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This glossary includes special education terms mentioned in the text as well as words parents may find used in the school setting.  It also defines the disabilities which qualify a child for special education services, but does not con​tain any other terms related to specific disabilities.

Accommodation: See Reasonable Accommodation.

Achievement Test: A test that measures a student's level of development in academic areas such as math, reading, and spelling.

Activity Center: A day program where staff members assist adults with disabilities with activities emphasizing community skill training (i.e., learning to use public transportation) and vocational skill development.

Adaptive Behavior: The extent to which an individual is able to adjust to and apply new skills to new environments, tasks, objects, and people.

Adaptive Physical Education: A physical education program that has been modified to meet the specific needs of a student with disabilities (e.g., inclusion of activities to develop upper body strength in a student with limited arm movement).

Administrative Review: A review process whereby disagreements between parents and school systems may be resolved by a committee of school system individuals not directly involved with the case.  Also called a conciliatory conference.

Adult Day Programs:  Programs in which adults with disabilities receive training in daily living skills, social skills, recreational skills, and “pre-vocational” skills.

Advocacy: Speaking or acting on behalf of another individual or group to bring about change.

Advocate: A person who speaks or acts knowledgeably on behalf of another individual or group to bring about change.

Age of Majority (Aged Out or Aging Out): Refers to students with special needs who have reached the maximum age limit mandated in their state for special education and related services.

Annual Goal: Statement describing the anticipated growth of a student’s skill and knowledge written into a student's yearly Individualized Education Program (IEP).

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): An anti-discrimination law giving individuals with disabilities civil rights protections similar to those rights given to all people on the basis of race, sex, national origin, or religion.

Annual Review: A meeting held at least once a year to look at, talk about, and study a student's Individualized Education Program (IEP).  The purpose of the review is to make decisions about changes in the IEP, review the placement, and develop a new IEP for the year ahead.

Appropriate: In free, appropriate public education provided by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), “appropriate” refers to an educational plan that meets the individual needs of a student with disabilities.

Aptitude Test: A test that measures an individual’s potential in a specific skill area, such as clerical speed, numerical ability, or abstract thinking.

Assessment: See Evaluation.

Assistive Technology: Any item, piece of equipment, or product system that is used to increase, maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of children with disabilities (i.e., augmentative communication boards, computer input devices, special switches). 

At-Risk: Term used to describe children who are considered likely to have difficulties because of home life circumstances, medical difficulties at birth, or other fac​tors, and who may need early intervention services to prevent future difficulties.

Audiologist: A professional non-medical specialist who measures hearing levels and evaluates hearing loss.

Auditory Discrimination: The ability to identify and distinguish among different speech sounds (e.g., the difference between the sound of “a” in say and in sad).

Autism: A developmental disability significantly affecting verbal and nonverbal communication, and social interaction, generally evident before age three.

Behavior Disorders (BD): Disorders characterized by disruptive behavior in school, home, and other settings.  They include Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), conduct disorder, difficulty learning, and inability to establish satisfactory relationships with others.  Such behavior is considered inappropriate, excessive, chronic, and abnormal.

Behavioral Observation: A systematic way of observing, recording, and interpreting the behavior of a student as he or she works on the job to gain a broad picture of the student's interests and abilities.  Part of a vocational assessment.

Benchmark: See Objective.

Blind (Blindness): Complete loss of sight.  Educationally, individuals who are severely visually impaired, or have no vi​sion and must learn to read by braille, are considered blind. See also Legally Blind.

Buckley Amendment: More commonly known name for the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974.  The law gives parents and students (over age 18) the right to see, cor​rect, and control access to school records.

Career Education: A progression of activities intended to help students acquire the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that make work a meaningful part of life.  Career education has four stages: 1) awareness/orientation, 2) exploration, 3) preparation, including vocational education, and 4) job placement/follow-up.

Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act (1990): A Federal law stipulating that students with disabilities be guaranteed the opportunity for par​ticipation in vocational programs that receive federal fund​ing that is equal to that afforded to the general student population.

Child Find: A state and local program mandated by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) to identify individuals with disabilities between the ages of birth and 21, and to direct them to appropriate early intervention or educational programs.

Child Study Team or Screening Committee: A local school-based committee, whose members determine if a student should be evaluated for special education eligibility.

Cognitive: A term that describes the process people use for remembering, reasoning, understanding, and judgement.

Communication Disorder: A general term for any language and/or speech impairment.

Community Participation: Activities by a person with disabilities within the community which contribute to the well-being and improvement of that community, such as volunteering at the hospital, planting trees, serving on the board of a nonprofit agency.

