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DRAFT DOCUMENT – PRELIMINARY VERSION FOR REVIEW
This document is a working draft and does not constitute official agency guidance. It is being shared for feedback purposes to refine content before final release.

DISCLAIMER: This document is intended solely for informational purposes and provides guidance to support implementation of relevant federal and state authorities. School districts retain discretion in how they implement federal and state requirements based on individual student circumstances and local context. Districts are encouraged to seek legal counsel to ensure compliance with state and federal law.
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Section 1. Welcome & Overview
[bookmark: _scp2zp8orny5][bookmark: _Toc215766600]1.1 Letter from the Superintendent
Dear Surrogate Parent,

Thank you for your willingness to serve as a surrogate parent for a student with a disability in our school district. Your commitment ensures that some of our most vulnerable students have a knowledgeable, caring adult advocating for their educational needs.

Students who need surrogate parents often face complex life circumstances. Without you, they might not have a consistent voice participating in decisions about their education. By stepping into this role, you are helping ensure that the student receives the services, supports, and opportunities they need to succeed in school and beyond.

Our district is committed to partnering with you. This handbook provides an overview of your role, your rights, and the key processes you will participate in. In addition, staff in the Special Education Department are available to answer questions, provide clarification, and support you as you learn and grow in this role.

Thank you again for being a champion for students.

Sincerely,
[Superintendent Name]
Superintendent, [District Name]
[bookmark: _ymcbvvgqpox8][bookmark: _Toc215766601]1.2 What Is a Surrogate Parent?
A surrogate parent is a person appointed by the district to act as the educational decision-maker for a student with a disability when the student does not have a parent who can fill that role.

As a surrogate parent, you:
· Represent the student in special education processes and meetings.
· Have the same educational rights as a biological or adoptive parent for special education decisions.
· Make decisions about evaluations, services, and placement.
· Monitor the student’s educational progress.
· Advocate for services and supports that help the student make progress.

You are not responsible for:
· Daily caregiving or supervision.
· Financial support.
· Medical or non-educational decisions.
· Legal decisions outside of education.

Your role is limited to education and focused on helping the student receive a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) through the special education process.

[bookmark: _kwe45nflszgl][bookmark: _Toc215766602]1.3 When Is a Surrogate Parent Needed?
A surrogate parent is appointed when a student with (or suspected of having) a disability needs an educational decision-maker and:
· No parent can be identified, or
· The district cannot locate a parent after reasonable efforts, or
· The student is a ward of the state (for example, in foster care under state legal custody), or
· The student is an unaccompanied homeless youth.

A surrogate parent must not be appointed only because a parent is uncooperative or slow to respond. If a parent can be identified and located, they keep their educational rights even if they do not attend meetings regularly.
[bookmark: _hfg0ea73cksf][bookmark: _Toc215766603]1.4 Your Rights as a Surrogate Parent
As a surrogate parent, in special education matters you have the same rights as a parent, including the right to:
· Receive notice of, and participate in, meetings about the student’s education.
· Give or refuse informed consent for evaluations and special education services.
· Review the student’s educational records.
· Request an independent educational evaluation (IEE) under certain conditions.
· Invite others (such as a trusted friend or specialist) to attend meetings with you.
· Receive written notice when the district proposes or refuses to change identification, evaluation, placement, or services.
· Use dispute resolution options (such as mediation, state complaints, or due process hearings) if you disagree with decisions.

You also have the right to ask questions, request explanations in plain language, and request additional data or time when you need it to make an informed decision.
[bookmark: _iq9panaequvr][bookmark: _Toc215766604]1.5 Your Core Responsibilities
In this role, you are expected to:
· Learn about the student’s strengths, needs, and disability-related impacts.
· Participate in meetings and decision-making about identification, evaluation, eligibility, IEP development, placement, and services.
· Focus on what is appropriate and beneficial for the student.
· Maintain the student’s confidentiality.
· Communicate regularly with the student’s teachers and service providers.
· Monitor whether the IEP is being implemented and whether the student is making progress.

You do not need to know everything about special education right away. The most important responsibilities are to show up, ask questions, and keep the student’s best interests at the center of decisions.

[bookmark: _ww2l9xl3dy2s][bookmark: _Toc215766605]1.6 Time Commitment and Expectations
The time commitment varies depending on the student and the year, but a typical pattern might look like:
· Initial training and orientation.
· A few hours to review records and meet the student.
· 1-2 IEP meetings per year (often 1-3 hours each), plus occasional other meetings.
· Periodic communication with the school by email, phone, or in person.

