
Reconciling Differences
in Special Education

The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) provides 
many tools for helping children with 
disabilities succeed in early childhood 
and in school. 

Along the way, however, parents and 
educators may differ over a child’s 
Individualized Family Service Plan 
(IFSP), Individualized Education 
Program (IEP), or other special 
education matters.

The IDEA and the Michigan 
Department of Education (MDE) 
encourage the use of facilitated 
meetings and mediation to reconcile 
differences and resolve conflict early. 
Both services are offered by the 
Michigan Special Education Mediation 
Program (MSEMP). These services 
can help parents and educators:

• Collaborate more effectively.
• Reach decisions faster.
• Preserve working relationships.
• Avoid costly hearings and 

complaints.

The MSEMP provides trained facilitators 
and mediators across the state at no 
charge. MSEMP mediation agreement 
rates average 80 percent, and 
customer satisfaction rates average 
more than 90 percent. April 2013
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Helping parents, educators, 
and service providers develop 

productive relationships to resolve 
issues related to early intervention 

and special education.
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The MSEMP provides trained neutral 
facilitators for meetings involving:
• IFSPs and IEPs.
• Manifestation determination reviews.
• Resolution meetings related to due 

process complaints.

MSEMP facilitators help meeting 
participants focus on the issues and create 
solutions. Facilitators ensure that all 
participants have a chance to present their 
views and ideas. They also keep an eye on 
the clock to help meetings stay on track.

Consider using a facilitator when meetings 
involve:
• Multiple or complex issues.
• A large number of participants.
• Uncertain working relationships.
• Potential conflicts.
• Formal complaints.

Features Mediation State Complaint Due Process Hearing Court
Decision Maker Parents and educators MI Dept. of Education Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Judge

Decision Type Mutual written agreement Compliance finding ALJ ruling Written opinion

Process Collaborative Adversarial Adversarial Adversarial

Time 30 days (average) 60 days 45 days or more 2+ years

Cost Free through MSEMP Free $50,000+ Substantial

Results Win/win Win/lose Win/lose Win/lose

Mediation helps parties resolve disputes 
related to special education and 
early intervention issues. A trained, 
neutral mediator fosters a cooperative 
discussion among the parties. The 
parties make the final decisions. 

Mediation is voluntary and confidential 
to encourage openness. This helps the 
parties identify and resolve their issues. 
A successful mediation results in a 
written, signed agreement that can be 
incorporated into an IFSP or IEP and is 
enforceable in court.  

Mediation can be used at any time for 
any special education issue. It can be 
used to resolve disputes before or after 
requesting a hearing or filing a state 
complaint.

The MSEMP mediates cases involving 
a wide range of complex special 
education issues. Like facilitation, 
mediation is made available through 
the MSEMP at no cost to parents and 
school districts.

Facilitated Meetings Mediation

Experience
All MSEMP mediators and facilitators are 
trained in mediation and facilitation  
techniques and special education law 
and regulation (including acronyms and 
the IFSP and IEP processes). Many have 
more than ten years experience with the 
program.

Fairness
MSEMP mediators and facilitators are 
trained to be neutral. They are not  
advocates and do not take sides in a 
case. The MSEMP, which is federally  
funded through the MDE, is not affiliated 
with any school district or special  
education, advocacy, disability, or parent 
organization.

Local, Available, Convenient
The MSEMP makes facilitation and 
mediation services available through 
a statewide network of local centers. 
Services can be obtained by:

• Calling (800) 8RESOLVE.
• Submitting a request to the MSEMP 

at http://msemp.cenmi.org.

An intake specialist will gather  
information about the meeting or  
dispute, contact the other parties to 
obtain consent for the use of services, 
and schedule meetings that are 
convenient for all parties.

A Comparison of Dispute Resolution Processes

Why Consider
the MSEMP?


