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INTRODUCTION 
As the nation moves closer to the anticipated start of the 2020-21 school year, state, district, and school 
leaders have weighed the tradeoffs of various reopening scenarios (e.g., fully virtual, fully in-person, hybrid).1 
Issues around student and staff safety, learning loss, and equity (e.g., technology access, family ability to 
supervise at-home learning) are top-of-mind for stakeholders. 2  Compounding the issues affecting all 
students, families, and staff, continuity of special education programming and related services for students 
with disabilities represents another major challenge currently disrupting K-12 schools and impacting 
decisions at various levels of educational operations and infrastructure.3   
 

Figure A: Distance Learning and Its Impact on Special Education 

The switch to homeschooling and other educational service delivery models necessitated by the coronavirus raises a 
myriad of issues for students with disabilities, their families, educators, and related service providers. Students with 
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and Section 504 Service Agreements—particularly those with physical, 
cognitive, and/or emotional issues—typically receive an array of special services in school, including direct educational 
services by general education staff, aides, and trained special education staff. How will families who have no training 
in this area know that their children are accessing education? How will educators ensure that these students have 
access to the educational opportunities available to their non-disabled peers? How will a level of individualization be 
provided and progress measured? 

Source: American Bar Association4 

 
Indeed, educators face a unique obstacle in providing a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to students 
in the distance learning environment necessitated by COVID-19.5 While previously adopted IEP supports or 
services may be unfeasible or unsafe, there are many accommodations and modifications that can still be 
implemented using digital learning tools.6 At this time, it is up to district and school leaders, teachers, and 
support personnel to determine the best path forward to provide FAPE to students as “is appropriate and 
reasonable for each student's circumstances” and given existing barriers due to the pandemic.7  
 
 
This report is composed of three sections, as well as an appendix providing links to special education 
guidance documents from the U.S. Department of Education. Each section presents a particular challenge for 
special education as well as one or more solutions for addressing that challenge. Sections include: 

 Section I: Implementing Instructional Accommodations and Modifications (challenge | solutions | 
additional resources) 

 Section II: Providing Social-Emotional and Behavioral Supports (challenge | solutions | additional 
resources) 

 Section III: Maintaining Continuity of Related Services (challenge | solutions | additional resources) 

  
 

KEY FINDINGS 

 
Effective IEP teams maintain consistent contact and meet as needed to discuss how the 
transition to at-home learning impacts students and what additional supports from the school 
and amendments to IEP provisions might be needed. Importantly, collaboration among educators 
who serve students with disabilities and between a student’s school and their family allow IEP 
teams to determine what methods of distance learning are best for students and which methods 
families can most effectively support. This is especially important, as families will likely shoulder a 
greater proportion of academic and other supports for students who no longer attend brick-and-
mortar schools. 
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Teachers should consider practical ways to realize the instructional accommodations and 
curriculum adaptations specified in student IEPs while adhering to the plan requirements. As a 
baseline, they should implement broader best practices in online instruction as they relate to 
students with disabilities, and administrators should provide teachers with direct supports and 
guidance on how to do so. For example, distance learning tasks and curricula may incorporate 
universal design features. With a strong foundational curriculum to work from, educators can 
closely review individual students’ IEP goals, assess their current levels of performance relative to 
those goals, and examine how to close the gap between goal-level and current performance using 
accommodation features of distance learning platforms and instructional modifications for the 
digital learning space. 

 
Effective special educators and school leaders seek to maintain a strong sense of community 
with and among students with disabilities and their families. This includes acknowledging the 
new difficulties students with disabilities and their families face during remote learning and 
providing continued positive supports and social opportunities to maintain human connections. At 
the same time, teachers and other staff working with students with disabilities should reestablish 
expectations and routines within the new learning format and teach, model, and re-teach new 
behaviors that will occur during virtual learning that students may be unfamiliar or inexperienced 
with. It is essential that special educators continue to utilize evidence-based practices and 
consider those online-specific behaviors that require explicit instruction, modeling, and 
reinforcement for students with disabilities to meet related goals outlined in their IEPs. 