Competitive Employment: Everyday jobs with wages at the going rate in the open labor market.  Jobs can be either on a part-time or full-time basis.

Compliance File: School records containing all reports of meetings, correspondence, and other contacts between parents and school officials.

Conciliatory Conference: See Administrative Review.

Confidential File: A file having restricted access and containing records of a child’s evaluation and other materials re​lated to special education (i.e., medical reports, independent evaluations, reports of eligibility meetings, etc.).

Confidentiality: The limiting of access to a child or family’s records to personnel having direct involvement with the child. 

Congenital: A term referring to a condition present or existing at birth.

Consent: Parental permission, usually given by signing a letter or form, agreeing to let the schools take an action which affects a child's education.  Consent is required before a child can be evaluated or receive special education services.

Contract Services: School systems may arrange with private service providers (i.e., private schools, institutions, therapists, etc.) to serve students with disabilities when the school system is unable to provide the needed service.

Cumulative File: A file containing report cards, standardized achievement test scores, teacher reports, and other records of a student’s school progress.

Deaf (Deafness): A hearing impairment so severe that an individual cannot process sounds even with amplification such as hearing aids.

Deaf-Blind: The combination of visual and hearing impairments causing such severe communication and other developmental and educational problems, that a child cannot adequately be served in a special education program solely for deaf or blind children.

Developmental: Having to do with the steps or stages in growth and development before the age of 18.

Developmental Delay: Term used to describe slower than normal development of an infant or child in one or more areas.

Developmental Disability (DD): Any severe disability, mental and/or physical, which is present before an individual be​comes 18 years old, which substantially limits his ac​tivities, is likely to continue indefinitely, and requires life-long care, treatment, or other services.  Examples of developmental disabilities include Down syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy.

Disability: A problem or condition which makes it hard for a student to learn or do things in the same ways as most other students.  A disability may be short term or permanent.

Due Process: A system of procedures ensuring an individual will be notified of, and have opportunity to contest, deci​sions made about him.  As it pertains to  early intervention (Part C) and special education (Part B) of IDEA, due process refers to the legal right to appeal any decision regarding any portion of the process (i.e., evaluation, eligibility, IEP or IFSP, placement, etc.).

Due Process Hearing: A formal session conducted by an impartial hearing officer to resolve special education disagreements between parents and school systems.

Early Intervention: Providing services and programs to infants and toddlers (under age three) with disabilities in order to mini​mize or eliminate the disability as they mature.

Education of the Handicapped Act (EHA): See Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

Educational Advocate: An individual who speaks or acts knowledgeably for the educational needs of another.

Educational Diagnostician: A professional who is certified to conduct educational assessments and to design instructional programs for students.

Eligibility: The determination of whether or not a child qualifies to receive early intervention or special education services based on meeting established criteria.

Employability Skills: Personal habits and traits such as cleanliness, dependability, and punctuality that are necessary for successful employment; sometimes called “work adjustment skills. ”

Emotional Disorders (ED): Disorders characterized by their effect on an individual's emotional state.  They may be anxiety, such as separation anxiety, phobias, and post traumatic stress disorder.  Other emotional disorders are affective or mood disorders, such as childhood depression, or bi-polar disorder.

Evaluation: The process of collecting information about a student's learning needs through a series of individual tests, observa​tions, and talking to the student, the family, and others.  Also, the process of obtaining detailed information about an infant or toddler's developmental levels and needs for services.  May also be called ASSESSMENT.

Expressive Language: The ability to communicate through speech, writing, augmentative communication, or gestures.

Extended School Year: Special education provided during summer months to students found to require year-round services to receive an appropriate education.

Family Care: Care provided by individuals who are licensed by the state to provide family-like settings for adults with disabilities.

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): The words used in the federal law, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), to describe a student's right to a special education program which will meet his or her individual special learning needs, at no cost to the family.

Fine Motor Skills: Body movements which use small muscles (i.e., picking up a small object, writing, or eating).

Functional Vocational Evaluation: See Vocational Assessment.

General Education Diploma (GED): A method for obtaining a diploma for adults who did not complete high school.  GED tests, which measure achievement in writing skills, social studies, science, literature and mathematics, enable individuals to demonstrate that they have acquired a level of learning comparable to that of traditional high school graduates.

Goal: See Annual Goal.

Gross Motor Skills: Body movements which use large muscles; for example: sitting, walking, or climbing.

Habilitation: The process of helping an individual develop specific skills and abilities (i.e., dressing, eating, maneuvering a wheelchair) in order to become as independent and productive as possible.

Handicapped Children's Protection Act: The law providing for the reimbursement of reasonable attorneys' fees to parents who win their cases in administrative proceedings under IDEA.

