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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Family engagement in the education of young children with disabilities is complex 
and can be overwhelming, especially for those from marginalized backgrounds. 
Subsequently, voices of families of color from low socioeconomic status are 
frequently silenced. Two issues that often affect this silencing are cultural differences 
and conflicting educational views. While we know the importance of establishing 
multi-disciplinary teams that support and encourage engagement of families from 
marginalized backgrounds, this seldom occurs. The present case study demonstrates 
how utilizing a partnership development process supported successful engagement 
in the multi-disciplinary team approach for the Blakemores, a family of color from 
a low socioeconomic background.
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Streamlined Partnership Development

Partnership development is an area of implementation that wanes, specifically 
involving families from marginalized groups. While we know that teaming is effective 
practice, schools continue to struggle with the establishment of true partnerships 
with families of color from low socioeconomic environments.

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 

Adept family engagement, an essential element in the multi-disciplinary team process, 
positively effects educational outcomes of young children with disabilities, such 
as transition, inclusion, and IEP planning and implementation (Halgunseth, 2009). 
Family roles are, thus, crucial in young children’s education, specifically because 
they must function as advocates, decision makers, and information exchangers. 
However, their roles in important educational activities (such as IEP design) are 
often devalued, compared to those of other professionals. Although several national 
policies (e.g., IDEIA) address the importance of equality in the relationship between 
family and professionals, families still express concern regarding the impact of their 
voices (Hammond, Ingalls, & Trussell, 2008).

Marginalized Family

The voices of families of children with disabilities from marginalized backgrounds due 
to their race/ethnicity or socioeconomic status (SES) have practically been silenced. 
Szumski and Karwowski (2012) reported that cultural factors such as SES highly 
relate to children’s successful experiences in inclusive environments and parental 
engagement in children’s education. While multifaceted issues affect the silencing of 
these families’ voices, cultural differences and conflicting educational views are two 
pronounced concerns. First, many families of color from marginalized backgrounds 
experience conflicting values between mainstream and home, poverty, language 
issues, and/or legal status (Dotson-Blake, Foster & Gressard, 2009). Second, in 
educational settings, the marginalized family also often experiences challenges due 
to different definitions or concepts of disabilities, an English language deficiency, 
and/or unparalleled expectations related to collaboration with professionals (Harry, 
2008). 

Integration of the Family as an Important 
Part of the Multi-Disciplinary Team

Furthermore, a conundrum, when working with families from marginalized 
backgrounds, is the cultural disconnect associated with autonomy that is often 
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