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THE SPECIAL

EDUCATION DISABILITY

IDENTIFICATION PROCESS

E very professional working with children and adolescents will sometimes
have concerns regarding a particular student’s learning or behavioral dif-

ficulties. In this situation, the professional may need to adjust the student’s pro-
gram, adapt classroom procedures, and make a decision about whether to seek
further advice. This book of checklists can be a valuable tool in this process.

All teachers continuously observe their students, and such observations
are the source of valuable information about the student’s individual needs.
Other professionals will also use continuous observation as part of their profes-
sional assessment of the children or adolescents with whom they work. Using
an appropriate checklist, the professional can organize his or her observations
into a systematic framework. This structured record of observations is a valu-
able tool in identifying students with special needs and an important basis for
planning an appropriate response to the student’s observed difficulties or
special characteristics.

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the decision making process and the
ways the checklists can be helpful.
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USING THE CHECKLISTS

Who Should Use the Checklists?

The checklists are designed to be used by professionals working with
children or adolescents. However, under the direction of the professional, the
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Table 1.1 Referring Students for Special Education Eligibility: Investigation and
Problem-Solving Process

Step 1. General education teacher notices that student is having problems. Observes
the student to identify and describe the entire constellation of the student’s problems.
Considers whether cultural differences, lack of language proficiency, or inadequate
prior learning may play a part in the student’s difficulties. Tries different instructional
approaches to teach the student; notices what works and what doesn’t. (If student’s
learning problems are ameliorated, end of process.)

Step 2. Teacher finds that student still has some problems in specific areas and comes
to wonder if the student may need special education services. Observes, describes, and
delineates all of the student’s problem areas.

Step 3. Teacher completes the reference charts and checklists to see if the student
shows a pattern of problems corresponding to any of the patterns given in the check-
lists or charts. Teacher keeps in mind that each student may have a different constella-
tion of problems.

Step 4A. If teacher does not find pattern, teacher uses school resources to try to make
sense of and address student’s problems. Teacher tries alternative instruction. If suc-
cessful, teacher continues to use school resources to ensure that student does well.
Teacher provides information about instructional strategies used and the way the
student learns to future teachers.

Step 4B. If the review of charts and checklists indicates that a pattern may exist, teacher
uses appropriate checklists to collect and organize information. Consults with parents
and specialists; may use checklists as interview schedule or may have parents fill out
checklist. Uses action plans to identify instructional strategies that may help the student
learn. Teacher documents the instructional strategies tried and their results.
If strategies work, teacher monitors student closely. If strategies do not work, teacher
requests intervention team meeting.

Step 5. Teacher requests intervention team meeting. (Intervention team meeting may
also be requested by parents.) Teacher prepares for meeting using checklists to organize
information about the student, gathering other information as listed on page.

Step 6. Intervention team meeting is held. Follow-up meeting is scheduled.

Step 7. Follow-up intervention team meeting is held. Decision is made to refer student
for special services or not. If strategies have been successful, referral is deferred and
student is monitored closely. If strategies are not successful, referral is made.

Step 8. Referral review meeting is held. All information needed for an Individualized
Education Program (IEP) meeting is collected.

Step 9. IEP meeting is held. IEP is developed. Teacher receives copy of the IEP and works
with student’s instructional team.
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checklists can also be used by parents to record their observations of their own
child or adolescent. The importance of information from parents cannot be
overstated. Parents see their child in an environment different from the school
environment, and they can provide crucial information about how or whether
the child’s difficulties present themselves outside of school. In addition, parents
can provide insights about how cultural differences may be affecting the child’s
school behavior. Children’s behavior can appear very different when seen from
the perspective of the parents, and a wise teacher will make every effort to
understand that perspective.

In some situations, several people (such as the student’s teacher, the parent,
or a therapist) each complete a copy of the same checklist. Once all the individ-
ual checklists have been completed, the results can be transposed onto a single
checklist (using color coding to differentiate the origin of each item). In this
way, points of similarity and comparisons between different observers or differ-
ent situations can be clarified.

Using School Resources (Table 1.1, Step 4A)

If the teacher has concerns about the student that are not ameliorated by
his or her initial attempts, school resources can be an invaluable aid in clarify-
ing students’ problems. Such resources might include informal conversations
with the student’s previous teacher, a master teacher, a special education
teacher, the school’s counselor, the assistant principal, or the principal. In addi-
tion, all developed countries will have an advisory and assessment service that
provides support to general educators who have specific concerns about an
individual student’s learning or behavioral difficulties. In some countries, there
may be a special unit or centrally based advisory service that has the responsi-
bility for providing schools with services for special-needs students.