Hard-of-Hearing: Impaired hearing which can be corrected sufficiently with a hearing aid to enable an individual to hear and process sounds.  Also used to describe hearing loss oc​curring after an individual has developed some spoken lan​guage.

Hearing Impaired: This term includes both individuals who are deaf and who are hard-of-hearing.  The difference between deafness and hard-of-hearing is defined by the amount of hearing loss.

Homebased Services: Early intervention services provided to a child and family in their own home.

Homebound Instruction: Educational instruction given in a student’s home when he is unable to attend school for medi​cal or other reasons.

IEP: See Individualized Education Program.

IFSP: See Individualized Family Service Plan.

I.Q.: See Intelligence Quotient.

Impartial Hearing Officer: Individual presiding over a due process hearing, appointed by the state education agency, and not connected in any way with either party in a dispute.

Inclusion: Ensuring that necessary supports and services are provided so children with disabilities can participate with children who are not disabled in school, community, and recreation activities.  

Independent Educational Evaluation (IEE): An evaluation/assessment of a student conducted by a professional not employed by the school sys​tem.  The person(s) doing the evaluation must be fully trained and qualified to do the kind of testing required.

Independent Living Skills: Basic skills needed by people with disabilities to function on their own, with as little help as pos​sible.  Skills include self-help (i.e., bathing, dressing), housekeeping, and community living (i.e., shopping, using public transportation), etc.

Individualized Education Program (IEP): A written plan for each student in special education describing the student's present levels of performance, annual goals including short-term objectives, specific special education and related services, dates for beginning and duration of services, and how the IEP will be evaluated.

Individualized Determination Plan: A written plan for each student who receives services, modifications, and accommodations under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.

Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP): A written statement for each infant or toddler receiving early intervention services, that includes goals and outcomes for the child and family, and a transition plan for the child into services for children over age two.

Individualized Transition Plan (ITP): Transition goals, outcomes, and services for a child to prepare for life after high school.  Sometimes this is a part of the IEP.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): The authorizing federal legislation which mandates a free, appropriate public education for all children with disabilities.  Formerly known as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (PL 94-142).  Part B of the act refers to special education services for children age 2 through 21.  Part C refers to the early intervention program for infants and toddlers with disabilities from birth through age two and their families.

Infant Stimulation: A program designed to provide specific activities that encourage growth in developmental areas such as movement, speech, and language, etc., in in​fants with developmental delays.

Intelligence Quotient (I.Q.): A measurement of thinking (cognitive) ability for comparison of an individual with others in his or her age group.

Interagency Coordinating Council (ICC): Federal, state, or local group consisting of parents, advocates, and professionals who serve in an advisory capacity to plan and implement early intervention services for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families.

Intermediate Care Facility: Licensed facilities operating under strict regulations and providing intensive support for people with disabilities in the areas of personal care, communication, and behavior management, etc.

Itinerant Teacher: A teacher who provides services to students in a variety of locations.

Job Coach: A service agency professional who works with an individual with disabilities at the job site, providing support by helping the employee to improve job skills, interpersonal relations, or any other job related needs.

Lead Agency: State agency which has been designated by the governor to administer and implement a statewide comprehensive, coordinated, multidisciplinary, interagency service delivery system for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families.

Learning Disability: A disorder in one or more of the processes involved in understanding or using language, spoken or writ​ten, resulting in difficulty with listening, thinking, speaking, writing, spelling, or doing mathematical calcula​tions.  This term does not include children with learning problems related to other disabilities as mental retardation.

Learning Style: An individual’s unique way of learning, for example, by playing games, imitating, reading a book, listening to a lecture, handling materials.  Most children learn through a combination of processes.

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): Placement of a student with disabilities in a setting that allows maximum contact with students who do not have disabilities, while appropriately meeting the student’s special education needs.

Legally Blind: An individual is considered to be legally blind if his vision is 20/200 or less, which means being able to see at 20 feet what a person with normal vision sees at 200 feet.

Major Life Activity: Such activities as caring for one’s self, performing manual tasks, walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, learning, and working.

Mainstreaming: The concept that students with disabilities should be educated with non-disabled students to the maximum extent possible.

Mediation: A formal intervention between parents and personnel of early intervention or school systems to achieve reconciliation, settlement, or compromise.

Medicaid: A federal/state program which provides medical services primarily to low-income individuals.  

Mental Retardation: A broad term describing delayed intellectual development resulting in delays in other areas such as academic learning, communication, social skills, rate of maturation, and physical coordination.

Minimum Competency: In order to receive a regular high school diploma, many states require students to pass a minimum com​petency test, demonstrating their academic skills to be at a state-defined level of achievement.

