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Copyright and Disclaimer
You Belong at the Table: A Parent’s Guide to IEPs, Section 504 
Plans, School Meetings, and the Law

Copyright © 2026 by Dr. Nakeyau Patterson

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any 
means—including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording, scanning, or otherwise—without the prior written 
permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations used in 
reviews, scholarly works, or other uses permitted by law.

The reproducible forms and worksheets contained in the Parent 
Toolkit may be copied by the purchaser for personal, 
noncommercial use in support of the purchaser’s own student. 
Permission does not extend to schoolwide, districtwide, 
organizational, commercial, training, resale, or online 
distribution.

This is an original work. The explanations, examples, scenarios, 
scripts, worksheets, and organizational tools were created 
specifically for this publication. Any resemblance between the 
fictional scenarios in this book and actual people or events is 
coincidental.

Published by Rising Press

ISBN: 979-8-951901-10-1

First edition, 2026

Printed in the United States of America

Educational and Legal Disclaimer
The information provided in this book is intended for general 
educational and informational purposes only. It is not legal 
advice and is not a substitute for advice from a qualified attorney 
who can consider the specific facts and laws applicable to an 
individual situation.

Special education and disability laws may be interpreted 
differently based on jurisdiction, agency guidance, court 
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decisions, and individual circumstances. State requirements, 
local procedures, timelines, terminology, and available services 
may also differ. Readers should consult current federal, state, 
and local sources before relying on any legal or procedural 
information presented in this book.

Reading or using this book does not create an attorney-client 
relationship, professional-client relationship, or guarantee any 
particular educational, administrative, or legal outcome.

The sample letters, meeting statements, checklists, worksheets, 
scenarios, and planning tools are general examples. They should 
be reviewed and adapted to reflect the student’s individual 
circumstances and the requirements of the reader’s state or 
school division.

The author and publisher make no warranties regarding the 
completeness or continued accuracy of the information and are 
not responsible for decisions made or actions taken based solely 
on the contents of this publication. Families facing significant 
disputes, disciplinary action, safety concerns, loss of services, 
placement changes, procedural deadlines, or possible legal 
action should consider seeking assistance from a qualified 
attorney or appropriate advocacy organization.

References to websites, agencies, organizations, and outside 
resources are provided for convenience and educational 
purposes. Their inclusion does not constitute endorsement, and 
the author and publisher do not control or guarantee their 
content, availability, or accuracy.
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Author’s Note
There is a particular kind of weight that comes with advocating 
for someone you love. Parents may enter a school meeting 
wanting to be collaborative while also carrying fear, frustration, 
uncertainty, or the memory of not being heard. They may be 
handed pages of evaluations, unfamiliar acronyms, proposed 
services, and legal notices—and then be asked whether they 
agree.

I understand that weight firsthand.

This book was written to make the process more understandable 
without pretending it is always simple. It will not ask parents to 
become attorneys or to master every regulation. It will help them 
recognize the purpose behind the process, prepare useful 
questions, organize information, and focus on what a plan should 
change in a student’s actual school day.

Support is not evidence that something is wrong with a learner. 
A student can be capable and still need assistance. A gifted 
learner can need explicit instruction, accommodations, 
behavioral support, executive-functioning help, or care for social-
emotional needs. Gifted does not mean invulnerable. Disability 
does not erase ability. Twice-exceptionality is not a 
contradiction.

Parents bring knowledge that no evaluation can replace. 
Educators bring professional expertise and daily observations. 
Students bring their own experiences, preferences, concerns, 
and goals. Strong planning happens when those forms of 
knowledge are taken seriously together.

My hope is that these pages help families move from uncertainty 
toward informed participation. You may not control every 
decision, every response, or every outcome. You can prepare. 
You can document. You can ask for clarity. You can keep the 
discussion connected to the student’s needs. You can seek help 
when the burden becomes too heavy to carry alone.

Most importantly, you can remember this: your presence is not 
an interruption to the process. You are part of the process. You 
belong at the table.
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How to Use This Book
This book may be read from beginning to end, but it is also 
designed as a practical reference. A family preparing for an 
evaluation can move directly to Chapters 6 through 8. A parent 
reviewing an IEP or Section 504 plan can begin with Chapters 9 
through 12. Someone preparing for a difficult meeting may find 
Chapters 14 through 18 most immediately useful.

Each chapter includes recurring features:

 Law in Plain Language explains a legal concept without 
unnecessary jargon.

 What a Parent Can Say offers respectful language that can 
be adapted for meetings or written communication.

 What Is in the Parent’s Control? separates actions 
parents can take from decisions they may influence and 
matters they cannot control.

 Parent Scenario shows how a concern may unfold in 
practice.

 Parent’s Next Step identifies a manageable action.
 Key Takeaway reinforces the chapter’s central idea.
 Primary Federal References directs readers to the 

governing federal source.
The Parent Toolkit contains reusable planning sheets, review 
tools, logs, and sample language. These resources are intended 
to help parents prepare and organize; they are not legal forms 
and do not replace state-specific documents or professional 
advice.

You do not need to complete every worksheet or ask every 
suggested question. Use what helps. Adapt what fits. Leave 
behind what does not apply to your student or situation.

READING SAMPLE  |  RootED Equity 5 / 7 selected pages

https://www.rootedequity.org/books/you-belong-at-the-table


YOU BELONG AT THE TABLE

11

Introduction: You Do Not Have to Know Everything to 
Begin
Many parents first enter the world of IEPs and Section 504 plans 
because something is not working. A student may be struggling 
academically, becoming anxious, masking throughout the school 
day, losing access because of a health condition, facing 
discipline, or using enormous effort to maintain acceptable 
grades.

The parent may know that help is needed without knowing what 
the support should be called.

That is enough to begin.

You do not have to diagnose the concern, select an eligibility 
category, design a service schedule, or cite a regulation before 
asking the school to look more closely. Your role is not to 
perform every professional function represented at the table. 
Your role is to contribute what you know, ask questions, consider 
information, participate in decisions, and keep the discussion 
connected to the learner’s actual experience.

This book will help you understand the structure beneath the 
acronyms. It explains how evaluation leads to eligibility, how 
needs should connect to goals and services, how 
accommodations should operate in practice, and how families 
can respond when a plan is unclear, ineffective, or not 
implemented.

It also recognizes a truth that process-focused books sometimes 
overlook: advocacy can be emotionally heavy. Parents may feel 
responsible for preventing every mistake and anticipating every 
future need. The law gives families important rights, but it does 
not place the entire educational system within a parent’s control.

Throughout these chapters, you will be invited to separate what 
you control, what you may influence, and what remains outside 
your direct control. That distinction is not a reason to become 
passive. It is a way to use energy more intentionally and reduce 
the self-blame that can accompany difficult advocacy.

The learner remains at the center. Receiving support does not 
mean something is wrong. Giftedness does not eliminate 
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disability-related needs. Disability does not erase ability. Social-
emotional help is valid. Safety, accountability, dignity, and 
belonging can be pursued together.

You do not have to know everything before your knowledge 
matters. You only need a place to begin, a way to identify the 
next reasonable step, and the confidence to remember that you 
belong at the table.
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