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What is Special Education?

Special education is specially designed instruction that addresses the unique needs of a 
student eligible to receive special education services. Special education is provided at 
no cost to parents and includes the related services a student needs to access her/his 
educational program.

Early Stages (ages 0 – 2): Early intervention services are available to children who have 
disabilities and/or developmental delays. 

School Age (ages 3 – 21): Students with disabilities who are determined eligible for 
special education and related services are entitled to a Free Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE). Services are provided to eligible students according to an Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) in preschools, elementary, and secondary schools, or other appropriate 
settings.

What Law Governs Special Education?

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, was created in 1990 and is a 
modification of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act. This law ensures that 
special needs students receive appropriate free public education in the least restrictive 
environment necessary to meet those students’ needs. It helps students receive the extra 
assistance they need but allows them to participate in the same activities as children 
without special needs whenever possible. IDEA maintains that parents and teachers of 
children who qualify for special education must develop an Individualized Education 
Program, or IEP, that helps establish specific education for a child’s explicit needs. This 
requires caregivers to meet initially to determine a child’s eligibility for an IEP and to come 
together annually to develop and assess the educational plan. https://sites.ed.gov/idea/

Are IEP’s and 504 plans the same thing?

No! 

Section 504 is a broad federal civil rights law that protects all individuals with a handicap. 
IDEA (the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act) only applies to 
students who require special education because they have one of the 13 specified types 
of disabilities.

Students who qualify under Section 504 must have a 504 plan that outlines the services to 
be provided. Some students will qualify under the more stringent IDEA. These students 
will have an IEP (Individualized Educational Plan) rather than a 504 plan. See the following 
link for more information. https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/special-
services/504-plan/the-difference-between-ieps-and-504-plans

https://sites.ed.gov/idea
https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/special-services/504-plan/the-difference-between-ieps-and-504-plans/
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Do I have any say in what services my child gets?

Yes!! (Yay! Finally a yes!)

The laws regarding consent for an IEP vary from state to state, but one thing that 
is consistent is that all states require parent consent on the initial IEP. Depending on 
what state you live in, consent for any IEP past the initial one will vary. 

Does being in special education give my child a “stigma?”

This is such a common question. Special Education is designed to support students 
and allow them to receive a Free and Appropriate Public Education. (FAPE) Students 
who are found eligible for special education are struggling in some way. That struggle 
is the reason they are referred for special education, and ultimately found eligible. So 
the short answer is no - special education does not stigmatize your child. Sometimes the 
behaviors or deficits your child displays do draw attention to your child in a way that you 
wish they didn’t. Special education should help with that. Special education is 
specialized and individualized for each student. It doesn’t  produce miracles, but it 
does help when students require this level of support! I have worked with many 
families that resisted special education for this exact reason, and then once their child 
started receiving services were able to see that this was what their child needed all 
along. Special education, when done right, changes children’s lives!

What is the Purpose of an IEP Meeting?

The purpose of an IEP meeting is to review, revise and update your child’s IEP on a 
regular basis. The first IEP meeting will happen after the initial assessment is completed, 
and will review the assessment, determine if your child meets the eligibility criteria 
for special education, and will develop the IEP document that will guide your 
child’s education moving forward. This meeting will launch your child’s special 
education program.
The team will continue to meet at least once a year for as long as your child has an 
IEP. Each time, you will look at progress over the previous year as well as make a plan 
for the upcoming year. Annual IEP meetings are required by the special education law 
(IDEA), but you can request an IEP meeting at any time. 

Who comes to an IEP meeting?

By law, there are mandatory participants who are required to attend an IEP. Mandatory 
participants include: you (the parent), a special education teacher, a general education 
teacher, and an administrator or designee.

Others may be included based on the individual program of the student. Get 
more information: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.321

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.321
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Do I get to agree or disagree with what happens at an IEP?

This varies from state to state. In many states, once you have consented to the initial 
IEP, then the only way to disagree with further IEP’s is to go through due process (legal 
action).

Power Fact!  There is Federal Law (IDEA) and there is State Law. 

