
Practical Advice on Supporting Your Child’s Academic Success 
  

 As we enter the second year of the pandemic, parents are taking a harder look 
at the educational options for their children.  They are beginning to realize that 

there are more options than the local public school.  Here are some 
considerations to base your choice on the best interest of your child. 
 

Each Child is Unique 
 
Most parents recognize from the moment they first see their child or hold them 

in their arms that there is no other child in the world like theirs.  Parents with 
more than one child know that, even with the identical gene pool, each one of 

their children is unique.  Each child comes with one-of-a-kind DNA, 
personality, thinking patterns and emotional responses.  Though we love them 
all equally, we cannot treat them identically.  Parents soon discover that the 

parenting technique that proved so effective with one child, simply doesn’t work 
with another.  Children, like adults, are individuals and must be treated as 

such.  
  
Sometimes we worry about what is normal for our child.  It may be more 

accurate to use the term mainstream, meaning what is common among most 
children.  Some children are continually active, loud and energetic.  Others are 

at the other extreme in being shy, quiet, and reserved, maybe even fearful.  If 
we approach parenting with the expectation that our children will behave as we 
did or conform to a certain standard of behavior, then we brand any behavior 

outside that range as problematic or “not normal.”  This is not only inaccurate, 
but unfair to our children.  It is vital to a child’s emotional well-being to feel 
loved and accepted by their parents.  The most helpful mindset is to assume 

that each child is doing the best they can.  Some children will need more 
support and supervision than others.  The amount of support that is “normal” 

is whatever is required to meet the child’s individual needs.  I am convinced 
that the only meaningful definition for normal is a setting on your washing 
machine. 

   
This applies to learning style as well.  Some children learn best visually, 
through pictures and diagrams.  They need to see the instructions written 

down.  Others learn more through auditory processes.  They need to hear new 
information.  There are children who learn best through tactile activities.  They 

thrive when they are given the materials and some instruction and left to 
discover on their own.  Some children will thrive in a traditional public school 
and enjoy the experience.  Some will be traumatized and unable to function in 

that setting.  There is no right or wrong way to learn.  The challenge is in 
identifying your child’s learning style and ensuring it is used in his or her 

educational experience.   
   

You Are the Expert on Your Child 



Your child may struggle with academic issues such as reading or math, or with 

social issues.  Maybe they have some of the same struggles you had growing 

up.  They could also struggle with issues you are completely unaware of.  You 

may not have a degree or even much experience in learning styles or 

educational best practice, but you are the expert on your child.  You have 

observed and interacted with them from birth.  You can identify their moods, 

predict their responses, and understand how to motivate them better than any 

other adult.  You are the one best suited to see that your child receives the 

support needed to reach their full potential.   

Sometimes parents feel intimidated when dealing with an education 
professional with an advanced degree.  If this happens to you, remember that 

you have specialized knowledge of your child.  What is more, you have been 
dedicated to meeting their needs since birth and will continue to be committed 
to that cause for the rest of your life.  The education professional will have a 

limited involvement of nine months to possibly a few years. 
 

Getting Support  

 
While you are the expert on your child, most parents realize they can benefit 

from the advice and experience of others.  Whether from older, more 
experienced parents or from an authority on child development, there is a 
definite benefit to learning all we can from others.  Draw on that village of 

support to guide you in making decisions for your child. 
 
Grandparents are often a good source of wisdom for young parents.  Some 

unique situations are hereditary, and you may be able to find someone in your 
extended family who has had to go through a similar challenge.  It can be 

extremely helpful to listen to their stories.  You may learn what is effective and, 
just as helpful, what did not work. 
 

One of the greatest advantages to organized play dates is the creation of time 
for parents to interact.  Raising a child, especially a special needs child, can be 

an isolating experience.  It is easy for parents to begin to feel they are alone in 
their challenges.  When they can share their experiences with other parents, 
they soon realize they are not alone; a sense of community is created.  In 

addition to the emotional support, these groups are often able to problem solve, 
share success stories and frustrations.   
 



More formal parent support groups have been organized around specific 
medical needs.  My daughter has a son who was diagnosed with Type 1 

Diabetes at the age of 4.  She has found benefit to her son, as well as herself, 
in various groups and activities organized for the families of diabetic children.  

Her son has been able to attend camps and activities to be with other diabetic 
children and learn he is not alone, and to foster a positive attitude about 
coping with and managing this challenge.  My daughter has made close friends 

with other parents going through the same struggles that she has and has 
benefitted from their association. 
 

Federal Programs 
 

The first federally mandated accommodation to allow all students access to a 
quality education is section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. “No 
otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States . . . shall, 

solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from the participation in, 
be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program 

or activity receiving Federal financial assistance. . .”1  Anyone can make a 
referral for evaluation of qualification for a 504, a parent, doctor, therapist, or 
school district employee.    However, the district  must review and approve the 

recommendation.  The school district is not required to evaluate a child just 
because the parent has requested it. 
 

If the child is evaluated and the parent disagrees with the results of the 
evaluation, they cannot request the school district to pay for an independent 

evaluation.  They may request a Due Process hearing or file a complaint with 
the Office for Civil Rights.  Children cannot be placed on a 504 without parent 
notification.  Once the child is placed on a 504, a plan is written to specify the 

measures that will be taken to ensure that a Free and Appropriate Public 
Education (FAPE) is provided for the student with a disability.  The amount of 
parental involvement varies from one school district to another.  There is no 

federal requirement for parents to be involved in the decision-making process.  
  