The U.S. model would be similar to the approach used in many other
countries. In the United States, the starting point for identification of special
needs students is a school-based team known as the intervention team, the pre-
referral team, the teacher assistance team, the preplacement team, or some-
thing similar. This committee will usually be a classroom teacher’s first point of
reference when seeking additional help for an individual student’s difficulties.
These types of consultation not only provide the general education teacher
with more information, they can validate his or her concerns, provide support,
and give the teacher greater confidence in his or her decisions about the student
and the student’s instruction.

Completing the Checklists (Table 1.1, Step 4B)

Chapter 2 describes how to select the appropriate checklists for a particular
student.

The checklists can be used for children or adolescents between the ages of
4 and 18. Each checklist is accompanied by descriptions of the characteristics
and causes of the disorder, a list of similar conditions, other conditions that
may accompany the disorder, and a set of action plans for teachers.
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The checklists help make sense of what has been observed. The items often
prompt consideration of other behaviors that may be relevant but not previ-
ously noted. From this basis, the professional, perhaps in consultation with
colleagues, can begin to evaluate the significance of the information that has
been observed and recorded.

Different Ways of Using the Checklists

Although they are primarily intended for the classroom teacher as an aid
for decisions about whether to refer a student for special education assessment,
the checklists can also be used in discussing the student with specialists and
teams and as an interview schedule when talking with parents, other educa-
tors, or specialists.

When the checklists are used to summarize information for other educators
and specialists, they provide a concise description of the teacher’s concerns
about the student. In addition, they present information in a format that coor-
dinates with internationally accepted diagnostic criteria for developmental and
psychological disorders in children and adolescents.

When the checklists are used as an interview schedule, the professional sits
together with a colleague or parent talking through the items one by one. This
gives direction and structure to an interview or discussion, ensuring that a wide
spectrum of possible concerns can be explored.

Interpreting the Results of the Checklists

All children are unique, and we need to respect their developmental and
cultural diversity. Professionals, parents, and caregivers filling in these check-
lists need to recognize that each individual child may be quite different from
the norm and yet have no disorders or difficulties at all. Observed behaviors
may be reflections of a child’s unique personality, learned behaviors, or cul-
tural differences.

Each checklist clearly states, “It is important to remember that many con-
ditions have similar characteristics and that specialist assessment is necessary
for formal diagnosis.” This applies to all of the conditions covered by this set of
checklists.

The items in the checklists are not intended to be definitive diagnostic crite-
ria; rather, they are records of observed behaviors that may indicate that the
student has a disorder, difficulty, or special need. Professionals need to be open
minded about the origin of the observed behaviors, especially at the early stages
of identification and assessment, when more information needs to be gathered.

In the United States, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
prevents children from being identified with a disability on the basis of (a) lack
of instruction in reading or math or (b) limited English proficiency. This means
that teachers and specialists must consider whether the child’s learning prob-
lems are due to these conditions as opposed to representing a true disability.
It is important to note that such disadvantages as lack of instruction or limited
English proficiency can occur in parallel with a disability or disorder, so that
both might be present at the same time.
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Obviously, a student who frequently shows the behaviors specified in a
checklist is more likely to need further assessment and investigation than one
who is generally rated as seldom showing these behaviors.

Professionals should remember that these checklists are used for prelimi-
nary screening, not diagnosis. If in doubt, always seek further advice from col-
leagues with specialist expertise. Your completed checklist is a quick and easy
way to pass on information about the student and the characteristics that you
have observed.

When several people complete the same checklist, it is not unusual for dif-
ferent people to rate the items differently. One teacher may have concerns about
concentration, another may not. A parent may be extremely concerned about
a particular behavior that is never observed at school. The variations in ratings
can, in themselves, provide very useful information for professionals, reflecting
the complexity and diversity of the individual student’s special needs in differ-
ent settings or in different circumstances.

Taking Further Action

If the teacher sees from the checklist that the student has a pattern of diffi-
culties in some areas but no difficulties at all in others, planning can immedi-
ately be undertaken to work with the student’s unique profile. The action plans
included with the checklists provide alternative instructional strategies that the
teacher can use to help the student learn. The strategies used with the student
and their results should be documented by the teacher.