 
Special educators must acknowledge the reality that caregivers will be immediately observant 
of and responsible for managing student behavior. Such dynamics necessitate close coordination 
between schools and families and careful consideration of what supports and guidance families will 
need to assist students during remote learning time. For instance, special education staff may 
provide families with guidance on identifying rewards for positive behaviors, or teachers may 
assist caregivers in establishing routines for learning to reduce uncertainty and increase students’ 
comfortability.  

 
Related service providers must consider their own ability to provide support to students 
remotely and students’ ability to access those services effectively. If they believe they can deliver 
such services effectively, practitioners should seek and review resources and suggestions from 
colleagues and professional associations to maximize the effectiveness of their sessions with 
students. At the same time, effective practitioners recognize that precise replication of in-person 
services is improbable. This demands that practitioners consider whether an at-home caregiver or 
helper can mimic any physical aspects of a given service and whether tele-appointments should be 
restricted to a single student or open to small groups of students to ensure proper delivery of 
services. Should virtual delivery of related services be impractical, the IEP team and individual 
service providers will need to investigate the possibility of providing services safely in person or 
keep a record of any missed sessions in order to offer compensatory services at a time when virtual 
or in-person delivery is viable.  
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SECTION I: IMPLEMENTING INSTRUCTIONAL 
ACCOMMODATIONS AND MODIFICATIONS 
THE CHALLENGE 

Continuing to follow the legal mandates to provide students with FAPE has proven especially difficult for 
districts and schools for the duration of school closures related to COVID-19. Indeed, allocating resources 
and focusing instructional efforts to appropriately address students’ needs and IEP goals is a complex process 
when physical school campuses are open, let alone when accommodations and modifications must be 
delivered via virtual platforms or distance-based correspondence in part or whole.8 
 
Emerging evidence also suggests that all students—including those with disabilities—are at-risk for 
substantial learning loss due to school closures.9 In fact, research shows that students with disabilities face 
greater risk of learning regressions when they are out of school, as well as the potential to reacquire skills and 
knowledge at slower rates than their peers without disabilities upon the return to school. 10  Given these 
dynamics, it is essential that schools implement the provisions of IEPs in the most effective ways while 
understanding the constraints placed on curricula and instruction via distance learning formats.11 
 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

All IEP team members—including parents—should maintain consistent contact and meet via phone or 
video as needed to discuss how the transition to at-home learning will impact students and what additional 
supports from the school and amendments to IEP provisions (e.g., use of accommodations, delivery 
mechanisms or schedules for specialized instruction) might be needed to alleviate adverse impacts 
resulting from such an adjustment.12 Close collaboration will allow teachers to determine what methods of 
distance learning will be best for students and which ones families can most effectively support (e.g., live 
meetings, pre-recorded instruction).13 This is especially important, as families will likely need to shoulder a 
greater proportion of academic and other supports for students.14 
 
The overarching objective of special educators and school leaders should be to maximize the virtual learning 
environment for each student with disabilities based on the full functionality of available technologies and 
home-based resources.15 Instructional personnel will need to determine the feasibility and logistics of various 
instructional arrangements (e.g., small group instruction, individual tutoring) and assess the viability of 
modifying curricula in established ways versus taking alternative approaches. 16  Educators will need to 
identify what aspects of the IEP cannot be changed, which goals, modifications, and accommodations can be 
altered, and how to create a robust learning environment to support student success (see Figure 1.1).17  
 

Figure 1.1: Core Considerations for Special Education During Distance Learning 

 
 

 
 

 

COMPLY WITH THE UNCHANGEABLE  CHANGE THE CHANGEABLE  IMPROVE THE BASE ENVIRONMENT 

Schools and educators must follow 
federal and state laws for serving 
students with disabilities. They 
must also adhere to outlined 
provisions of student IEPs. 

 Schools and educators may alter 
the specific techniques and 
supports they provide to students 
to implement accommodations and 
modifications outlined in IEPs. 

 Schools and educators should seek 
to improve the effectiveness of 
“standard” distance learning via 
strategies such as universal design 
and family collaboration. 