Multidisciplinary Evaluation: The testing of a child by a group of professionals including psychologists, teachers, social workers, speech therapists, nurses, etc.

Multiple Disabilities: Students having a combination of impairments such as mental retardation and blindness, or orthopedic im​pairments and deafness, which cause such educational problems that they cannot be accommodated in programs for any one im​pairment.  This term does not include deaf-blind children.

Natural Homes: Places that are generally thought of as dwellings for people, such as apartments, houses, townhouses, trailers, etc.

Non-Categorical: Term relating to programs based on instructional needs rather than on categories of disabilities.  Many states have only non-categorical programs (i.e., Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and others).

Nondiscriminatory Evaluation: An evaluation in which the materials and procedures used are not racially or culturally biased.  In addition, an individual’s disability must be accommodated, such as allowing more time, or using a computer, etc.

Objective (Benchmark): An objective is a short-term step taken to reach an annual goal.  IEP objectives are the steps between a student’s present level of performance and an annual goal.

Occupational Therapy (OT): Activities focusing on fine motor skills and perceptual abilities that assist in improving physical, social, psychological, and/or intellectual development; (i.e., rolling a ball, finger painting, sorting objects, etc).

On-the-Job-Training (OJT): Short term training that enables a person to work on a job site while learning the job duties.

Orthopedic Impairment: A physical disability that is severe enough to affect a child’s educational performance.  Or​thopedic impairments can be congenital, or caused by disease or injury.

Other Health Impaired: Term used to describe conditions that adversely affect a child's educational performance not covered by other disability definitions (i.e., learning disabilities, mental retardation, etc.).  This term is frequently used for various medical conditions such as a heart condition, diabetes, cystic fibrosis, leukemia, etc.

P. L. 94-142 and P.L. 99-457: See Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

Part C or Part H: See Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

Physical Therapy (PT): Activities or routines designed to increase gross motor skills.

Placement: The setting in which a child with disabilities is educated.  Placement includes the school, the classroom, related services, community-based services, and the amount of time a student will spend with peers and others who do not have disabilities.

Postsecondary Education: Education programs for students who have completed high school, such as community and junior colleges, four-year colleges, and universities.

 Psychiatrist: A medical doctor with advanced training who specializes in the diagnosis and treatment of emotional, behavioral, and mental disorders.

Psychological Evaluation: The portion of a child’s overall evaluation/assessment for special education that tests his or her general aptitudes and abilities, eye-hand coordination, social skills, emotional development, and thinking skills.

Psychologist: A professional, not a medical doctor, with advanced training in the study of mental processes and human behavior.  A school psychologist conducts various evaluations, especially aptitude and ability tests, and may work with students, classroom teachers, parents, and school administrators on behavior assessments and behavior management programs.

Reasonable Accommodation: The modification of programs in ways that permit students with disabilities to participate in educational programs which receive federal funding.  The concept also applies to the modification of job require​ments and equipment for workers with disabilities.

Receptive Language: The process of receiving and understanding written, gestured, or spoken language.

Reevaluation: See Triennial Evaluation.

Referral: A formal notification to the early intervention system or local school, that a child is experiencing difficulties which may require a full evaluation for early intervention or special education.  A referral may be made by a family, teacher, or other professional.

Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1992: Federal legislation which requires state vocational rehabilitation agencies to work cooperatively with local agencies, including schools, to create a unified system to serve people with disabilities.

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504): A nondiscrimination statute.  Section 504 of the Act stipulates that individuals with disabilities may not be ex​cluded from participating in programs and services receiving federal funds.  It also prohibits job discrimination against people with disabilities.  It is not required to be applied overseas.

Related Services: Those services a student must receive to benefit from special education; for example, transportation, counseling, speech therapy, crisis intervention, etc.

Residential Services: The placement of a student in a setting that provides educational instruction and 24-hour care.

Resource Room: A setting in a school where a student receives instruction for a part of the school day from a special education teacher.

School-Based Screening Committee: See Screening Committee.

Screening: A brief examination of a child designed to pick up potential difficulties and to identify children who need further evaluation and diagnosis.

Screening Committee: A local school-based committee, whose members determine if a student should be fully evaluated for special education eligibility.

Section 504: See Rehabilitation Act of 1973.

Self-Advocacy: The abilities required to take primary responsibility for one’s life, and to make choices regarding one's actions free from undue interference.  Also called Self-Determination.

Self-Contained Classroom: A classroom in which a group of students with disabilities receive their entire instructional program with little or no interaction with non-disabled students.

Self-Determination: See Self-Advocacy.

