenient for
parents and other participants.

6. Identify possible interests of the participants.
• What is important for you to discuss or resolve at this

meeting? Why is this important to you?
• If you were the parents, what would you be

concerned about? Why?
• What are the concerns of others who may be

significantly affected?
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7. Consider the relationships involved in the collaboration
process.
• What relationship issues might be interfering with the

collaboration process? For example, parents may feel
blamed if their children are disruptive in class.

• What can be done to improve the relationships?

8. Develop an agenda.
• Start with positives, such as what is working for the

child at school and at home, accomplishments,
strengths and/or improvements.

• Use neutral vocabulary in creating the agenda. For
example, if the teacher wants to address aggressive
behaviour at school, a neutral term would be
“behaviour.” In the same fashion, if parents want to
discuss concerns about the amount of individual
assistance their child is receiving, a neutral term to
address this could be “support.”

II. Conducting a successful collaboration meeting
1. Before participants arrive:

• arrange the room, chairs, tables, papers
• review your notes, memorize people’s names.

2. Set a positive and encouraging tone for the meeting:
• welcome participants
• share the logistics, e.g., washroom locations, parking,

time allotted for the meeting
• introduce participants
• share the agenda, and make revisions and additions as

necessary.

3. Give each participant the opportunity to discuss his or her
perspective.
• Listen carefully to each participant’s perspective,

accepting the expressions of feelings, attitudes and
ideas. Refrain from judging or showing disapproval
of their comments.

• Give positive feedback and encouragement to
participants.

• Clarify the perspectives to ensure you understand
what is said.

• If a participant has a specific request, make sure that
you understand the reasons behind the request. For
example, parents might request two hours of speech-
language therapy a week. Ask clarifying questions,
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such as “What do you hope your child will get out of
that?”. Once you understand the reasons, it is easier
to address the request.

4. Expect the same attention and respect for yourself that
you give to participants.
• Balance positive comments with comments about

challenges.
• Describe the child’s behaviour rather than making

judgements about it.

5. Brainstorm options to address mutual concerns and
issues.
• What skills and resources are available within the

school or school system?
• What community resources are available?
• What are ways to combine and maximize these skills

and resources?

6. Take time at the end of the meeting to summarize the
discussion, and review plans for specific and cooperative
actions to be taken by both parents and teachers.

7. Establish plans and times for follow-up communication
or further meetings.

III. Follow-up and evaluation
1. Review the objectives for the meeting and evaluate

whether goals have been met.

2. Consider ways to improve the effectiveness of
interactions and jot down ideas in preparation for future
meetings.

When collaboration becomes difficult
There are times when in spite of all good intentions, the parent-
school partnership becomes difficult and collaboration wanes.
When this occurs, it is helpful for educators and parents to work
towards understanding each other’s perspectives to better
determine the barriers to collaboration and ensure that the child
will not be negatively impacted.

General principles of mediation can be used to maintain and
improve the home-school relationship. Identifying educators’ and
parents’ mutual concerns and goals is a starting point for working
together. Too often, parents and teachers become fixed in their
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positions and lose sight of their goals. When the focus is on the
needs of the child, parents and teachers may be able to move
beyond fixed positions to work creatively and cooperatively
towards solutions.

It is important to be aware of the following types of issues which
may contribute to parent-school conflict.24

Parents and school personnel may have differing views of children
and their needs. Take constructive steps to reach a shared
understanding by identifying the underlying needs of parents.
Listen to and incorporate parents’ perspectives concerning long
and short-term goals for their children to help narrow the gap
between opposing views. Be cognizant that the language used to
describe children takes into account the whole child—abilities,
strengths and aspirations, as well as needs.

In some instances, it may be helpful to enlist an objective,
mutually acceptable third party to facilitate collaboration.
Collaboration will be enhanced when parents and school staff are
committed to working together for the best interests of children.

Parents and teachers are the two most powerful influences in
children’s lives. Working together in a collaborative partnership
promotes meaningful and effective learning.
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