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STRATEGIES FOR DIFFICULT SPECIAL EDUCATION CASES 

A. Dealing with Difficult People is Very Stressful - Support Each Other 
• One of the greatest stressors for everyone 
• Give yourself and each other a lot of positive “strokes” or encouragement 
• Recognize that it’s all about the difficult person not you, your professionalism, competency, 

etc 
• Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, from person determined to be disruptive 
• Focus on why you became a teacher, psychologist, SLP, etc.  that has not changed.   
• As ethical professionals, can feel like you are fighting with one hand behind your back (and, 

in fact, you are.)  Need to change the rules of engagement 
• Consider having brief meeting after IEP meeting with your team – provide positive 

feedback to one another  
• When possible, find humor in the situation 
• Don’t allow disruptive person to divide and conquer 

o This means you need to know that you are supported at all levels (Board, 
Superintendent, etc),  

• Know your limitations and ask for help as needed. 
 

B. Why Advocates/Parents Adopt Combative Approach (behavioral approach, it can help to 
understand the role of the behavior) 
When you can identify the unproductive functions of the behavior, you can respond by 
acknowledging the concern, but also by redirecting to more productive use of meeting time.  
 
• Some are still playing role of the parent from when they went though process with their 
own child.  Have not separated their situation from the one before them.  Overly emotional and 
not helpful in providing objective support and advice to parent;   
 
• Many focus too much on procedures and not on substantive issues. Procedures are 
simple, IEP process is not (every student is unique).   (For example, a 60-day timeline is simple; 
defining FAPE under unique and changing circumstances is not.)   
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• Because it is easier to discuss procedures, the tendency is to shift topic away from 
important issues and onto petty disputes.   
 
• The interests of the advocate are not the same as parent.  They may have a need to look 
tough, or smart, or in control.  This may come at the cost of being ineffective in helping the 
parent get what they want.   
 
• Becoming overly abstract, focusing on the meaning of words, or speaking hypothetically. 
This is not an abstract or hypothetical exercise; it is real process regarding a real program for a 
real student.  
 
• Expressing hopelessness about outcomes or potential solutions. 
 
• Unsophisticated negotiators tend to see everything in distributive terms. There are 
limited resources and parties fight over them like they are haggling over a used car.   One way to 
assert power through this process is to find fault with as many things as possible in order to 
force compromises.   This can work to some extent but it detracts from the substantive 
discussions. Also, while finding procedural and other errors may seem powerful, lawyers and 
District personnel probably put much less value on these so it does not translate into any actual 
leverage.   
 

C. Dealing with Anger/Insults, etc: Acknowledge and Respond 
• Remain calm, objective 
• Be aware of your response (are you in fight or flight, frozen) 
• Appear to thoughtfully consider the statement, while taking a moment to calm yourself 

and respond.  
• Restate what person says they are angry about to ensure that they are heard. 
• Ask questions so long as they are carefully worded – being required to give a specific 

answer forces angry person to slow down and consider response (e.g., “how do your 
concerns about the timelines of receiving the report specifically relate to the student’s 
scores on the Woodcock Johnson?”) 

• Acknowledge the feelings: You can validate their right be angry or upset .  This will often 
help them feel less confrontational. 

 
D.  Have a Continuum of Responses Covering Impacts of These Behaviors: 

Some statements may fall under more than one category but you should know how to quickly 
identify what category is triggered.  

• Does it violate a ground rule (badgering, interrupting)– If yes, acknowledge the feeling 
or concern then remind of ground rules 
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• Is it clearly insulting or demeaning to other members:  acknowledge any legitimate 
concern, or rule violation, by law professionals all possess proper credentials, IEP 
meeting is not the place to question training/experience 

• Questioning credentials/qualifications:   Acknowledge statement, remind that they have 
proper credentials (stand up for each other), seek clarifications regarding specific 
concern.  “Is there something specific in the assessment report that you have questions 
about”.    Do not argue any point. 

• Not subject of meeting:  If concern is not material to IEP process, then acknowledge 
concern, ask how it relates to student’s IEP, note limited time, facilitator can make a 
note of it and offer to convene meeting on a later date to discuss concern. 