Service Coordinator: Someone who acts as a coordinator of a child and family’s services, and works in partnership with the family and other service providers.

Sheltered Workshop: A work setting in which persons with disabilities do contract work usually on a piece-rate basis, such as preparing bulk mailings, or refinishing furniture.

Social Worker: A professional who may provide services to the family, including: arranging or attending parent-student conferences; providing family counseling, family education, information and referral; writing a social-developmental history; and/or conducting a behavioral assessment.  Social workers sometimes conduct parent education in the school and community.

Sociocultural Report: The portion of a child's overall evaluation/assessment for special education that describes a child’s background and behavior at home and at school.  It is usually completed by a social worker.

Special Education: Specially designed instruction to meet the unique needs of a child with a disability, as defined in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

Special Education File: See Confidential File.

Special Needs: A term to describe a child who has disabilities, chronic illness or is at risk for developing disabilities, and who needs services or treatment to progress.

Specialized Nursing Homes: Licensed facilities operating under strict regulations and providing intensive support for people with disabilities in the areas of personal care, communication, and behavior management, etc.

Specific Learning Disability (SLD): See Learning Disability.

Speech Impaired: A communication disorder involving poor or abnormal production of the sounds of language.

Speech-Language Pathologist: A professional who evaluates and develops programs for individuals with speech or language problems.

Speech Therapy: Activities or routines designed to improve and increase communication skills.

Standardized Tests: In a vocational assessment, standardized tests are used to predict how a student is likely to perform in jobs calling for certain interests and skills.

Substantially Limits (a major life activity): Restricted as to the conditions, manner, or duration under which they can be performed in comparison to most people, as defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act.

Supervised Living Arrangements: Homes or apartments for persons with disabilities that are managed by public or private agencies.  Paid staff supervise the residents and assist them with budgeting, food preparation, transportation, etc.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI): A federal program administered through the Social Security Administration that provides payments to individuals who are aged and/or disabled.

Supported Employment: Paid employment for workers with disabilities in settings with people who are nondisabled.  A job coach provides support by helping the employee to improve job skills, interpersonal relations, or any other job-related needs.

Trade and Technical Schools: Schools which prepare students for employment in recognized occupations such as secretary, air conditioning technician, beautician, electrician, welder, carpenter, etc.

Transition: The process of moving from one situation to another.  Frequently used to mean moving from preschool programs into elementary school, or from school to work and the community.

Transition Coordinator: School personnel chosen to manage transition services for students with disabilities.

Transition Planning: Careful preparation by the student, parents, educators and other service providers, for the time when the student leaves high school.  The plan is written in the Individualized Transition Plan (ITP).

Transition Planning Team: The people who are involved in transition planning for a student, including the student, parents, school personnel (teachers, guidance counselor, vocational coordinator, school administrator), adult service agency representatives (vocational rehabilitation counselor, independence living center staff).

Transition Services: A coordinated set of activities for a student that promotes movement from school to post-school activities, including postsecondary education, vocational training, integrated employment, continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation.

Transitional Employment: A relatively short-term program designed to help an individual obtain a job, or to develop the work habits and learn the skills needed for a particular job.  

Traumatic Brain Injury: An acquired injury to the brain caused by an external physical force causing a disability which affects a child’s educational performance (i.e., cognition, memory, language, motor abilities).

Triennial Review: Every three years, a student in special education must be given a completely new evaluation/assessment to determine the student's progress and to make a new determination of eligibility for continued special education services.

Visual-Motor Integration: The extent to which an individual can coordinate vision with body movement or parts of the body (i.e., being able to copy words from the blackboard).

Visually Impaired: Having a mild to severe vision disorder, which adversely affects a child’s educational performance.

Vocational Assessment (Evaluation): A systematic process of evaluating an individual's skills, aptitudes, and interests as they relate to job preparation and choice.  Assessments include work sampling, standardized tests, and behavioral observation.

Vocational Education: Formal training designed to prepare individuals to work in a certain job or occupational area, such as construction, cosmetology, food service or electronics.  Also called Vocational Training and Vocational Program.

Vocational Rehabilitation: A comprehensive system that assists temporarily or permanently disabled individuals in the areas of assessment, counseling, training, physical rehabilita​tion, and job placement.

Work Activity Centers: Programs for adults with disabilities providing training in vocational skills as well as daily living skills, social skills, and recreational skills.

Work Adjustment Skills: See Employability Skills.

Work Sampling Test: The portion of a vocational assessment which tests a student’s hands-on performance in certain simulated and actual work environments.

Work-Study Programs: Education programs in which the student receives employment training and earns credit toward graduation through employment.
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