
Introduction

Background to the Checklists

T his manual is designed to assist teachers in deciding whether to refer
a student for special education assessment. It includes 17 checklists that

were developed in consultation with pediatricians, child psychiatrists, psychol-
ogists, speech pathologists, classroom and special education teachers, parents
and caregivers, and organizations dealing with specific difficulties or disorders.
The checklists are consistent (if applicable) with the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, 4th ed.;
DSM-IV), which is recognized internationally as the standard diagnostic
reference. In the United States, special education services are provided in
accordance with 13 categories enumerated in the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) and a 14th category, “Developmental Delay,” which is
used for children ages 3 through 9 at the discretion of the state or local educa-
tion agency. If applicable, the checklists in this manual are grouped according
to the IDEA categories. The checklists are also consistent with other reputable
sources of information on disabilities.

For the convenience of professionals, several checklists are included that
are either not in DSM-IV or are not IDEA categories. Giftedness, Low Self-
Esteem, Child Abuse, and Immaturity are not DSM-IV categories. Giftedness,
Low Self-Esteem, Child Abuse, Immaturity, and Developmental Coordination
and Dyspraxia are not IDEA special education disability categories.

The checklists are intended as decision aids for the convenience of profes-
sionals working with a range of students, not all of whom may be eligible for
services under special education programs such as IDEA, but who nevertheless
have special needs in the classroom. Each checklist is divided into subcategories
so that observations often fall into a pattern. These patterns help the profes-
sional understand the particular nature of the child’s or adolescent’s difficulties
or special needs.

A WORD ABOUT IDEA

IDEA is the main U.S. federal special education program. It requires that all
students with disabilities be provided a free, appropriate education in the
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student’s least restrictive environment. Through IDEA, the federal government
provides funding to states to help defray the expense of providing special edu-
cation services. States must report to the federal government the number of
students receiving services. The federal Department of Education, in turn, reports
these numbers to Congress in an annual report on the implementation of
IDEA. For both state and federal reporting purposes, students in each state are
counted in one of 13 disability categories or under the category “Develop-
mental Delay” (see the list on the following page).

The more general category of Developmental Delay is used by states for
students ages 3 through 9 who show delays in physical development, cognitive
development, communication development, social or emotional development,
or adaptive development. This category allows states to provide special edu-
cation and related services to students, according to state definitions and as
measured by appropriate instruments, without classifying them in one of the
more specific federal disability categories. The Developmental Delay category is
defined by the state (if the state chooses to use it), and local education agencies
may choose to use it or not. If the category is used, it may be used in conjunc-
tion with the other disability categories. For example, if a student is classified
as having a Hearing Impairment, he or she may also be classified as having a
Developmental Delay if the state definition for Developmental Delay is met.

The Developmental Delay category is used by states for students who clearly
have learning problems, but whose problems do not unmistakably fall into one
of the 13 disability categories. In this way, states can avoid labeling students
whose learning problems may be more ambiguous.

Even for students who are classified in one of the disability categories,
special education services must address all of the child’s special education and
related services needs and must be based on the identified needs of the child,
not the child’s disability category.

As you review the IDEA disability categories, you may notice that some of
the categories are not represented in the checklists in this manual. These cate-
gories are Deaf-Blindness, Deafness, Hearing Impairment, Multiple Disabilities,
Orthopedic Impairment, Traumatic Brain Injury, and Visual Impairment (includ-
ing Blindness).

Disabilities in these categories often would be identified by medical profes-
sionals or by preschool and school health screenings. It is likely that the school
district would be aware of the student’s condition before he or she is assigned to
the general education class. Because this manual is designed to aid general edu-
cation teachers in making decisions about whether students need referral for
special education assessment, these categories are not included in the checklists
provided here.

However, some students who have conditions such as Hearing or Visual
Impairments are not identified by medical professionals or by screenings, and
they can present a confusing picture to classroom teachers trying to address
their learning problems. It is not always apparent, for example, that a child’s
trouble learning to read may be due to a Visual Impairment, or that failure to
follow the teacher’s directions may be due to the fact that the child cannot hear
what is said. To address this possibility, this manual provides “warning signs”
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for classroom teachers to help them consider whether an unfound disability of
this nature is causing learning problems. In addition, items about these condi-
tions are included in the checklists where relevant.

IDEA DISABILITY CATEGORIES SEC. 300.7
(20 U.S.C. 1401[3][A] AND [B]; 1401 [26])

• Autism
• Deaf-Blindness
• Deafness
• Emotional Disturbance
• Hearing Impairment
• Mental Retardation
• Multiple Disabilities
• Orthopedic Impairment
• Other Health Impairment (e.g., Asthma, Attention-Deficit Disorder or

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, Diabetes, Epilepsy, Heart Condition,
Hemophilia, Lead Poisoning, Leukemia, Nephritis, Rheumatic Fever, Sickle
Cell Anemia)

• Specific Learning Disability (e.g., Perceptual Disabilities, Brain Injury,
Minimal Brain Dysfunction, Dyslexia, Developmental Aphasia)

• Speech or Language Impairment
• Traumatic Brain Injury
• Visual Impairment including Blindness
• Developmental Delay*
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* Use of the Developmental Delay category is discussed in the previous text.
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