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“If you know the enemy and know yourself, 

you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. 

If you know yourself but not the enemy, 

for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. 

If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, 

you will succumb in every battle.”

-  The Art of War by Sun Tzu

SPOOK

1. informal a ghost.

2 informal, a spy: an undercover agent. 

In recent years, there has been a growing shift in education toward parental empowerment and involvement, reinforcing a truth that has always existed — the power of successful education has always been with parents. Across the country, parents are encouraged to take a more active role in shaping their children’s learning experiences, advocating for greater choice, transparency, and influence over curriculum and school policies. This movement reaffirms the foundational role parents have always played in their children’s academic and personal growth. Today’s educational landscape is evolving to reflect the reality that informed, empowered, and engaged parents are the driving force behind student success.

The title pays homage to the influential film ‘The Spook Who Sat by the Door.’ (1973). Like the main character in the movie, I’ve straddled the line between educational insider and observer for more than two decades in multiple roles; teacher, administrator, parent, and professor, seeking ways to bring about meaningful change from within. 

For some, the word ‘spook’ conjures demeaning racial stereotypes of the past. Not at all what is meant here. The definition that deeply resonates with my experiences would be that taken from the world of espionage which refers to a secret agent working covertly within a system. My mission has been as an insider within the education system who witnesses, questions, and challenges its norms and is a fitting representation of both the work I do and the perspective I bring.

Right upfront I’d like to be clear: I’ve never met a parent that didn’t care about their child receiving a quality education. But I’ve met many parents that didn’t know what help was available from school, and was unaware of how to get the help they know their child needs.

Walking into a school to secure supports and accommodations for a child without knowing what to ask for is like stepping into a beautifully designed, inviting restaurant that smells amazing—but has no sign indicating what kind of food it serves and no menu to guide the customer. The parent, like the hungry diner, knows something is available, but without clear direction, they’re left guessing what to request. They might blindly ask for something familiar even if it’s not the best option when, in reality, a full range of tailored supports exists, hidden from view. Just as a restaurant should provide a menu detailing all the options so customers can make informed choices, schools should clearly communicate available resources and accommodations so parents can effectively advocate for their child’s needs. But too many school don’t. Without that guidance parents are left to feel frustrated and unsupported and essential opportunities go undiscovered.

This book is born from years of sitting by classroom doors, observing, learning, and working with families from various backgrounds. I’ve facilitated countless academic intervention meetings — IEPs, 504s, Student Success Team meetings — and sat with parents and guardians who felt overwhelmed, intimidated, frustrated, unsupported and uncertain about how to navigate the system. 

The following true story provides an example of what I mean.

The room had a sense of urgency. I sat at the head of the long conference table as the Section 504 eligibility meeting began. Across from me was a concerned mother; her face showed signs of anxiety, as her son, a bright 13-year-old with a bright academic future, was being considered for school-based accommodations that would be provided for him if he qualified for a 504 plan. 

The mother had come prepared for the meeting with a comprehensive psychologist report identifying the student’s diagnosis and recommendations for support. As the mother presented highlights and recommendations from the psychologist’s report about her son’s struggles with attention and executive functioning, it became clear that her son would qualify. The mom exhaled a sigh of relief that seemed to lift a heavy weight off her shoulders. 

“This plan will help your son get the support he needs,” I offered with a reassuring smile. 

As the meeting ended, I whispered, “Stop by my office before you leave. I want to share something with you.” 

A few minutes later, the mother stopped by my office. I gestured for her to have a seat and closed my office door. 

I began, “That was a very thorough report you shared with us. Do you mind if  I ask how much it cost you?” 

She answered, “Almost $10,000. We had to borrow some of the money from family members. I just couldn’t let my son keep struggling without the support he needs.” Her words were consistent with the concerns I’ve heard many parents share. 

I nodded, understanding her concern all too well. “I want you to know something.” I reached for a copy of this book in its unpublished form and handed it to her. “Everything in your son’s report — every recommended accommodation you shared from that report, and more — is in here.” 

Her eyes widened, a mix of surprise and frustration crossing her face. 

After thumbing through the pages for a bit and stopping at sections that caught her attention she shared, “This is not just a book; it’s a guide.” 

I smiled and responded, “I wish I could’ve handed it to you before you spent all of that money.” 

She stared at the book before clutching it tightly against her chest. “Thank you for doing this,” her voice full of gratitude and relief. “Many parents will benefit from this information.”

She was right. This book is not just a book; it’s a guide, a menu, a playbook, a map, on how to navigate the educational system and get the help and support your child needs from your public school. 

As she left my office, I sat back in my chair, the weight of her story began to sink in as well as the importance of getting this information into parents’ hands.

Several times per week, in my office, I experience similar stories. That’s why this book exists — to provide the critical information parents need so that by the time you finish, you’ll have the knowledge, tools, and confidence to say, “I know what to do, and I’m ready to do it.” The final challenge, then, won’t be knowing how to get help — it will be finding the courage and commitment to follow through.

There are several ways to initiate the process of getting additional support for your child in school. The first, and most obvious, is reaching out directly to your child’s teacher (s) and request a meeting. I do not suggest waiting for the school’s Back to School Night or Open House because there are simply too many parents present for the teacher to be able to speak with you in-depth about your child’s progress and any challenges they may be observing. Or, as is sometimes is the case, if your concern is the relationship that your child has with a specific teacher, again the recommendation is to set up a meeting with the teacher directly. 

Here are some things to consider when scheduling a meeting with your child’s teacher and the menu of options available to you.
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