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INTRODUCTION

The Principal’s Role in the 
Special Education Process

Principals across the country are faced with many challenges associated with educating students 

with disabilities. Since the passing of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, principals have faced 

new requirements to include students with disabilities in the same academic standards, assess-

ments, and accountability systems as all other students. Principals are also expected to understand 

and implement a range of new policies, including how to identify students with disabilities, how to 

ensure that they are fully included in the general education curriculum, and what to consider in 

disciplining them. To meet these and other new requirements and to ensure that students with dis-

abilities are provided with high-quality educational opportunities, principals need an understand-

ing of the legal foundations and entitlements for students with disabilities and their families as well 

as a solid understanding of what practices and processes constitute eff ective special education.

Th e Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is the primary disability law that guar-

antees the educational rights of students with disabilities from birth to age twenty-one. Th e law 

was fi rst passed in 1975 as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (Public Law 94-142) 

and has since been reauthorized and amended numerous times. In 1997, the name of the law was 

changed to the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act, which it retains today. IDEA not only 

defi nes the educational rights of students with disabilities to an individualized education program 

(IEP) at no cost to the parents but also outlines the responsibilities of the state and school district 

to ensure that each student with a disability is receiving a free appropriate education in the least 

restrictive environment. While some readers may be familiar with the term individualized educa-

tion plan, we use individualized education program to be consistent with the current terminology 

used under IDEA and IDEA-related laws.

Under IDEA, special education is defi ned as individualized instruction and services that are 

designed to address the unique learning needs of each student with a disability and enable him or 

her to progress in the general education curriculum. Special education is not a place or a program; 

it is specialized instruction, accommodations, and supports that are tailored for each student with 

a disability. Th e nature of these supports, as well as the settings where instruction takes place, must 

be carefully designed based on a student’s needs.
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Studies on school leadership suggest that students with disabilities attending schools led by prin-

cipals who provide administrative support for special education are more likely to progress in the 

general education curriculum and have enhanced outcomes (DiPaola & Walther-Th omas, 2003). 

Eff ective principals who clearly understand the needs of students with disabilities; the statutes, reg-

ulations, and requirements of IDEA and No Child Left Behind (NCLB); and the instructional chal-

lenges that educators who work with students with disabilities face are better prepared to provide 

building-level support and positively impact special education outcomes. Th ese well-informed lead-

ers can facilitate the development of appropriate student placements, the use of eff ective research-

based practices, and the development of a school culture that promotes a sense of collegial support 

among general and special educators (DiPaola & Walther-Th omas, 2003).

Since 2001, responsibility for special education has dramatically shifted from the central offi  ce to 

the school. Th is means that the principal must provide the leadership and oversight for all aspects 

of educating students with disabilities and is essential to ensuring school-level compliance with 

the law. Yet only a few states include knowledge of exceptional children in their principal licensure 

requirements (Education Commission of the States, 2008). As a result, many principals are learning 

about special education law and the students it serves on the job. It is our hope that the information 

in this book will facilitate this learning process and help principals and school leaders meet the 

demands to improve the educational outcomes of students with disabilities.

In this book, we fi rst describe the legal foundations and entitlements surrounding special educa-

tion, provide information on the best-practice research for serving students with disabilities and 

other diverse learners, and provide strategies for implementing inclusive programs. Th e remaining 

chapters will address key issues related to the implementation of the law and how principals can 

work to facilitate eff ective implementation of educational programs that support all students in 

the building.

Chapter 1, Understanding the Basic Rights of Students With Disabilities, introduces key provi-

sions of the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act, such as free appropriate public educa-

tion (FAPE), least restrictive environment (LRE), related services, and the rights of students with 

disabilities and their parents as defi ned in the procedural safeguards of IDEA. Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act, the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA), and Title I of the No Child Left 

Behind Act are described.

Chapter 2, Determining Who Is Eligible for Special Education, explains how students are referred 

for evaluation for special education, the evaluation process, and how eligibility decisions are made 

and by whom. An early intervention model called response to intervention (RTI) is described as well.

IDEA requires an individualized education program for every student who is eligible to receive 

special education and related services. Chapter 3, Developing and Implementing an Individualized 

Education Program, provides readers with detailed information about the process of developing 

an IEP, its key components, and the role of the principal in the development and implementation 

process.
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1
Th e Individuals With Disabilities Education 

Act is the primary U.S. federal policy that 

defi nes which students are eligible for special 

education supports and services and protects 

students with disabilities against discrimina-

tion (see appendix B, beginning on page 71, for a 

summary of key legal provisions in IDEA 2004). 

Th is federal law guarantees all students, regard-

less of their disability, a free appropriate public 

education (commonly referred to as FAPE). To 

be eligible under IDEA, a student must fi rst be 

determined to have a disability that is consistent with one or more of the categories specifi ed in the 

law, and the disability must have an adverse eff ect on educational performance that necessitates 

specially designed instruction to meet the unique needs resulting from the disability. Only students 

who meet the eligibility requirements are entitled to FAPE.