Source: National School Boards Association18 

At the same time, administrators, teachers, and other staff should work together to:19 

 Check for Accessibility Features and Compliance: No matter which online platform a district or school uses to 
deliver online curricula, schools need make sure everyone is familiar with the accessibility features that platform 
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supports. Many students who use assistive technology (AT) need to have the ability to utilize their own AT device or 
their own AT software. If the platform is not accessible for AT devices, then the student could be excluded from 
instruction and participation with their peers. Fortunately, many platforms have features such as zoom or 
magnification, closed captioning, and keyboard navigation. 

 Teach the Layout and Functionality of New Platforms: If a class has never met online before, there will be students 
who will not know how to use all the features the hosting platform provides. Teaching the platform’s layout will be 
the most important step for any student who is an AT user and has never used the site before. Teachers should take 
plenty of time to review the features and explain how to navigate the site, such as how to screen share, share 
documents, use the chat feature, raise a hand, and find the mute button. In doing so, teachers should be explicit and 
let students practice to build fluency. 

 Anticipate Challenges and Anxieties: Many students, teachers, and families are using online tools for the first time, 
and it is helpful to foster curiosity and ask questions about what is and is not working at home from students’, 
families’, and teachers’ perspectives. Every student and home is different, and these differences can encompass a 
wide range of variability. To help with anxiety and mitigate challenges, teachers and schools should think ahead and 
give students and families schedules ahead of time to prepare. Students with disabilities may need more detailed 
schedules requiring specific task analysis, so them can ease anxiety about the unknown.  

 
Teachers might also consider practical ways to realize the instructional accommodations and curriculum 
adaptations specified in student IEPs while adhering to the plan requirements.20 As a baseline, teachers 
should seek to implement best practices in online instruction more broadly and as they relate to students with 
disabilities, and administrators should provide teachers with direct supports and guidance on how to do so.21 
This includes committing to and consistently enacting accepted high-leverage instructional practices for 
special education (see Figure 1.2).22 Likewise, intentionally planning instruction around the universal design 
principles of presenting content via multiple modalities and establishing variable pathways for students to 
engage with learning and show their understanding will reinforce the “standard” curriculum.23 Then, with a 
strong foundational curriculum to work from, educators can closely review individual students’ IEP goals, 
assess their current levels of performance relative to those goals, and examine how to close the gap between 
goal-level and current performance using accommodation features of distance learning platforms and 
instructional modifications for the digital learning space.24  
 

Figure 1.2: High-Leverage Instructional Practices in Special Education 

▪ Identify and prioritize long- and short-term learning goals 

▪ Systematically design instruction toward a specific learning goal 

▪ Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for specific learning goals 

▪ Teach cognitive and metacognitive strategies to support learning and independence 

▪ Provide scaffolded supports 

▪ Use explicit instruction 

▪ Use flexible grouping 

▪ Use strategies to promote active student engagement 

▪ Use assistive and instructional technologies 

▪ Provide intensive instruction 

▪ Teach students to maintain and generalize new learning across time and settings 

▪ Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide students’ learning and behavior 

Source: Council for Exceptional Children and Collaboration for Effective Educator Development, Accountability, and Reform25 

 
While barriers, effective instruction around IEP goals is still possible if educators commit to familiarizing 
themselves with students’ needs and available technology’s functionality and partnering with colleagues and 
families to reframe accommodation and modifications (see Figure 1.3).26 District and school leaders, teachers, 
and families need “to think outside of the box in terms of how to continue teaching students outside of the 
classroom” and ensure that they can access content and instructional activities which are appropriate for 
their disability and current level of performance.27  Furthermore, teachers should continue to emphasize 
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inclusion in “regular” instruction with appropriate scaffolds so that students with disabilities can learn 
alongside their peers and maintain greater engagement due to participation in social activities.28 
 

Figure 1.3: Key Actions to Facilitate Instructional Accommodations and Modifications 

ACTION DESCRIPTION 

 
Commit 

IEPs teams must commit to discussing each student’s needs in order to provide individualized supports. 
For example, students that receive instruction via self-paced packet work may need a regular 
commitment from educators to teach new material and differentiate instruction for students who may 
not have prerequisite skills developed. Teachers can reach out to families, assess progress, and provide 
direct support rather than require families to take the initiative. Families may need help to access and 
use technology, understand academic concepts, set routines, and manage behavior. 