However, teachers must always use their own judgment and take further
action if they believe that this is necessary. For example, the child or adolescent
may only be displaying one or two behaviors rated as 3 and yet the teacher
believes there is a serious problem. In this case, a referral for further considera-
tion should be initiated immediately.

Implement appropriate action plans and monitor
carefully if any of the following criteria are met.

• Any item is rated 3 (severe, frequently observed, strongly applies).
• 3 or more items are rated 2 (moderate, often observed, certainly applies).
• 10 or more items are rated 1 (mild, sometimes observed, applies to some

extent).
• Your overall level of concern is moderate.

If these interventions help the student learn successfully, the teacher should
monitor the student closely and should be sure that future teachers receive infor-
mation about the strategies used and the way the student learns. If the teacher’s
preliminary intervention plans do not seem to be resolving the difficulties, then
the teacher can use the information to arrange for further investigation.

Often, the completed checklist adds weight to the teacher’s suspicions that
the student has special educational needs and needs further assessment. At this
point, the teacher should request a meeting of the intervention team (Table 1.1,
Step 5). For IDEA requirements in meetings related to special education eligibil-
ity, see Table 1.2.
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Comments

This meeting occurs before a referral decision is made and does
not come under the auspices of IDEA.

Informed, written parental consent is required before evaluation.

Evaluation must address the extent to which the child can be
involved in and progress in the general curriculum. Observations
by the child’s teachers and related services providers are
required. 

Parent input is required in interpreting evaluation data for the
purposes of determining a child’s eligibility for special education.

IDEA requires that the IEP team include:

• the parents;
• at least one of the child’s general education teachers;
• at least one special education teacher or special

education service provider;
• a public agency representative who is qualified to provide

or supervise the provision of specially designed
instruction and who is knowledgeable about the general
education curriculum and the availability of resources of
the public agency;

• an individual who can interpret the instructional
implications of evaluation results;

• other individuals at the discretion of the parents
or the agency who have knowledge of or special
expertise regarding the child, including related services
personnel as appropriate;

• representatives of other agencies that may be involved in
paying for services needed by the child;

• other qualified professionals; and
• if appropriate, the child.

Purpose

To provide specialist support
to the teacher’s attempts to
address student’s problems
in the general education
classroom. To help ensure that
student’s problems are not due
to limited English proficiency,
cultural differences, or lack of
instruction in English or math. 

To review the effects of
intervention strategies tried
in the general education
classroom. To determine if
student should be referred for
special education assessment.
If so, to plan and order
evaluation of the student’s
learning problems.

To review and interpret all
available information
regarding the student and
determine if additional
evaluation data is needed.
To provide all evaluation
information needed for the
Individualized Education
Program (IEP) meeting. 

To develop the student’s
IEP to address his or her
learning needs.

To translate problems into
learning needs and to plan and
document interventions. To
assign roles and responsibilities
to staff, family members, and
advocates. Regular education
teacher and parents will
receive copies of the IEP. 

Meeting

Intervention
Team
Meeting

Follow-Up
Intervention
Team
Meeting

Referral
Review
Meeting 

IEP Meeting 

Table 1.2 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Requirements Regarding Meetings

Note: Overall, IDEA requires that the parents of a child with a disability are members of any group that makes decisions on the
educational placement of the child.
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Immediately initiate the referral process and implement
appropriate actions plans if any of the following criteria are met.

• 4 or more items are rated 3 (severe, frequently observed, strongly applies).
• 10 or more items are rated 2 (moderate, often observed, certainly

applies).
• Your overall concern is high.

Requesting and Preparing for an
Intervention Team Meeting (Table 1.1, Step 5)

Once the teacher has decided to request an intervention team meeting,
it will be important to present information to describe current concerns with
regard to the student in a clear and concise manner. In the event that the
student’s parents have requested the meeting, the teacher can use this infor-
mation to prepare for the meeting or to work with the parents to clarify their
concerns. For both teacher and parents, the checklists can be used to identify
specific areas of concern, giving the information in a succinct and organized
format. The checklists may also bring out other, related concerns that might
not be spontaneously recalled during unstructured discussions during the
meeting.