The district will support you with training, information, and staff contacts so you are not doing this work alone.
[bookmark: _ojlg3s2tngup][bookmark: _Toc215766606]1.7 Key Contacts
You should receive district-specific contact information, such as:
· Director of Special Education – overall responsibility for special education services.
· Surrogate Parent Coordinator – your primary point of contact for questions about your role.
· Special Education Case Manager – usually the main person at the school who coordinates the IEP process.
· School Principal – administrative lead for the school the student attends.

Keep these contacts handy. It can be helpful to store them in your phone and in a printed list.
[bookmark: _5lbbecaqipu][bookmark: _Toc215766607]Section 2. The Basics You Need to Know
This section gives you a foundation in how special education works and where your role fits.
[bookmark: _su38ovc134ak][bookmark: _Toc215766608]2.1 Qualifications and Conflicts of Interest
To serve as a surrogate parent, you generally must:
· Be at least 18 years old.
· Have the time and ability to attend meetings and review information.
· Be willing to learn about special education and the student’s needs.
· Be able to make decisions in the student’s best interest.

You cannot serve as a surrogate parent if you:
· Are employed by the district or certain agencies involved in the student’s education or care.
· Have personal or professional interests that conflict with the student’s educational interests.

These rules help ensure you can act independently on the student’s behalf.
[bookmark: _5jvrkffnn9c1][bookmark: _Toc215766609]2.2 Confidentiality Basics
As a surrogate parent, you will see private information about the student. Laws like FERPA protect student records. This means:
· You may access the student’s educational records.
· You must keep this information confidential.
· You should not discuss the student’s information with people who do not have an educational need to know.
· You should avoid including identifying details in emails or public spaces when not necessary.

Simple practices to protect confidentiality:
· Store documents in a secure place.
· Shred or securely delete documents when they are no longer needed.
· Avoid using the student’s full name in casual conversations.

If you are ever unsure whether you may share information, ask the case manager or Surrogate Parent Coordinator.
[bookmark: _3a7qghmvubr3][bookmark: _Toc215766610]2.3 The Four Core Duties (Plain Language)
Under state and federal special education law, a surrogate parent is expected to:

1. Protect the student’s special education rights
Make sure the student receives all protections, services, and processes required by law.

2. Learn about the student’s disability and needs
Understand how the disability affects school performance and what supports help.

3. Participate in special education decisions
Take part in meetings and decisions about identification, evaluation, eligibility, IEPs, and placement.

4. Support the student’s access to FAPE
Help ensure the student has the services and supports necessary to benefit from their education.

You are not expected to be a legal expert. The district will provide information, but you are the person who decides whether proposed plans are appropriate.
[bookmark: _o71m7l3grcco][bookmark: _Toc215766611]2.4 Special Education in a Nutshell
Special education is a set of services and supports, not a place. It is designed to meet the unique needs of students with disabilities so they can make progress in school.

Key ideas:
· Evaluation: The process of testing and gathering information to determine if a student has a disability and needs special education.
· Eligibility: The decision about whether a student qualifies under one or more disability categories.
· IEP (Individualized Education Program): A written plan that describes the student’s present levels, goals, services, accommodations, and placement.
· Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): Students with disabilities should be educated with peers without disabilities to the maximum extent appropriate.
· Progress Monitoring: The school regularly checks whether the student is making progress toward IEP goals.

Your role is to help ensure each step is done carefully and that decisions are based on the student’s individual needs.
[bookmark: _j8vllj68zv5o][bookmark: _Toc215766612]2.5 How Decisions Are Made: The IEP Team
Most major special education decisions are made by an IEP team. This team usually includes:
· You (the surrogate parent).
· At least one general education teacher.
· At least one special education teacher or provider.
· A district representative (often an administrator or special education staff member).
· Someone who can interpret evaluation results (may be one of the above).
· When appropriate, the student.

The team shares information, discusses options, and reaches decisions together. As the surrogate parent, you are an equal member of this team.
[bookmark: _vlrb9287c1u4][bookmark: _Toc215766613]2.6 Basic Special Education Timeline (Simplified)
While exact timelines vary, a typical sequence looks like this:
1. Concern identified → School or someone else notices the student may need extra help.
2. Referral for evaluation → You may be asked to consent to an evaluation.
3. Evaluation → Testing and information-gathering occurs.
4. Eligibility meeting → The team decides whether the student qualifies.
5. IEP meeting → If eligible, the team develops the first IEP.
6. Implementation → Services and supports begin.
7. Ongoing progress monitoring → The team monitors and reports progress.
8. Annual IEP review → At least once a year, the IEP is reviewed and updated.
9. Reevaluation → At least every three years, eligibility is reconsidered.

