
 

START!

finish

Step 1: Get an IEP
First, you need to get your child a written 

IEP (Individual Education Program) request 

for an evaluation of his suspected disabil-

ity. If your child isn’t tested within 90 days, 

you’re off to a good start; DCPS is already 

out of compliance—a fact that will come in 

handy as the process moves forward.

Step 2: IEP Meeting
Once the evaluation results are in, you’ll 

meet with the school’s multidisciplinary 

team—the teacher, special-education 

coordinator, psychologist, and other school-

service providers—to decide if your kid is 

eligible for special education.

Step 3A: Your Kid’s Eligible
Now the fight begins. You’re going to get real 

familiar with a pair of abbreviations: FAPE—

“free appropriate public education”—refers 

to the standard of education your kid is guar-

anteed under the law. LRE—“least restrictive 

education”—has to do with the fact that your 

child must be placed in the closest thing pos-

sible to a regular classroom. To move forward, 

you need to prove that DCPS is incapable 

of providing FAPE to your kid, taking into 

account his particular circumstances. You 

can also escape DCPS by proving that your 

child has failed to make progress in the LRE 

that the public school provides.

Step 4:  
Monitor Your Child’s IEP

Once the IEP is in place, start 

documenting. If your child is 

reliable, have him record which 

services he receives and when. 

Keep anything the teacher 

sends home and check in regu-

larly. Monitor your child’s aca-

demic progress at home. This is 

the time to cooperate and wait 

for the school to drop the ball.

Step 8A:  
Move the Child to Another School

If you’re already determined to move your child out, 

and you have the means to do so, do it. If you later 

succeed in getting an agreement for that place-

ment, you’ll likely get reimbursed. Announce your 

decision 10 days in advance, either at a meeting 

or in writing. Any time you communicate with the 

school, explain why your child’s current placement 

is unfit and indicate that you’re asking for funding 

from the school.

Step 8B: Stay Put for Now
If you stay put during the complaint process, 

accept any offer that the school makes to placate 

you. If you don’t, you’ll be at a disadvantage later 

because DCPS will say that you should have tried 

the school’s suggestions.

Step 9: Resolution Hearing
Fifteen days after your complaint, you should attend a resolution confer-

ence with a DCPS hearing officer. (You also have the option of going to 

mediation, but this happens rarely in D.C.) At this point, DCPS should have 

a suggestion as to how your case should be handled. But often, the dis-

trict doesn’t put anything new on the table. If nothing has changed, you 

can refuse the offer and move to a formal “due-process” hearing.

Step 10A: Give Up
At any time, you can give 

up your complaint or try to 

resolve it through an IEP meet-

ing. Due-process hearings are 

costly, and Greenberg doesn’t 

advise people to try them if 

they won’t win.

Step 10C:  
Settle YOur Case

The goal of any special-education 

hearing is to get the child the ser-

vices as soon as possible. Many set-

tle before the hearing, but following 

through on settlement agreements 

can still be a problem for DCPS.

Step 12A: You Win
Congratulations! Your child will now be 

getting a private education on the city’s 

dime. Before you leave, make sure that 

transportation and any other concerns 

are written into the plan.

Step 12B: You Lose
There’s not much you can 

do here. At this point, rec-

ommends Greenberg, you 

may just want to transfer to 

another school. 

Step 11: At the Hearing
Make short, clear statements about what your child should be receiving, your 

grievances, and what, if anything, the hearing officer can do to help resolve 

your concerns. Explain what happened, how it happened, how it should have 

happened, and what you want the officer to do about it—politely, of course.

So how do you get your kid on the DCPS special-ed gravy train?

child not found eligible

Step 3B:  
Your Kid’s inEligible
If your child is ineligible for 

special education, try again 

next year or pay for an out-

side evaluation.

child found eligible

Step 5: A Problem Arises
And one undoubtedly will. When it 

does, contact the school and get 

upset. It can be helpful to hire an 

advocate—someone to help you 

resolve problems between you and 

the school and to make sure that 

your child gets what he’s entitled to.

Step 6: File a Complaint
You’re entitled to complain about 

the identification, evaluation, or 

placement of a child, or the provi-

sion of FAPE. But since 2006, the 

burden of proof in D.C. has been 

on the parents, not on DCPS. This 

means that you’ll have to be on the 

ball. But DCPS staff can be so over-

whelmed with cases they may not 

have a chance to review them before 

the day of the hearing.

Step 7: Receive a Response
The district should respond within 15 days 

to your request, but remember that it’s 

inundated with between 250 and 300 hear-

ing requests each month.
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Preparing for a hearing will become 

your part-time job. Plan to get every-

thing you need—student records, 

relevant tests, and any other docu-

mentation—well in advance. A few tips:

•	V isit the schools that DCPS sug-

gests to help you explain why your 

child should not be placed there.

•	 Get all the information that you can 

about any school that your child may 

be placed in, including the other stu-

dents’ IEPs, the curriculum, disciplinary 

policies, even teachers’ résumés.

•	 Choose experts and the people 

who are going to testify. Your tes-

timony will be helpful, so prepare 

thoroughly. If the child can testify, 

consider asking him to explain why he 

wants to move schools.

•	 Make sure that you have evi-

dence to support every allegation. 

Organize your evidence around 

a few talking points that can be 

summed up in a couple key  

phrases that will resonate with  

the hearing officer.
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give up settle see DCPS in court