Since the general education teacher will be working with the student’s
parents throughout the eligibility process and the student’s subsequent
instruction, it is important to establish a professional, cordial, and communica-
tive working relationship with them from the beginning. IDEA makes some spe-
cific requirements regarding communications with parents (see Table 1.3).
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Table 1.3 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Requirements
Regarding Communication With Parents

Written notice must be given to the parents of a child with a disability a reasonable time
before the school proposes (or refuses) to identify, evaluate, or change the educational place-
ment of the child. This written notice must be provided in the native language of the
parent or other mode of communication used by the parent, unless it is clearly not feasi-
ble to do so. (If the native language or other mode of communication of the parent is
not a written language, the school must take steps to ensure that the notice is translated
orally or by other means to the parent in his or her native language or other mode of
communication, that the parent understands the content of the notice, and that there
is written evidence that these two requirements have been met.)

The state education agency must fully inform parents that they have detailed policies
and procedures to ensure confidentiality of any personally identifiable information col-
lected, used, or maintained.

Informed, written parental consent is required before evaluation. Parents have the
right to receive a copy of the evaluation report and the paperwork about the child’s
eligibility for special education services.

(Continued)
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The teacher will need to assemble as much information as possible about
the student. Documentation that can be useful to take to the meeting with the
committee may include any of the following:

• Basic demographic information with regard to the student (age, gender,
home address, known medical conditions, sensory status, family structure)

• Anecdotal reports of typical behaviors that have caused concern
• Running records of teacher observations of the student
• Information with regard to the frequency, duration, and intensity of any

behaviors that are causing concern
• Copies of previous medical, psychological, or other reports on the

student
• Copies of previous school reports
• Records of any previous meetings held with regard to the student
• Information from other teaching staff who have contact with the

student
• Samples of the student’s work
• Student’s home-school communication book if used/relevant
• Results of any classroom or external tests that the students may have

taken recently
• Information on parents’ concerns
• Information on how the student sees his or her own difficulties
• Any reference materials that have already been collected with regard to

the student’s special needs
• Details of strategies that have already been tried and the outcomes of

these strategies
• Information on any intervention strategies that the parents have initiated
• Copies of any checklists that the student’s teachers have completed
• Copies of any checklists that the student’s parents or caregivers have

completed
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Table 1.3 (Continued)

Parental input is required in interpreting evaluation data for the purposes of determining
a child’s eligibility for special education.

If the child has been found not eligible for special education services, the school must
tell parents in writing and explain why the student was found not eligible.

Parents must be informed that they may issue an invitation to the [Individualized
Education Program] IEP meeting to other individuals who have knowledge of or special
expertise about the child (for example, an advocate for the family, their religious leader,
etc.).

Schools must take whatever action necessary to ensure that the parent understands the
proceedings of the IEP meeting, including arranging for an interpreter for parents with
deafness or whose native language is other than English.

Parents must receive a free copy of the IEP, whether they request it or not.

Note: Parents have the right to see their child’s school records.
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The Intervention Team Meeting

The purpose of the meeting is to discuss the student’s difficulties and
consider what intervention strategies might be appropriate. The information
presented in checklist format can facilitate a good match between the pattern of
difficulties that the student is experiencing and the intervention strategies that
are planned. In this way, the chances of successful intervention are increased.

During the meeting, there will also be a review of the instructional strate-
gies that teachers and parents have tried with this student and the results of
those strategies. The action plan descriptions in this manual can help the
teacher present this information, along with the results. At the meeting, a deci-
sion may be made to implement more of these intervention strategies, to use
different strategies, or to modify the selected strategies.

If asked to do so, the general education teacher should be prepared to help
evaluate the English-language proficiency of children whose native language is
not English. IDEA requires this assessment during evaluation, along with an
assessment in the child’s native language, to distinguish language proficiency
from disability needs.

Some states in the United States require that a minimum of two interven-
tion strategies are tried before any referral can be made for further assessment.
Teachers should check their state’s special education policies to see if this
applies. The classroom teacher will be responsible for keeping adequate records
of the process of intervention and for recording the student’s response to the
changes that have been initiated.

The agreement to put specified strategies into place will need to be docu-
mented by a member of the committee. The classroom teacher must retain a
copy of these agreed-on intervention strategies.

As well as suggesting intervention strategies, the committee may also
suggest that one or more of the checklists in this book should be completed to
provide additional information with regard to the student’s difficulties. If so,
this should be completed as soon as possible to provide a snapshot view of
the student before intervention is started. The checklist can then be completed
again at the end of the period of intervention to identify any changes that may
have occurred.