 
Create 

There is flexibility in special education law, and educators have the freedom to think differently about 
how to support students with disabilities. For the youngest children who have an Individualized Family 
Service Program (IFSP), all programming is individualized and takes place in their natural learning 
environment. School-based educators can take a family-oriented approach to service delivery from that 
model that takes the child’s daily environment and family situation into account when setting goals and 
informing progress. 

 
Collaborate 

Building and maintaining a positive relationship with families is a key tenet of the IEP process. In 
distance learning formats, families are asked to take a significant role in educating their children. 
Teachers and families should collaboratively review students’ IEP goals and determine where and how 
to work on them. Families can be empowered to collect data (in a controlled environment), and, because 
they experience it firsthand, truly understand how their child struggles and succeeds. Teachers can help 
families see how much they can accomplish at home. 

Source: School of Education, Johns Hopkins University29 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Starting below, Figure 1.4 provides additional open-access resources from other organizations that district 
and school administrators, teachers, and other staff members can reference to support their ability to 
implement instructional accommodations and modifications for students with disabilities in distance learning 
formats. These resources represent a sample of available guidance around how to plan and deliver effective 
instruction to students with disabilities for the duration of distance learning. 
 

Figure 1.4: Resources to Support Implementation of Instructional Accommodations and Modifications 

RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

An Educator’s Guide to Virtual 
Learning: 4 Actions to Support 

Students with Disabilities and Their 
Families30 

National Center for Learning 
Disabilities 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/fZQLf  

Equity Matters 2016: Digital and 
Online Learning for Students with 

Disabilities31 

Center on Online Learning and 
Students with Disabilities 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/Wofe7  

High-Leverage Practices in Special 
Education: Instruction32 

Council for Exceptional Children 
and Collaboration for Effective 

Educator Development, 
Accountability, and Reform 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/khr7H  

Resource Planning for Students with 
Disabilities During the COVID-19 

Pandemic33 
WestED Webinar https://qrgo.page.link/uE4mX  

Resources and Guidance for 
Educators34 

Educating All Learners Alliance Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/duyuB  

https://qrgo.page.link/fZQLf
https://qrgo.page.link/Wofe7
https://qrgo.page.link/khr7H
https://qrgo.page.link/uE4mX
https://qrgo.page.link/duyuB
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RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

Special Education Guidance: At 
Home Learning for Students with 

Disabilities35 
Texas Education Agency 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/mTuqH  

The UDL Guidelines36 
Center for Applied Special 

Technology 
Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/CQfn7  

* The URLs contained in the “Shortened URL” column have embedded hyperlinks.  
 

Source: Multiple37 

https://qrgo.page.link/mTuqH
https://qrgo.page.link/CQfn7
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SECTION II: PROVIDING SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL AND 
BEHAVIORAL SUPPORTS 
THE CHALLENGE 

Students with disabilities may experience a sense of loss and a variety of social-emotional challenges when 
participating in distance learning, especially if that transition occurred involuntarily—as in the case of 
coronavirus.38 Remote instruction and learning entirely or in part at home when they would typically be at a 
brick-and-mortar school can disrupt students’ routines, increase their anxiety, and make it more difficult to 
focus on their goals.39  At the same time, much more of the responsibility for managing students’ social-
emotional and behavioral needs has shifted to caregivers who must supervise students who are not at school, 
necessitating an alternative approach to that which would typically occur on school campuses.40 
 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

Special educators and school leaders should maintain a strong sense of community with and among 
students with disabilities and their families.41 This includes acknowledging the difficulties students with 
disabilities and their families face during remote learning and providing continued positive supports and 
social opportunities to maintain human connections.42 At the same time, teachers and other staff working 
with students with disabilities should reestablish expectations and routines and teach, model, and re-teach 
new behaviors that will occur during virtual learning that students may be unfamiliar or inexperienced with.43 
It is essential that special educators utilize evidence-based practices (see Figure 2.1) while considering those 
online-specific behaviors that require explicit instruction and reinforcement for students with disabilities to 
meet related goals outlined in their IEPs.44 
 

Figure 2.1: High-Leverage Social-Emotional and Behavior Practices in Special Education 

