
 

Navigating the School System: Special 
Education, Rights, and Resources for 
Parents 

Introduction 
Navigating the school system can be a difficult 
and complex experience for parents of children 
with disabilities. There can also be particular 
challenges for parents and children of non-
majority groups. In some cases, language 
barriers are a challenge. A common 
misconception is that schools are doing parents 
and students with disabilities a favor by 
providing supports for them- this is not true. The 
law is clear, the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) requires schools to identify 
and evaluate students suspected of having a 
disability. Schools are also required to provide 
special education and services for students who 
are eligible.3 In this factsheet, we review parent 
and student’s rights, eligibility, and school 
services and supports. Relevant resources are 
also provided throughout. 

Rights and Eligibility 
14% of public-school students receive special 
education services under IDEA.5 A student’s 
eligibility for special education services and their 
right to a public education is not affected by their 
or their parent’s immigration status.1, 14 If the 
school wants to evaluate a student, they must 
receive parental consent. Parents also have the 
right to request an evaluation for their child at 
any time. Schools must honor the request as long 
as there is enough reason to believe that a 
student may have a disability. If the school 
denies the evaluation request, parents have the 
right to appeal this decision and can file for a due 
process hearing.3 

You can learn more from this article on due 
process hearings in English or from this article 
on due process hearings in Spanish.  

Students have the right to special education 
services under IDEA if 1.) they have an eligible 
disability listed in the IDEA categories and 2.) 
they need services to make progress in school 
due to their disability. For services under IDEA, a 
child’s disability must fall into one of the 
following categories: 

• Autism 
• Deaf-blindness 
• Deafness 
• Emotional disturbance 
• Hearing impairment 
• Intellectual disability 
• Multiple disabilities 
• Orthopedic impairment 
• Other health impairment 
• Specific learning disability 
• Traumatic brain injury 
• Visual impairment, including blindness4 

To request an evaluation for your child, you will 
need to provide a formal letter. Templates of 
letters can be found online. Parent Center Hub 
provides letter templates in English for 
requesting an evaluation and letter templates in 
Spanish for requesting an evaluation.   

Another important right to be aware of is that 
schools must provide appropriate translation 
and interpretation services for parents with 
limited English proficiency. This means that 
students, family members, and untrained staff 

https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/your-childs-rights/dispute-resolution/what-to-expect-at-a-due-process-hearing
https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/your-childs-rights/dispute-resolution/what-to-expect-at-a-due-process-hearing
https://www.understood.org/es-mx/school-learning/your-childs-rights/dispute-resolution/what-to-expect-at-a-due-process-hearing?_ul=1*gf2mty*domain_userid*YW1wLUNjSTMtYjBJdDM2RXJFSEt2SXZuQnc.
https://www.understood.org/es-mx/school-learning/your-childs-rights/dispute-resolution/what-to-expect-at-a-due-process-hearing?_ul=1*gf2mty*domain_userid*YW1wLUNjSTMtYjBJdDM2RXJFSEt2SXZuQnc.
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/evaluation-2/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/evaluation-2/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/carta-evaluacion/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/carta-evaluacion/


 

should not be the ones providing translation and 
interpretation. Both spoken and written 
information should be provided in parent’s 
preferred language.13 Also, a student’s language 
proficiency should be taken into consideration 
when they are evaluated. If possible, evaluations 
must be administered in the student’s customary 
language to avoid misdiagnosis. Evaluations 
should measure the extent of a student’s 
disability and their educational needs- not their 
English language skills.7 

Parent Training and Information Centers (PTIs) 
are an excellent free resource that can inform 
you of your rights, special education laws, and 
provide information about specific disabilities. 
Additionally, PTIs can connect you to support 
groups and other local resources. Every state has 
at least one PTI and some states also have 
Community Parent Resource Centers (CPRCs). 
CPRCs offer similar services as PTIs but 
specialize in working with underserved parents 
of children with disabilities. Examples include 
low-income families or families with limited 
English proficiency. CPRCs can help you 
communicate with your child’s school.6 You can 
find your local PTI and/or CPRC using Parent 
Center Hub’s online directory. 

