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If teaching children with disabilities were easy, there
would be very few conflicts between parents and
schools. Teachers would be proud of their work and
their sudents' progress and parents would be thankful
that their children were becoming more successful
learners and achievers. There would be joy, respect
and gratitude that children were getting the help they
need.

But, teaching children with disabilities to be successful
isachdlenging job. Multiple demands make it difficult
to devote the time and effort teachersneed to so a
child can succeed. Sometimes limited resources or
lack of help makesit difficult to support learning and
development. Teachers who are feding worried,
ineffective or unsupported may fed personally
attacked when a parent questions why the child isn't
making progress.

Parents also may fed it never seems possble to do
everything needed to help a child succeed. Parents
and children have power struggles over

homework, with parents sometimes giving
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will not succeed and sometimes wonder if they should
eventry.

This is when disagreements among parents, teachers
and students begin. Fedlings of frustration and power-
lessness could be an opportunity to seek help, but
instead, some people become oppositiona, deny
respongbility or assgn blame. This signds the sart of
afrudraing pattern of guilt and anger over what isn't
being accomplished. For example, consider a boy
who is not yet reading. His mother learns of anew
computerized curriculum she believes can work. Sheis
frudtrated by her son’s reading difficulties and the
behavior problems starting at schooal. This curriculum
is expengve, but the schoal givesin to the mother's
requests after severa |EP meetings. Getting the
program on the child’'s IEP may be a successfor the
parent and meet the school’ s desire to prevent further
conflict. Unfortunately, the program may go unused
because of limited technical support and lack of free
time in the sudent’ s life. The student 4till struggles and
the battles between the parent, student and school
continue,

Too often conflict is settled the easy
way. One person gives in because it
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emotions from parents and teachers. They
do well, but despite dl their efforts, they
don’t succeed. Even when they do wdll, they are il
far behind their peers. Other children may tease them,
or worse, fed pity for them. Students worry that they

misbehave to get out of uncomfort-
able Stuations when they can't
participate in the “read-doud’ activity. Sometimes this
gpparent lack of conflict even looks like partnerships.



The measure of atrue partnership, however, is not
how partners interact when things go well. It iswhen
they interact as if things are going well, when they are
not. A true test of partnership is how partners interact
when things are not going well. Students in specid
education don't learn easly. Things don't often go well
for them. Partnerships are not what happen only
during €ligibility or IEP season. They are what happen
on an ongoing basis.

Sometimeswhat is not said is much more powerful
than what issaid. Schools are not supposed to tell
parents that lack of resourcesis the reason that they
don’t provide a service because students are entitled
to appropriate services. Parents may demand services
be described in great detail on the |EP because of
negetive experiences with their child’'s specia educa:
tion services. A student may not ask for a class she
would like because she doesn't think that she hasa
sy in her education.

What are some things that can help, when it looks like
the family, student and/or school may be headed for a
conflict? For many, the first indtincts are fight or flight:
ether build up “ammunition” and defend the strongest
position possible or run away and ignore the problem.
However, there isathird option: listen and respond to
each other’ s perspectives, experiences and priorities
so that you can work toward amutualy agreeable and
respectful solution. While this option may be more
difficult, it is usudly the most successful. For evenif a
person wins afight, he or sheis till dependent on his
or her opponentsto carry it through.

Here are some things to consider when worried about
potential conflict:

1. Réflect upon your own assumptions about
the conflict. How doeswhat has happened in
the past color how you perceive this Stuation?
Do you have negative experiences that make you
lesswilling to accept the other’ s perspective?
What are some of your unwritten and unspoken
rules? How can you check these assumptions
with othersin this Stuation?

2. Shareyour assumptions and per spectives.
Listen with your head and your heart. What
principles guide your actions? What do you

dream about? What worries you? How are you
feding about this Stuation? Do you share any
assumptions and perspectives? What do you
question?

3. Trytothink and fed about the situation
from the other’s per spective. Ligen very
carefully and try to think and fed about the
dtuation from the other’ s perspectives. Don't
interrupt! Be sure you understand what they are
saying and give them the experience of being
understood. What may be causing the other
person to take this position? How would you fed
if you werein hisor her shoes? What is getting in
the way of resolution? What might make it esser
for that person fed more comfortable with the
gtudion?

4. Find agreement. Where do you agree? How
can you build on these agreements to address
your disagreements?

5. Reframetheissues. How can you restate the
problem in away that doesn't place blame? How
can this issue become more manageable? How

can everyone share

responsbility and credit
for success?

6. | dentify options
and opportunities.
How can congraints,
negative experiences,
and concerns be
acknowledged and
addressed? Are there
assumptions that do not
seem appropriate in this
Situation? How can you
build upon each other’s
dreams and priorities? What are the expanded
opportunitiesif you work in partnership? Who
else needs to be involved in finding solutions?

Partnerships are not easy. Parents and professonas
are partners, not necessarily by choice, but because of
what the child needs. Since many placements are for
one year, the partners are just getting comfortable with
each other when it istime to change. With so many
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professondsinvolved in achild’ s life, and so many Collaborative Problem Solving and Dispute
children on those professonas workloads, it canbe  Resolution in Special Education isahdpful manua
difficult to take the time that partnerships require to by Ron Windle and Susan Warren from Hood River
work well. Ultimatdly, it is the child with disabilities Schoal District in Oregon. It can be found on the
that benefits from the hard work of partnerships. CADRE dteat http://mwww.directionservice.org/
When partnerships do not go well, the child is often cadre/contents.cfm.

caught in the crossfire. However, when parents and

professonds work well together, they modd skills that

will be useful in the future as udents take more

respongbility for themsdves. The child will learn how

when the going gets tough, it istimeto bring in the

partners.

NOTES. Marshdl Peter generoudy collaborated on
thisarticle. Marshdl isthe Director of CADRE
(http://www.directionservice.org/cadre), which is
funded by the U.S. Department of Education to serve
as The Nationa Center on Dispute Resolution in
Specid Education. He has written an article on this
subject that can be accessed on his website,
http://mwww.directionservice.org/
Working_Effectively.pdf.
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