PRACTICE DESCRIPTION 

 
Establish a Consistent, 

Organized, and 
Respectful Learning 

Environment 

Teachers should establish age-appropriate and culturally responsive expectations, 
routines, and procedures for their virtual classrooms that are positively stated, explicitly 
taught, and practiced regularly. Teachers should provide age-appropriate performance 
feedback in meaningful and caring ways. By establishing, following, and reinforcing 
expectations of all students, teachers reduce the potential for challenging behavior and 
increase student engagement. When establishing learning environments, teachers should 
build mutually respectful relationships with students and engage them in setting the 
classroom climate (e.g., rules and routines). Teachers should also be respectful and value 
ethnic, cultural, contextual, and linguistic diversity to foster student engagement. 

 
Provide Positive and 

Constructive Feedback 
to Guide Students’ 

Learning and Behavior 

The purpose of feedback is to guide student learning and behavior and increase 
motivation, engagement, and independence. Effective feedback must be strategically 
delivered and goal-directed. Feedback may be verbal, nonverbal, or written, and it should 
be timely, contingent, genuine, meaningful, age-appropriate, and at rates commensurate 
with task and phase of learning. Teachers should provide ongoing feedback until learners 
reach their established goals. 

 
Teach Social Behaviors  

Teachers should explicitly teach appropriate interpersonal skills and align lessons with 
existing expectations. Prior to teaching, teachers should determine the nature of the 
social skill challenge. If students do not know how to perform a target skill, direct 
instruction should be provided until mastery is achieved. Then, emphasis should shift to 
prompting students to use the skill and ensuring the “appropriate” behavior accesses a 
positive reinforcement. 
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PRACTICE DESCRIPTION 

 
Conduct Functional 

Behavioral Assessments 
to Develop Individual 

Student Behavior 
Support Plans 

Creating individual behavior plans is a central role of special educators. Key to successful 
plans is conducting a functional behavioral assessment (FBA) any time behavior is chronic, 
intense, or impedes learning. A comprehensive FBA results in a hypothesis about the 
function of the student’s problem behavior. Once function is determined, a behavior 
intervention plan is developed that teaches the student a pro-social replacement 
behavior that will serve the same or similar function, alters the environment to make the 
replacement behavior more efficient and effective than the problem behavior, alters the 
environment to no longer allow the problem behavior to access the previous outcome, 
and includes ongoing data collection to monitor progress. 

Source: Council for Exceptional Children and Collaboration for Effective Educator Development, Accountability, and Reform 45 

 
Special educators must also acknowledge the reality that caregivers will be immediately observant of and 
responsible for managing student behavior. 46  Such dynamics necessitate close coordination between 
schools and families and careful consideration of what supports and guidance families will need to assist 
students during remote learning time (see Figure 2.2).47 For instance, special education staff may provide 
families with guidance on identifying rewards for positive behaviors, or teachers may assist caregivers in 
establishing routines for learning to reduce uncertainty and increase students’ comfortability.48  
 

Figure 2.2: Key Behavior Management Questions for Students with Disabilities During Distance Learning  

▪ How can districts and schools support families with their child’s IEP and behavior intervention plan (BIP) in the home 
learning environment? 

o What strategies can families use to teach replacement behaviors?  

o What strategies can families use when the target behaviors (i.e., problem behaviors) occur?  

o How can families reinforce the desired behaviors?  

o How can school staff successfully encourage families to communicate with the IEP team to clarify the strategies 
in the BIP and how these might look at home? 

o What positive reinforcements can families implement easily at home (e.g., TV time, call a friend, social media 
break, drawing break, toy time)? 

▪ What strategies can teachers deploy to help students and families manage workflow during distance learning? 

o When, where, and how can students and families access the materials (e.g., computer, packets, websites, school 
supplies, reinforcement checklists and rewards) that will be needed to complete the required assignments? 

o What tasks will students be able to complete independently? 

o What are the tasks that the student will need to complete which will require assistance? 

o How can families contact teachers and support staff for additional assistance on learning tasks? 