States cannot ignore Federal Law, but there is some leeway in how the law is 
implemented, AND states can pass laws that are more rigorous than federal law.

For more information, check your state’s Department of Education. 

If my child is found eligible for special education does that mean 
they won’t be in general education anymore? 

No! Special education is a service and can occur anywhere on the school campus. The 
IEP team determines where the service is provided based on the individualized needs of 
the student.

Are all kids that are in special education in special classes?
No!

Special education is a service and can and should look different for each student. 
Some students receive instruction in a special education classroom for their full day, 
some receive instruction in a general education class for their full day, and some 
spend their day split between both settings. At the end of each IEP meeting, the 
team will discuss what the best scenario is for the child, and that will include where all of 
the student’s special education services will be provided. This should NOT be a 
“cookie cutter” plan!  Each student is different and individual needs should determine 
what the day/services look like. 
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There are so many abbreviations? What do they all mean?

Learning all the abbreviations for special education can be like learning a second language. 
Here is an abbreviation cheat sheet to help you through!

AAC - AlternativeAugmentative 
Communication

ABA - Applied Behavioral Analysis

ADA - Americans with Disabilities 
Act

ADD/ADHD - Attention Deficit/
Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder
ADLs - Activities of Daily Living 

APE - Adaptive Physical Education 

ASD - Autism Spectrum Disorders 

ASL - American Sign Language 

AT - Assistive Technology

BIP - Behavioral Intervention Plan 

CBA - Curriculum Based Assessment

COTA - Certified Occupational 
Therapist Assistant
CST - Child Study Team

DS - Down Syndrome

DSM - Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders by the 
American Psychiatric Association

ECE - Early Childhood Education

EBD/ED - Emotional and Behavioral 
Disturbance/Emotional Disturbance
EI - Early Intervention

ESD - Extended Scool Day

ESL - English as a Second Language

ESY or EYS - Extended School Year 
or Extended Year Services

FAPE - Free Appropriate Public 
Education

FAS - Fetal Alcohol Syndrome

FBA - Functional Behavioral 
Assessment

FERPA - Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act

GE - General Education

GT - Gifted and Talented

HI - Hearing Impaired

IA - Instructional Assistant

IAES - Interim Alternative 
Educational Setting

ID - Intellectual Disabilities

IDEA - Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act

IEE - Individualized Educational 
Evaluation

IEP - Individualized Education 
Program

IFSP - Individualized Family Service 
Plan

IQ - Intelligence Quotient

ITP - Individualized Transition Plan

LD - Learning Disability

LEA - Local Education Agency

LRE - Least Restrictive Environment

MD or MH - Multiple Disabilities or 
Multiply Handicapped

NCLB - No Child Left Behind 
Act (Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act)

OCD - Obsessive-Compulsive 
Disorder

ODD - Oppositional Defiant 
Disorder
OHI - Other Health Impairment

OI - Orthopedic Impairment

O & M - Orientation and Mobility 
Services

OT - Occupational Therapy

Part B - Special Education – School-
Aged Children

Part C - Special Education – Birth – 
Two Year’s Old
PBS - Positive Behavioral Supports 

PD - Physical Disability

PLEP/PLP/PLOP - Present Level of 
Educational Performance or Present 
Level of Performance
PP - Paraprofessional

PS - Preschool

PT - Physical Therapy

RTI - Response to Intervention 

SED - Serious Emotional Disturbance 

SI - Sensory Integration

SLP - Speech Language Pathologist 

SLD - Specific Learning Disability 

SLI - Speech/Language Impairment  

TBI - Traumatic Brain Injury

VI - Visual Impairment

Voc Ed - Vocational Education

VR - Vocational Rehabilitation
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Will my child be able to get a high school diploma if they are in 
special education?

Absolutely! Special Education is a service and does not mean a student can or can’t do 
things other students can. Each student is an individual and their path is their own! 

I have heard that schools are always trying to shortchange 
special needs kids, is this true?