You will be directly involved at the referral, evaluation, eligibility, IEP, and review stages.
[bookmark: _fqtmvumy9qjl][bookmark: _Toc215766614]Section 3. Your Role in IEP Meetings
IEP meetings are where many important decisions are made. This section walks through your role before, during, and after these meetings.
[bookmark: _e9zqh5nwj1f6][bookmark: _Toc215766615]3.1 Before the Meeting: Preparation
Good preparation will help you feel confident and focused. About a week before the meeting:

· Review each of the following documents:
· The current IEP.
· Recent progress reports or report cards.
· Any new evaluation or assessment reports.
· The meeting notice (which should state the purpose of the meeting).

· If possible, talk with the student:
· Ask how school is going.
· Ask what they like and don’t like about school.
· Ask what is hardest for them at school.
· Ask what they would like to be different.

· Make a simple list of:
· Your questions.
· Your concerns.
· Things that are going well and should be continued.
· Things that may need to change.

Create a meeting folder (paper or digital) with:
· The meeting notice.
· The most recent IEP.
· Progress reports.
· Evaluation summaries.
· Your notes and questions.
[bookmark: _xmzgoygfwf0b][bookmark: _Toc215766616]3.2 During the Meeting: Participation
At the meeting, you are an equal team member. You are there to speak and ask questions, not just to listen.

At the start of the meeting:
· Introduce yourself as the student’s surrogate parent.
· Ask others to introduce themselves and explain their roles.
· Ask for an overview of the agenda and meeting purpose.

Throughout the meeting:
· Take notes on key points and decisions.
· Ask for explanations in everyday language.
· Ask for examples or data (e.g., work samples, test scores) when needed.
· Share what you know about the student’s strengths, interests, and challenges.

Helpful questions include:
· “Can you explain what that term means in plain language?”
· “What evidence do we have that this service or approach is working?”
· “How will we measure whether the student is making progress?”
· “Are there other options we should consider?”

Remember, it is acceptable to say:

“I need more time to think about this before I can agree.”

If needed, you can ask to pause a decision and schedule a follow-up meeting.

[bookmark: _ugmr33i0j2yh][bookmark: _Toc215766617]3.3 After the Meeting: Follow-Up
The meeting is only the beginning; following up ensures that decisions are carried out.

After the meeting:
· Review your notes soon while the discussion is fresh.
· When you receive the IEP:
· Check that agreed-upon services, accommodations, and goals are included.
· Make sure placements and minutes match what the team discussed.
· Confirm that the IEP clearly states how progress will be measured.

If something does not match your understanding, contact the case manager to clarify or correct the document.

You may also want to:
· Share key points with the student in language they can understand.
· Set calendar reminders to review progress reports.
· Plan periodic check-ins with teachers or the case manager.
[bookmark: _d3b1t85w1h30][bookmark: _Toc215766618]3.4 Understanding Key Documents
You will most often work with the following documents:
· Evaluation reports – Explain testing results and what they mean.
· Eligibility statement – States whether the student qualifies for special education and why.
· IEP document – Includes present levels, goals, services, accommodations, and placement.
· Progress reports – Show how the student is doing on IEP goals.
· Prior Written Notice (PWN) – Explains decisions the district is proposing or refusing.

If any part of a document is unclear, ask someone on the team to walk through it with you.
[bookmark: _7szwmb3ug5b][bookmark: _Toc215766619]Section 4. Advocacy Essentials
This section focuses on practical skills that help you advocate effectively and respectfully.
[bookmark: _ciiqduagqyq][bookmark: _Toc215766620]4.1 Communication Strategies
Effective advocacy is built on clear, respectful communication.

Helpful practices:
· Be specific: Instead of “things aren’t working,” say “the student is still failing math even with current supports.”
· Focus on data: Ask for or reference specific examples, scores, or work samples.
· Stay student-centered: Frame comments around what will help the student learn.
· Use “I” statements: For example, “I am concerned that…” or “I would like to understand…”.