▪ At what times will live (i.e., synchronous) learning take place that students will need to be online for? 

o What guidance do students and families need to join synchronous learning time? 

o What strategies and tips can the district and school provide to help students sustain focus and to minimize 
distractions in the home environment? 

▪ How can the larger IEP team monitor student behavior and support families in tracking students’ behavioral progress 
at home, especially during independent (i.e., asynchronous) learning time? 

Source: Texas Education Agency49 

 
Teachers and other special education staff can also support students and families by:50 

 Structuring activities which are interactive and focus on building and sustaining relationships among students; 

 Incorporating intentional community-building and self-care strategies into class meetings and assignments; 

 Partnering with students and families to adapt existing school or classroom expectations and norms to fit the remote 
learning environment; 

 Encouraging student groups to consider ways they can help the larger student body feel connected; 

 Offering remote adaptations of important milestones and events, when possible (e.g., graduation/promotion, dances, 
concerts, performances, yearbooks); 
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 Providing students and families with information on support services, closure logistics, classwork, and grades; 

 Offering remote opportunities for families to ask questions, share successes and challenges, or learn about a 
particular academic topic so that they can better support learning at home; 

 Setting virtual office hours, sending subject-specific information for families along with student work, or suggesting 
videos or articles on child development, grade-level academic content, parenting tips, and other topics; 

 Finding ways for families to have agency in their students’ distance-learning experiences, provide feedback to the 
school, and connect with other families; 

 Remembering that families are coping with compounding stressors (e.g., caring for sick relatives, living with a large 
number of people, facing food insecurity, providing essential services in the community); 

 Ensuring that all families receive information that is culturally relevant and linguistically appropriate; and 

 Keeping an eye out for indicators that any individual student or family is struggling socially, emotionally, or 
academically and following up on emerging concerns in a timely fashion. 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Beginning below, Figure 2.3 provides additional open-access resources from other organizations that district 
and school administrators, teachers, and other staff members can reference to support their ability to provide 
social-emotional and behavioral supports for students with disabilities in distance learning formats. These 
resources represent a sample of available guidance around how to implement behavioral management and 
social-emotional learning for students with disabilities for the duration of distance learning. The resources 
can also be shared with families to further support behavior management. 
 

Figure 2.3: Resources to Support Implementation of Social-Emotional and Behavioral Supports 

RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

Behavior Management | Coronavirus 
Resources for Families51 

Cincinnati Children's Hospital Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/i4FSn  

Behavior Management While 
Distance Learning: A Guide for 

Parents and Caregivers52 

Oklahoma Department of 
Education, Oklahoma Parents 

Center, and Oklahoma Pediatric 
Therapy Center 

Interactive 
PDF 

document 
https://qrgo.page.link/pj79s  

Community-Care Strategies for 
Schools During the Coronavirus 

Crisis: Practical Tips for School Staff 
and Administrators53 

Center to Improve Social and 
Emotional Learning and School 

Safety, WestEd 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/dj1Jc  

COVID-19: Supporting Challenging 
Behaviors at Home54 

Texas Education Agency 
PDF 

document 
https://qrgo.page.link/GCZ73  

Creating a PBIS Behavior Teaching 
Matrix for Remote Instruction55 

Center on Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports, 

University of Oregon 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/J56Dg  

Guidance on Adapting Check-In 
Check-Out (CICO) for Distance 

Learning56 

Center on Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports, 

University of Oregon 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/oVuUq  

Remote Learning Resources for SEL, 
Mental Health, and Behavior57 

Colorado Department of 
Education 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/Yw284  

https://qrgo.page.link/i4FSn
https://qrgo.page.link/pj79s
https://qrgo.page.link/dj1Jc
https://qrgo.page.link/GCZ73
https://qrgo.page.link/J56Dg
https://qrgo.page.link/oVuUq
https://qrgo.page.link/Yw284
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RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

Supporting Students with Disabilities 
at School and Home: A Guide for 
Teachers to Support Families and 

Students58 

Center on Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports, 

University of Oregon, National 
Center on Intensive Intervention, 
American Institutes for Research, 

and National Integrated Multi-
Tiered Systems of Support 

Research Network 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/yKv2H  

Supporting Students with Disabilities 
During COVID-19 and Afterwards59 

Division of Early Intervention and 
Special Education Services, 

Maryland State Department of 
Education 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/fyX4y  

Ten Positive Behavior Support 
Strategies to Support Families at 

Home60 

Association for Positive Behavior 
Support 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/HYdqs  

* The URLs contained in the “Shortened URL” column have embedded hyperlinks.  
 