 
1https://www.dol.gov/oasam/regs/statutes/sec504.htm 



Section 504 covers children between the ages of 3 and 22 who have a mental or 
physical impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities 

such as: self-care, manual tasks, walking, seeing, speaking, sitting, thinking, 
learning, breathing, concentrating, interacting with others, and working.  Some 

examples of disabilities that qualify for a 504 would be: impaired vision, 
hearing loss, limited mobility, Attention Deficit or Hyperactivity, asthma, 
diabetes, or a learning disability.  Mostly, 504 covers disabilities that do not 

require specialized instruction or placement in a special school or classroom.  
Accommodations will be made within the regular education classroom such as 
highlighted textbooks, extended time on tests and assignments, enlarged  

print,  computer  aided instruction, oral tests, and individual contracts. 
Basically, it means whatever is needed that can be provided by the school 

district to help students reach high school graduation requirements and 
function in life after graduation. 
 

If a child needs services beyond what can be provided in a regular classroom, 
parents can request their child be evaluated for special education services.  

This became possible under the Education for all Handicapped Children Act or 
Public Law 94-142 of 1975.  A parent has the right to request the school 
district to evaluate their child to see if they qualify and to request an outside 

independent evaluation at district expense if they disagree with the results of 
the initial assessment.  If it is determined that the child qualifies, they are 
placed on an Individualized Education Program (IEP).  Unlike the 504, parental 

involvement is a federal mandate for students on an IEP.   
 

Services can be provided within the regular education classroom, but most 
commonly some services are provided in a separate setting.  Depending on the 
needs of the student, this could mean anything from most of the day spent in 

the regular education classroom and part of the day spent working one on one 
with a specialist or in a small group setting in a special education classroom, to 
placement in a residential treatment or therapeutic facility.  The key is meeting 

the needs of the student in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE); the 
environment that is most like the regular education classroom but still allows 

the student to learn and achieve. 
   



IEP meetings with the parents, a special education teacher, a regular education 
teacher, and a representative of the Local Education Agency (LEA)—usually a 

principal or special education director—are held annually or whenever 
requested by a member of the IEP team.  Other people may also be invited such 

as: therapists, speech and occupational specialists, Education Consultants or 
Advocates, Attorneys, or other family members of the student.  Parents can 
invite any professional they choose provided they give school districts prior 

notification of who will be in attendance.  They may also request the meeting to 
be recorded.  The student may be invited, as determined by the parents if 
under the age of 16.  Student attendance is required for students over 16 

unless the team decides it would not be in the student’s best interest.  The 
purpose of these meetings is to write the IEP, which is a legal contract 

outlining why the student qualifies for special education services, his 
placement, the services offered, and number of minutes provided, his present 
level of performance, measurable goals with deadlines and all responsible 

parties, accommodations, modifications to the general education curriculum, 
and transition plan for moving into the next phase of care. 

 
IEPs and 504s are similar in that they are federal programs to ensure that all 
students, regardless of disability, are provided with a free and appropriate 

public education, (FAPE).  Both are regulated by federal laws and funded by tax 
dollars.   Both can be covered  within the regular education classroom.  
However, an IEP allows for services to be provided in the least restrictive 

environment, which includes settings outside the regular education classroom.  
Both require parent notification; however, the IEP has extended parental rights 

protected by federal mandate.  Parents can start out with a 504 and then later 
move to an IEP if they feel it is needed. 
 

If your child needs additional support to what is provided in the mainstream 
setting, examine both the 504 and the IEP to determine which more closely 
meets your child’s unique situation.   

 
Identifying Your List of Requirements 

 
There are several factors to consider in determining the best fit for your child: 
the most important one being their unique needs.  Are their needs extensive 

enough to require specialized instruction?  If so, who would be best qualified to 
provide it?  Do you see your child thriving in a mainstream setting?  Would 

your child be best served in a setting that allowed for greater flexibility?  Does 
your child need more rigid structure?  If you are not certain of the level of care 
your child will need, are you looking for a school that will adjust as needed?  

How closely should her schooling match your own parenting style?  Most 
parents would like to have a close fit between how their child is disciplined at 
home and how they are at school.  Certainly, it will be important that you and 

your child’s teacher are on the same page when it comes to meeting the best 
interests of your child. 



 
Next you need to be aware of the options available in your area.  What is the 

neighborhood public school like?  Are you comfortable having your child attend 
there?  Are there any charter schools or private schools in your area?  What are 

other parents in your area doing?  What experiences have they had?  It may be 
useful to list all the educational choices available to you.  Do not be afraid to 
think outside the box and consider nontraditional options such as homeschool 

or a parent cooperative. 
 
You will also want to consider your personal resources.  There will be no 

greater investment you will make in your life than the education of your child.  
The most important part of your child’s education will take place in the home.  

You will teach them to believe in themselves, establish values, set goals, and 
plan for a life of purpose and meaning.  How involved do you want to be in the 
continuation of their education outside the home?  Do you desire daily 

involvement?  Would you prefer a school that allows parents to be actively 
involved in school activities, maybe even volunteering in the classroom?   Are 

you working full time and know that your time will be limited and would prefer 
a school that did not require a set number of volunteer hours from parents?  
Do you have funds to send your child to a private school?  Do you have time to 

drive them across town every day to a charter school?  How much time and 
energy will you be able to spend on your child’s education?   
 

These are just a few factors that you need to consider in selecting the best 
school for your child.  Consider carefully and objectively your child’s needs.  

What will be best for her?  Make a list of the school choices in your area.  
Think about the level of involvement you desire and can provide.  Write out a 
list of the requirements for the perfect school for your child.  This is a 

brainstorming activity.  Include all ideas, even the impractical ones.  Later the 
list can be narrowed down based on your resources but start out with the 
ideal.   

 
There are several podcast episodes on children, education and special needs on 

my show, “In Support of Families.”  Learn more at 
https://insupportoffamilies.com 
 

https://insupportoffamilies.com/