Visit http://nichcy.org/laws/idea for a wealth of information about IDEA, including summaries of 
requirements, statutes and regulations, and training materials.

Free Appropriate Public Education
A free appropriate public education includes specially designed instruction in addition to appro-

priate related services (for example, speech and language services, occupational therapy, technol-

ogy, and so on) without cost to parents or students. Th e individualized education program defi nes 

what is considered appropriate for each student with a disability. To create an IEP, a team of indi-

viduals referred to as the IEP team (which includes the parents, selected school personnel, and, 

Understanding the Basic 
Rights of Students With 
Disabilities

Questions Principals Ask  
• What are FAPE, LRE, and related 

services?
• What rights do students and their 

parents have?
• What is required under Title I of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA)?

• How do Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act and the Americans 
With Disabilities Act aff ect schools?

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



© 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743304129 • SOT4129

C
H

A
P

T
E

R

55

An eff ective special education program is built 

collaboratively by school personnel and parents. 

The communication between the school and 

parents is a crucial component to enhancing 

the success of IEP development and implemen-

tation and achieving the intended goals of IDEA. 

With good communication between the school 

and home, parents are able to build on the strategies and interventions applied at school to foster 

improved progress in the student’s annual goals, and teachers and other school personnel are able 

to learn more about the individual needs of the student through the insight of the parents. Creating 

this type of collaborative relationship between the school and parents of a student with a disability 

is a goal shared by parent advocates, administrators, and policymakers.

As the principal, you will need to set the tone for promoting and fostering eff ective and meaning-

ful communication between the school and parents. As the leader of the school, it is crucial that 

you are able to involve parents of students with a disability in a positive way. Parents need open 

and regular access to the general education teacher, school counselors and psychologists, related 

service personnel, and the principal. Try to view the parents of students with disabilities as part-

ners with the school as you work together to address the unique learning needs of the student, and 

encourage their active participation in helping you and your staff  resolve issues that arise.

Working with parents of students with disabilities can be rewarding, but it can also be frustrat-

ing. Parents of a child with a disability experience many diffi  culties and challenges, particularly if 

the disability is severe. A child with a disability can have profound eff ects on the family as a whole, 

which can lead to a great deal of stress, anxiety, and frustration. Some parents are able to cope and 

to successfully adapt; others may not be able to. Sometimes parents have strong feelings of guilt 

and may blame themselves or each other for having a child with a disability, or they may blame 

physicians or other professionals, including teachers and administrators.

Encouraging Parental 
Involvement

6
Questions Principals Ask  

• How do parents of students with 
disabilities commonly feel about 
schools?

• What are some strategies schools can 
use to build eff ective relationships with 
parents?
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GLOSSARY
access to the general education curriculum. Ability of a student in receipt of special education 

to participate and progress in the general education curriculum, as ensured by the student’s 

IEP team and document.

accommodation. A device, practice, or procedure that is provided to a student with a disability 

to ensure equitable access to the general education curriculum during instruction and assess-

ments. Th e purpose of an accommodation is to reduce or even eliminate the eff ects of a stu-

dent’s disability. However, accommodations do not change the constructs being measured or 

taught and do not reduce learning expectations or performance standards.

alternate assessment. Assessment provided to students with disabilities who are unable to par-

ticipate in regular assessments even with accommodations and for whom the state assessments 

do not refl ect the curriculum of the child. Th e alternate assessment is appropriate for 1 percent 

or fewer of students who have been identifi ed as having a disability. Th ese assessments ensure 

states and school districts achieve educational accountability for all students.

assistive technology service. Support provided to a student to help select, acquire and use appro-

priate assistive technology devices.

behavior disorders. A term often used interchangeably in the fi eld with the term emotional dis-

turbance, which is used in IDEA. Some states and professionals have chosen to use the term 

behavior disorders as opposed to emotional disturbance because they believe it is a more accu-

rate label of the students’ disabilities and leads to more objective decision making.

behavior intervention plan (BIP). An individualized plan that targets inappropriate student 

behavior and is based on the data collected from a functional behavioral assessment. Th e BIP 

is designed to assist students with disabilities whose behavior is impacting the learning envi-

ronment and their ability to progress in the general education curriculum. IDEA encourages the 

use of proactive behavior management strategies and supports, and the plan includes strategies 

that directly respond to the behaviors observed in the functional behavioral assessment.

behavior modifi cation. Th e use of research-based strategies to improve behavior. After identifying 

the specifi c target behavior(s) to be changed, the professional systemically applies positive and 

negative reinforcement to reduce or extinguish the targeted behavior.

change of placement. Change in the setting in which the student receives educational services 

from that originally specifi ed in his or her IEP. IDEA now includes a defi nition of what consti-

tutes a change of placement in the disciplinary context. A disciplinary change of placement can 
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