Source: Multiple61 

https://qrgo.page.link/yKv2H
https://qrgo.page.link/fyX4y
https://qrgo.page.link/HYdqs
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SECTION III: MAINTAINING CONTINUITY OF RELATED 
SERVICES 
THE CHALLENGE 

Districts, schools, and related service providers face major obstacles delivering hands-on and one-to-one 
services to students with disabilities of varying severities under a virtual or distance learning arrangement.62 
In particular, services for students with moderate and severe disabilities—including physical therapy, 
occupational therapy, and intensive instructional and behavioral supports from specially-trained support 
staff—face constraints in their delivery in the absence of face-to-face interaction and supervision and given 
the inability to provide physical supports and guidance as necessary.63 As such, districts and schools need to 
thoughtfully consider strategies by which they can provide students with related services and assistive 
technologies to the greatest extent possible when operating under distance learning.64 In some cases, this 
may include offering onsite services and supports in line with recommended safety and health guidelines.65  
 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

The reality of coronavirus necessitates that related service professionals—such as psychologists, speech-
language pathologists, occupational therapists, and physical therapists—transfer their work to a tele-practice 
format or offer in-person services adhering to federal and state health mandates.66 Related service providers 
must remain vigilant regarding federal, state, and local mandates for those supports they provide to students, 
and they should also review any guidance from their professional associations (e.g., American Psychological 
Association, American Speech-Language Hearing Association, American Occupational Therapy Association) 
or accrediting bodies for offering services via tele-platforms (see Figure 3.1).67 
 

Figure 3.1: Core Considerations for Tele-Services 

CONSIDERATION DESCRIPTION 

 
The Population Being 

Served 

Services can be delivered via telehealth across all populations including, but not limited to 
children, individuals with disabilities, and older adults. When assessing populations to be 
served via telehealth, educational agencies should also consider privacy and consent laws 
and policies. For example, many routine pediatric conditions can be addressed via 
telehealth, following similar policies and procedures implemented for adults. 

 
The Service Being 

Delivered 

Educational agencies should review services for the possibility of being delivered via 
telehealth even if they have not traditionally been delivered in such a manner. This includes 
reviewing legal requirements and payment methodologies to ensure there are no 
restrictions that would prevent service delivery through telehealth. 

 
The Practitioner 

Delivering the Service 

Not every provider or practitioner can deliver every service via telehealth. Educational 
agencies should review the range of providers and practitioners—such as physical, 
occupational, or speech therapists—to determine which services can be legitimately 
delivered via one of the telehealth modalities.  

 
The Technology Being 

Used  

The dominant form of telehealth is generally thought of as two-way audio/visual 
communication or a video chat. However, telehealth is much broader than that. Other 
forms—such as store-and-forward and remote patient monitoring have existed alongside 
this two-way modality. Educational agencies must determine the best format if tele-practice 
will be implemented for related services. 

Source: Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services68  

 
Related service providers must consider their own ability to support students remotely and students’ 
ability to access their services effectively (see Figure 3.2).69 If they believe they can deliver such services 
effectively, related service providers should seek and review resources and suggestions from colleagues and 
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professional associations to maximize the effectiveness of their sessions with students.70 At the same time, 
practitioners should recognize that precise replication of in-person services is improbable.71 This demands 
that practitioners consider whether an at-home caregiver or helper can mimic any physical aspects of a given 
service and whether tele-appointments should be restricted to a single student or open to small groups of 
students to ensure proper delivery of services.72 Should virtual delivery of related services be impractical, the 
IEP team and individual service providers will need to investigate the possibility of providing services safely 
in person or keep a record of any missed sessions in order to offer compensatory services at a time when 
virtual or in-person delivery is viable.73  
 

Figure 3.2: Supportive District Actions to Facilitate Related Services  

▪ Assess each practitioner's access to technology (e.g., devices, broadband internet, video conferencing) 