This always makes me sad when I hear people say this. My experience both in school 
districts and working with families is that the majority of people working (or living) in 
the world of special education put their whole heart into what they do, and are 
looking out for what is best for the child. The law requires that a school district provide 
a student with special needs what they need to receive FAPE and that those services 
must be provided to the student at no cost to the family. Schools and families may 
disagree about what is right for a student, but in my 25-plus years in special education, I 
can honestly say that I ran across very few cases in which a school denied a student 
something they need based on money alone. This is not to say it doesn’t happen, 
though, but I encourage families to enter into the relationship with their IEP team with 
the expectation that everyone there has their child’s best interests at heart.

What areas can my child be found eligible in?

There are 13 areas that a child can be found eligible for special education. These 
areas are described by federal law (IDEA) and schools do not have any leeway in using 
these 13 areas. Each of the 13 areas also has strict criteria detailed in (IDEA) that 
schools are required to consider when determining whether a student is eligible for 
special education. In order to qualify for special education, the IEP team must determine 
that the child has one of the following:

Autism

Blindness

Deafness

Emotional Disturbance

Hearing Impairment

Intellectual Disability

Multiple Disabilities

Orthopedic Impairment

Other Health Impaired

Specific Learning Disability

Speech or Language 
Impairment

Traumatic Brain Injury

Visual Impairment

Power Fact: A child must meet the criteria for one of the 13 eligibility criteria AND require 
special education to access their learning. It is a two-pronged approach, and a child must 
have both prongs to be found eligible for special education. Check out my blog for more 
information on special education eligibility. https://brandierosenconsulting.com/blog/
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Will special education cure my child?

This is one of the hardest questions I have to answer when working with families. It is not 
special education’s job to “cure” your child, and it is not their job to “close the gap”. The 
role of special education is to ensure that each student makes meaningful progress based 
on their own strengths and weaknesses as learners. So what does that look like? Let me 
give you an example: A student is found eligible for special education in the area of a 
learning disability and is two to three grade levels below his chronological age in reading. 
It is the job of special education to identify the areas of weakness, write goals in 
those areas, and provide services to help the student make progress toward those 
goals. That does not mean that the student will get to grade level in reading. (It also 
doesn’t mean that they won’t). 

Power Fact: Students who learn in a typical way, generally make one year’s growth in 
one year. If a student struggles in certain areas of learning, it may not be a 
reasonable expectation that they will make MORE than a year’s growth in a year.

What are the differences between and accommodations 
and modification?

This can be confusing for even the most experienced special educator or parent. The 
easiest way to remember the difference is: 

Accommodations change how a student learns the material. Modifications change what a 
student is taught or expected to learn.

Accommodations can help children learn the same material as their peers and can allow 
them to meet the same standard.

Modifications can help students who are far behind their peers and may require a 
change to the curriculum they are learning. 

What age does special education go through?

If a student meets the eligibility criteria for special education, they can receive 
special education services from the age of three through 21 (22 in some states) or 
until they receive a high school diploma. Before the age of three, local agencies are 
required to provide services and supports. 
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What are the different types of help I can access if I feel like I 
need support through this process? 

There are lots of different people that can help you if you feel like you need 
support navigating the maze of special education. There are specialists in the 
different areas your child may need intervention (ex: speech and language therapists, 
occupational therapists, educational therapists). There are also professionals that 
focus on helping you as the parent. There are advocates, attorneys, and special 
education advocates. The two most important factors to consider are whether they 
are experts in the area that you need AND whether they are able to help you in a way 
that feels comfortable to you. Check out the following blog post link for much more 
information to help you make this decision.

https://brandierosenconsulting.com/would-you-ask-your-heart-surgeon-advice-on-
how-to-fix-a-plumbing-problem-why-it-is-so-important-to-surround-yourself-with-the-
right-people-when-navigating-the-world-of-special-education/

https://brandierosenconsulting.com/would-you-ask-your-heart-surgeon-advice-on-how-to-fix-a-plumbing-problem-why-it-is-so-important-to-surround-yourself-with-the-right-people-when-navigating-the-world-of-special-education/



