Ann's Tips on Initial Evaluations
 

This section primarily covers evaluations for Individual Education Plans (IEPs). For more information on 504 plans and IEPs, you can consult the local state's education department. The link for the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) is www.cde.state.co.us
 

Disclaimer: I am a parent of a child with special needs. I am not a lawyer and the information below should not be construed as legal advice. Much of what I have provided below is my opinion on how to maximize the potential for a positive outcome with the school system. I have had both very positive and very negative experiences with the IEP process and various schools. I have provided links to the Colorado Department of Education's (CDE) web pages because I feel that they have a lot of useful information for parents. This should in no way be construed that CDE approves of or endorses my comments. 
 

504 vs. IEP
 

The Colorado Department of Education has a comparison chart for 504 plans versus IEP (Individual Education Plans)
www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/download/pdf/504Comparison.pdf
 

Requesting an evaluation to determine eligibility for an IEP

 

For most parents, the referral of a child to determine the need for special education services is made by the school team or from a very young age when the child has an existing IFSP (Individual Family Support Plan). 

 

However, children with  brain disorders often do not get diagnosed until elementary school or much later. Sometimes, it is the parents who initiate the referral to determine eligibility for special education services. This process often starts the first level of conflict between the parents and the school team. 

 

It is important for parents to realize that their child may look vastly different to the school team and appear to them to be functioning quite well. It is important for teachers and support staff to understand that the child may be using every last ounce of energy they have to hold everything together until they get home. Children with brain disorders may appear to get along with classmates but often have difficulty maintaining any type of friendship with peers outside of the structured school environment. Since many children with brain disorders have average or above intelligence, their grades may be quite good but suffer because they lack the ability to keep track of assignments, complete them, or turn them in.

 

Prior to requesting an evaluation, the parents will often meet with the local school team to discuss strategies to support the child in general education. In some cases, especially if the child tends to internalize many of the symptoms, the school team will disagree that the child even has a disability or believe that the disability does not impact their education. 

 

When requesting an evaluation for your child, the request should be made in writing. You can also let the school know verbally what you are requesting as a courtesy.  Below is a sample letter. There are many others on various web pages that parents can access by using the keyword "sample letter" + evaluation + IEP in the search engine.

 

Sample Request Letter
 

Parent's Names

Address

Phone

Date

Re: Child's name, school, date of birth

Dear (address to building principal or special education teacher at local school - you can ask at the front office of the school who to address to if needed - if local school is unclear on procedure, address to the special education director for the school district),

Our child, child’s name, date of birth or current grade attends school name. S/He has struggled this year also say past years if that is also the case in many areas. If you are unclear on whether your child has a disability then use: We suspect that child's name has a disability that prevents him/her from receiving an appropriate education. If your child has been diagnosed privately with a disability then use: My child has been diagnosed with disorderz. We feel that our child has educational difficulties in the following areas : 
 

(some examples)
• Homework sessions take many hours past the expected time allotment with numerous temper tantrums 

• Hand writing is illegible

• S/he has problems with attendance due to an extreme fear of school

• His/her general education teacher has complained of our child not being able to complete assignments or attend to instructions or (list any teacher complaints)

Please evaluate (child’s name) under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA] and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act to see if s/he has a disability and if related services are necessary. This letter can serve as my consent to have my child evaluated. However, please call me and let me know if there are any forms I need to sign to give any additional permission for the evaluations. This will allow the process to start as soon as possible. I will need my copies of all written evaluations at least a week before the IEP Team meeting so that I can be an active member of the IEP team. 

Thank you for giving (child’s name) evaluations your immediate attention. I will work with you to address and achieve (child’s name) educational goals.

Sincerely,

(Your name)
(Your address)
(Your telephone number and email address)
Rules and Regulations
 

The Colorado Department of Education has links to the rules and regulations at both the state and federal level

http://www.cde.state.co.us/spedlaw/rules.htm
 

Here is a section taken from the state rules (ECEA) that talks about the referral process. The main points to consider are the parents do have the right to request an evaluation and that the 45 day time frame on the testing process does not start until it is documented by the designated agency. So, until you sign a form giving permission for assessment (usually after you request the evaluation), the 45 day window for testing does not start.

 

4.01(2) Special Education Referral Process. 
 

A special education referral shall be clearly distinguished from a building level referral or a referral for screening both of which are regular education processes. The administrative unit shall establish and follow procedures for referring a child for assessment and to determine whether or not the child has a disability. The referral process shall be accessible to any person, organization or agency having  an interest in the education of the child. 
 

4.01(2)(a) A special education referral may be initiated:
    4.01(2)(a)(i) As a result of a building level screening and/or referral process.
    4.01(2)(a)(ii) Directly by a parent or other interested person.
 

4.01(2)(b) A parent of any child referred shall be informed of the referral and of all procedural safeguards relevant to children potentially eligible for special education, including procedures for resolving differences.
 

 4.01(2)(c) Once a written special education referral has been initiated, assessment, planning, determination of disability, and, if disabled, IEP development shall be completed within 45 school days from the point of initiation of the special education referral. The special education referral process is initiated when one of the following occurs:
    4.01(2)(c)(i) The parent is informed of the special education referral as a result of the building level process or screening and written permission to assess is obtained.
    4.01(2)(c)(ii) The request for special education referral is received from the parent or other interested person as a direct referral and written permission to assess is obtained.
 

4.01(2)(d) In the case of children birth through two years of age, the evaluation must be completed (and if determined to be an infant/toddler with a disability, an IFSP developed) within 45 calendar days of the referral being received and documented by the designated agency.
 

4.01(2)(e) A record shall be maintained of the disposition of each special education referral.
 

Now What?
 

· I sent the letter, waited 10 days and still haven't heard anything back from the school team.

Follow up with a phone call but if you still don't get a response, then resend the letter but address to the director of special education for the district and copy to the school. 
· I sent the letter and the school psychologist (or building principal, or other) called me and said "that's not how it's done" and proceeded to tell me that the school team will meet to determine if an evaluation is warranted
If you haven't given the school a chance to try some strategies in the general education environment, then it may be beneficial to all involved to meet and discuss what strategies will be tried to help your child. However, be sure to be clear on how long these strategies will be attempted, how progress will be measured, and how you will be informed of any success or problem areas. There should be agreement that if the strategies are not successful by a pre-determined date, the team will meet again and revise the plan or decide that an evaluation is necessary. 
Often, by the time the parent requests the evaluation, a number of interventions have been attempted without success and the child really needs additional support. If this is the case, be clear with the person or team that strategies have been tried but you feel it makes more sense to evaluate your child at this point so that interventions can be targeted for the needs that get identified by the evaluation. If the school balks at evaluating at this point, ask them to provide their reasoning in writing to you and information on what procedures you need to follow to appeal the decision.
· The school said that they would evaluate my child and I need to come in and sign the form to give permission
Stay tuned for the next installment on assessments - what happens, what to ask about, etc