The committee may also suggest that a checklist that has already been
completed should be filled in again at the end of the trial period of intervention,
to see if any changes or progress can be identified.

If parents have not been previously informed of teacher’s concerns, they
must be contacted and told about the student’s perceived difficulties and the
action that is being taken by the classroom teacher. Looking over a completed
checklist can be a very effective way of conveying the exact nature of concerns
to the student’s parents.

A follow-up meeting will be arranged (usually about a month after the
intervention strategies have been implemented) to evaluate the effectiveness
of the interventions that have been put into action. Before the meeting, the
parents will need to know the outcomes of the intervention strategies that have
been tried. They will also need to know that another meeting is scheduled and
that they will be told the outcome of that meeting.
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If the situation is critical, the trial run of classroom intervention strategies
may be bypassed and an immediate special education referral made.

Follow-Up Intervention Team Meeting:
The Decision to Refer or Not (Table 1.1, Step 6)

At the follow-up meeting, the classroom teacher will need to present:

• A detailed record of the interventions that have been tried
• A detailed record of the student’s responses to those interventions

If available, the following should also be presented:

• Any new information that has been obtained (e.g., medical reports, refer-
ence materials, etc.)

• Any changes in demographic details (e.g., change in family circum-
stances that may impact the effectiveness of the interventions)

• Any further checklists that have been completed during the intervention
period

• Records of any significant new difficulties or concerns that have
emerged since the previous meeting

If the intervention strategies that have been used have been effective, then
the committee will probably agree that these approaches should continue
and that the special education referral should be deferred for the time being.
Additional intervention strategies may be suggested and agreed on.

Parents will need to be informed that the meeting has concluded that the
intervention strategies have been effective and that they will therefore con-
tinue. Parents should be told that no special education referral will be made at
this time (see Table 1.3).

If the intervention strategies have not been successful, then the committee
may decide on a special education referral. Parents will need to be informed of
this decision. Explain to them that this is a formal procedure of review, lead-
ing to the development of an assessment plan, which in turn may lead to an
Individualized Education Program (IEP).

Making a Referral (Table 1.1, Step 7)

Once the decision to make a special education referral has been made, the
appropriate Referral for Special Education form should be completed. Infor-
mation about the student will be recorded and details of previous intervention
strategies will be required.

The form will be signed by the classroom teacher and countersigned by the
responsible administrator. The form is then forwarded to the school psycholo-
gist and the special education staff.

Parents will need to be informed that the referral has been made (see
Table 1.3). A date for a referral review meeting will then be set. Parents
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should be informed of the time and place of this meeting so that they can
attend.

Checklists not previously completed can be used at this stage to facilitate
collating further information prior to the referral review meeting. For example,
parents might be asked to complete a checklist to help them organize their
information about their child. Teachers might refer to the reference charts in
Chapter 2 and consider using checklists that were not previously used, but that
might relate to the student’s difficulties.

Checklists can be forwarded to the convener, prior to the meeting, and
slated for consideration by the referral meeting team.

The Referral Review Meeting (Table 1.1, Step 8)

People attending this meeting will include:

• The classroom teacher
• The school principal
• The school psychologist
• Special education staff (the particular people attending will depend on the

student’s presenting difficulties; for example, an Emotional or Behavioral
Disorder teacher will attend if the issues relate to the student’s behavior,
an Autism Spectrum Disorder teacher will attend if this is the probable
disorder, etc.)

• Parents and caregivers

This group of people will discuss the student’s difficulties prior to comple-
tion of the referral review form. The referral form requires information across
10 different domains. The checklists can be used to provide additional informa-
tion which can be forwarded with the referral review form.

Outcome of the Referral Review Meeting

The participants will discuss all available information and then decide on an
assessment plan. This will be documented in a notice of education assessment/
reassessment plan. Permission from parents must be obtained before the assess-
ment process can commence.

The Assessment

The special education staff will decide on who undertakes the actual assess-
ment. A range of formal and informal assessment tools may be used depending
on the presenting problems. The assessments will ascertain whether a student
meets the criteria for a special education disability category. Then an IEP team,
including the general education teacher and parents, will work toward the devel-
opment of an appropriate IEP.

The checklists can be used as a valuable tool in organizing observations
made on the basis of the student’s behavior in typical, day-to-day situations.
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The clustering of observations into categories can help the special education
staff ascertain the precise nature and pattern of the student’s difficulties, which
in turn helps relate the IEP to the student’s particular difficulties.
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