When you do not understand something, try:
· “Can you explain that another way?”
· “Can you show me what that looks like in the classroom?”
[bookmark: _1uj1oqgxmy7v][bookmark: _Toc215766621]4.2 Asking Good Questions
Questions are one of your most important tools. Some categories of questions include:
· Clarifying questions:
· “What does that term mean?”
· “Can you give an example of that in this student’s day?”
· Data questions:
· “What progress has the student made since last year?”
· “What data did you look at to make this recommendation?”
· Options questions:
· “What other approaches have we considered?”
· “What would it look like if we tried [alternative]?”
· Implementation questions:
· “Who will provide this service and how often?”
· “How will general education teachers know about these accommodations?”

Keep a list of favorite questions in your meeting folder.
[bookmark: _97bcf3cn109][bookmark: _Toc215766622]4.3 When You Disagree
Disagreement is not failure; it is a normal part of collaborative decision-making.

When you disagree:
· Stay focused on the student’s needs.
· Ask for the reasons behind the district’s position.
· Clarify what specific data or policies are guiding the recommendation.
· Suggest alternatives or compromises.
· Ask whether the team can try an option for a trial period and review data later.

If you still strongly disagree after discussion, you have options such as:
· Requesting another meeting.
· Requesting mediation.
· Filing a state complaint.
· Requesting a due process hearing.

You do not need to use these options often, but it is important to know they exist.
[bookmark: _ab166uqv2yo2][bookmark: _Toc215766623]4.4 Getting Help and Using Resources
You are not expected to advocate alone.

Sources of support may include:
· District staff (Surrogate Parent Coordinator, case manager, special education specialists).
· State or local parent training and information centers.
· Disability advocacy organizations.
· Support groups focused on specific disabilities.

You can also:
· Ask for additional surrogate parent training or mentoring.
· Connect with other surrogate parents (if the district offers a network or group).
[bookmark: _gmldgcxjc8he][bookmark: _Toc215766624]Section 5. Knowing Your Student
Effective advocacy depends on knowing the individual student – not just their test scores.
[bookmark: _f6qcfzv838t9][bookmark: _Toc215766625]5.1 Building Rapport
Take time to get to know the student in age-appropriate ways.

Possible conversation starters:
· “What do you like best about school?”
· “What is hardest about school for you?”
· “If you could change one thing about school, what would it be?”
· “What do you like to do outside of school?”

If direct conversation is difficult, you might:
· Observe in the classroom with permission.
· Ask teachers what motivates and interests the student.
· Look at the student’s work to see strengths and challenges.
[bookmark: _zf47ijxjelue][bookmark: _Toc215766626]5.2 Age-Appropriate Communication
How you communicate with the student will depend on their age and abilities.
· Younger students: Use simple language, short questions, and concrete examples.
· Older students and teens: Ask more open-ended questions. Involve them in decisions and goal-setting. Respect their growing independence.
· Students with communication differences: Ask staff what communication methods work best (for example, visuals, devices, or specific prompts).

The goal is to understand the student’s experience and to include their voice in the IEP process as much as possible.
[bookmark: _ss4jjtu19vtd][bookmark: _Toc215766627]5.3 Considering Student Preferences
Whenever appropriate, student preferences should influence decisions about:
· Goals (for example, interests related to classes, careers, or independent living).
· Accommodations (for example, whether they like a quiet area for tests).
· Services and supports.
· Transition planning for older students.

At meetings, you can:
· Share what the student has told you.
· Encourage the team to ask the student directly when possible.
· Support the student in participating in part or all of the IEP meeting.
[bookmark: _16xmti106koe][bookmark: _Toc215766628]5.4 Student Participation in the IEP Process
As students grow older, it becomes more important for them to understand and participate in their IEP process.

You can help by:
· Explaining, in simple terms, what an IEP is and what the meeting will be about.
· Asking the student what they want teachers and team members to know.
· Supporting the student to share something at the meeting (even a short statement).

For older students, especially those approaching high school and beyond, their input is critical for planning for life after graduation.
[bookmark: _lyyn9przfa8f][bookmark: _Toc215766629]Closing Note
This handbook is designed to give you the essential information you need to:
· Understand your role and rights as a surrogate parent.
· Navigate key special education processes.
· Participate effectively in meetings and decisions.
· Build a positive, student-centered relationship that supports learning and growth.

Remember, the most important steps are to stay curious, ask questions, and keep the student’s best interests at the center of every decision.
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