IEPs and 504 Plans 
Students who meet the criteria under IDEA have 
the right to special education services and an 
Individualized Education Program (IEP). If your 
child does not meet the IDEA’s criteria, another 
option is a 504 plan. 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) 

If your child is eligible for special education 
services under IDEA, then an IEP meeting is 
scheduled. An IEP is a legal document and plan 
containing a student’s educational goals as well 
as what supports and services they will receive.4 
This plan will be put together in a meeting where 
parents and school staff discuss the student’s 
needs. The student should also be present, and 
parents can invite anyone who has relevant 

knowledge about their child. Afterwards, parents 
are given a copy of the IEP and the student 
should begin receiving services as soon as is 
possible. IEPs should be specific and include how 
a student’s progress will be measured. A 
student’s IEP must be reviewed at least once a 
year in a meeting with the student’s parents. 
However, parents and schools can request more 
review meetings.10 For more information, you 
can visit an article in English on navigating IEP 
meetings or an article in Spanish on navigating 
IEP meetings. 

An IEP can include special education, 
modifications, accommodations, and related 
services.10 Modifications change the level of 
instruction and how a student’s performance is 
assessed. Some examples of modifications are 
using pass/no pass grading, completing an 
outline instead of an essay, and rewording 
questions. Accommodations do not change 
instructional level or assessment criteria but 
remove barriers, so a student has equal access to 
learning. Examples of accommodations are extra 
time on tests or assignments, reducing 
distractions in the environment, and rest or 
movement breaks.2 IEPs can also include 
services such as occupational therapy, speech-
language pathology services, and physical 
therapy.10 For a clearer idea of how IEPs look, 
you can review this pdf in English about IEPs or 
this pdf in Spanish about IEPs. 

504 Plan 

Because 504 plans are covered under a different 
law than IDEA, students do not need to meet the 
same criteria. For a 504 plan, a student’s 
disability must affect their ability to learn. 
However, the range of qualifying disabilities for a 
504 plan is much broader than those for an IEP. 
Also, schools are not required to create a written 
plan or to involve parents on the planning team. 
However, many schools will do so anyway. 504 
plans include accommodations but typically do 
not include modifications or services like speech 
therapy.8, 9 This is not true of every case though 

https://www.parentcenterhub.org/find-your-center/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/find-your-center/
https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/special-services/ieps/navigating-iep-meetings
https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/special-services/ieps/navigating-iep-meetings
https://www.understood.org/es-mx/school-learning/special-services/ieps/navigating-iep-meetings?_ul=1*f099th*domain_userid*YW1wLUNjSTMtYjBJdDM2RXJFSEt2SXZuQnc
https://www.understood.org/es-mx/school-learning/special-services/ieps/navigating-iep-meetings?_ul=1*f099th*domain_userid*YW1wLUNjSTMtYjBJdDM2RXJFSEt2SXZuQnc
https://assets.ctfassets.net/p0qf7j048i0q/24s5adt3xYto4Ri8QwBJxo/3121f047b5e8882dd2dc706d40be17b2/Anatomy_of_an_IEP_Understood.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/p0qf7j048i0q/72DF49E5E07645ED9775AAA018086165/3380e3805f9955124999e427c14ed9fa/Anatom_a-de-un-IEP_Understood.pdf


 

and advocating for your child can help make sure 
they get what they need. If a 504 plan is right for 
your child and implemented well, it can help 
meet their needs and promote learning. For 
more information, there is a Guide for Families 
about 504 plans in English and a Guide for 
Families about 504 plans in Spanish. 

Whether your child qualifies for an IEP or 504 
plan, it can be helpful to look at examples of 
accommodations. The Understood Team 
provides accommodation examples in English for 
specific disabilities and accommodation 
examples in Spanish. 

Mental Health and Emotional Supports 
Emotional disturbances are included under IDEA 
and refer to conditions that significantly affect a 
student’s academic performance over a long 
period of time. This can include depression, 
schizophrenia, and conditions that significantly 
affects interpersonal relationships.11 Also, 
children who have immigrated to the United 
States who have experienced significant trauma 
may have trouble learning or experience changes 
in behavior as a result.1 Emotional supports can 
be included in your child’s IEP or 504 plans. 
Some examples are attending a social skills 
group or having a mentor to check in with.  Also, 
if a student with a disability is being bullied, 
schools are required to address it—even if the 
bullying is not based on their disability.12 For 
information and resources on bullying 
prevention, you can visit StopBullying.gov in 
English and StopBullying.gov in Spanish.   
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