• [Major Theme or Approach]  For many difficult behaviors or statements, you can 
acknowledge the concern, then acknowledge right of the parties to disagree     “Because 
we do not agree on this point does not mean we cannot agree on an appropriate 
program for [student].”   It is not uncommon to have disagreements and still agree on 
the program.   “We have all the decision makers here today, parents took time to be 
here, staff is here, I am confident we can move forward and see if we can overcome any 
difference and develop a program.” (this is very long, shorten to suit needs and style) 

 
E. Most Important Thing is to Have a Process for Responding to All Behavioral Challenges 

Focusing on process can lessen emotional impact, and gives you basis for responding effectively 
(It is the accuser, not you, who is acting inappropriately) 

a. Process should be fair and consistent, applies to everyone and for all meetings 
b. Should be process that all staff understand and are willing to implement 
c. Meeting leaders need to show objectivity;  May have to use outside facilitator if staff 

feel too compromised 
d. Process is there to facilitate the stated goals of the meeting;  discuss student, present 

assessment information,  develop program goals, develop program and placement. 
e. Focus on the process, not the personality conflicts 

 
F. Develop Clear List of Meeting Rules 

Ground rules should be clear and applicable to everyone, staff, parents, advocates, etc, all 
treated the same.   
 
Sample Ground Rules 
 

1. Focus on the specific strengths and needs of  [student name]. 
2. Be willing to communicate your thoughts and ideas with the group. 
3. When others are speaking, listen carefully, don’t interrupt, encourage team members to 

take notes as needed. 
4. Keep an open mind, consider and respect the views of all participants. 
5. Ask and welcome questions for clarification. 
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6. Attack the problem and not the person:   show respect for all participants, respectfully 
challenge ideas, blaming people takes you farther from potential solutions. 

7. Honor time restraints to best utilize the time allowed. 
8. Record the outcomes in the IEP documentation, share or confirm outcomes prior to 

recording. 
 

G. Different Approaches for Creating Meeting Ground Rules 
a. Use standard list of rules at all meetings 
b. Tailor list to meet specific needs; don’t want to be too obvious that you are targeting 

behavior of specific individual (though maybe at some point you will want to be clear 
that rules have not been required for other participants) 

c. Start with Basic List but allow participants to add additional rules 
d.  Develop list from scratch (most impactful but takes too much time) 

 
H. Goal in Dealing With Difficult Behavior 

Facilitator has to both address the specific need/request of the “difficult” participant while 
keeping the meeting on track for all other participants. 
 

I. Process for Responding to Difficult Behavior 
 
Step 1:   Does it Clearly Violate Ground Rules?    Difficult behaviors should be addressed by 
Facilitator or any other participant.  
 

• There can be a fine line between productive discussions, expressing differing views and 
perspectives, and arguing or engaging in conduct that violates ground rules.  

• Refer to meeting rules as often as needed.  
• If team members/parents, etc, aren’t being treated with respect, address it with a 

verbal warning: 
o “I understand you have strong feelings about this, but if this continues, and the 

ground rules we agreed upon are not followed, we will table the meeting.” 
o "We can discuss the issues further, or we can agree to disagree and put that in 

the notes, but the meeting cannot continue in this antagonistic way." 
 
Step 2: Address the Disruptive behavior and offer options.  
 

• Try to refocus energy back on shared goals 
• Does the issue have to be resolved in order to move forward? 

o Acknowledge the concern, try to reframe as positive 
o Clarify the concern if needed (what is the interest in bringing up this point?) 
o Ask participant if they have any solutions to propose, what are they seeking 
o Could agree to table and discuss at later time 
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o Could agree to disagree and move forward,  [You can agree on services , etc even if 
the parties disagree on assessment information, qualifications, etc.]  

o If this impasse is too great then remind them that the only other option might be 
to reconvene the meeting on another date. 

 
Step 3:  If negative conduct continues, give additional warning(s).  
 

• Repeat previous statements as well as a statement such as: 
o "We will need to stop this meeting if the ground rules we agreed upon can’t be 

honored." 
o "We are no longer focusing on the [student] and the meeting will be adjourned 

if this conduct continues.” 
o “We’re not saying you cannot have an opinion or ask questions, we are simply 

asking that you show basic respect for the other participants”. 
• It may be appropriate to address the parents directly, “[Mr. and Mrs. Xxx} the law 

provides that you can bring support to the meeting, it does not say that they have the 
right to disrupt the meeting.  If this continues we will end [student’s] meeting.”  

• Riskier approach is to state that “the District convenes XXX IEP meetings, 
per/week/month, and this is first time that someone has refused to follow simple 
ground rules.   

 
Step 4: If the IEP meeting remains antagonistic after multiple warnings or changes in topic, it is 
difficult, but think long term, and adjourn the meeting:  
 

• “We are going to adjourn at this time, as this meeting is no longer productive or focused 
on the needs of {student].”  

• “We will document this in the IEP notes and reconvene this meeting at another time.”  
• Do not argue or further engage the disruptive person 
• You can thank the parents for their time  