▪ Assess each practitioner's access to the necessary services and supports (e.g., childcare, COVID testing, protective 
equipment) that allow them to do their work virtually or in-person 

▪ Offer professional development opportunities to build personnel knowledge and skills around implementing online 
and remote learning opportunities designed for children and families 

▪ Offer professional development opportunities to build personnel capacity related to coaching families around 
social-emotional learning and development 

▪ Assess and provide supports addressing the mental wellness and self-care of personnel, including reflective 
supervision 

▪ Adapt current evaluation strategies to capture data on the various and unique ways in which practitioners are 
delivering services to children and families 

Source: Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill74 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Beginning below, Figure 3.3 provides additional open-access resources from other organizations that district 
and school administrators, teachers, and other staff members can reference to support their ability to 
maintain provision of related services for students with disabilities in distance learning formats. These 
resources represent a sample of available guidance around how to design and deliver related services for the 
duration of distance learning. 
 

Figure 3.3: Resources to Support Delivery of Related Services 

RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

Considerations Regarding COVID-19 
for Schools and Students with 

Disabilities75 

American Speech-Language-
Hearing Association 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/NiGiP  

Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)76 
Early Childhood Technical 

Assistance Center, University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/7BvTY  

COVID-19 FAQ: Occupational Therapy 
(OT) and Physical Therapy (PT)77 

Texas Education Agency 
PDF 

document 
https://qrgo.page.link/ZeJVB  

Information Pertaining to 
Occupational Therapy in the Era of 

Coronavirus (COVID-19)78 

American Occupational Therapy 
Association 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/UMw7r  

Pediatric and School-Based Therapy 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic79 

American Physical Therapy 
Association 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/pmQ44  

Planning for the Use of Video 
Conferencing for Early Intervention 
Home Visits During the COVID-19 

Pandemic80 

Early Childhood Technical 
Assistance Center, University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

PDF 
document 

https://qrgo.page.link/xB2Lr  

Resuming Services in Schools During 
COVID-1981 

American Speech-Language-
Hearing Association 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/X4vxd  

https://qrgo.page.link/NiGiP
https://qrgo.page.link/7BvTY
https://qrgo.page.link/ZeJVB
https://qrgo.page.link/UMw7r
https://qrgo.page.link/pmQ44
https://qrgo.page.link/xB2Lr
https://qrgo.page.link/X4vxd
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RESOURCE PUBLISHER FORMAT SHORTENED URL* 

Telehealth Resources to Address 
COVID-19 

National Consortium of 
Telehealth Research Centers 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/xpBsa  

Telehealth: Virtual Service Delivery 
Updated Recommendations82 

National Association of School 
Psychologists 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/giR1L  

Virtual Service Delivery in Response 
to COVID-19 Disruptions83 

National Association of School 
Psychologists 

Webpage https://qrgo.page.link/5GrMJ  

* The URLs contained in the “Shortened URL” column have embedded hyperlinks.  
 

Source: Multiple84 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://qrgo.page.link/xpBsa
https://qrgo.page.link/giR1L
https://qrgo.page.link/5GrMJ
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APPENDIX: LINKS TO PUBLISHED GUIDANCE 
The following are published documents from the U.S. Department of Education Department of Education 
specifying guidelines and requirements for districts in maintaining continuity of special education services 
while engaging in virtual learning and for the duration of COVID-19-related school closures and remote 
learning. All documents are hyperlinked and can be accessed using the shortened URL codes provided in the 
righthand column. 
 

Figure C: Published Federal Guidance Documents for Special Education 

DOCUMENT DATE SHORTENED URL* 

Questions and Answers on Providing Services to Children with 
Disabilities During the COVID-19 Outbreak85 

3/12/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/EgHsQ 

Supplemental Fact Sheet: Addressing Serving Children with 
Disabilities During COVID-19 National Emergency86 

3/21/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/Mjy3v 

RSA COVID-19 Questions and Answers: Fiscal Management of the 
VR Program87 

4/29/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/rYsB9 

RSA COVID-19 Questions and Answers: Administration of the VR 
Services, AIVRS, and Randolph-Sheppard Programs88 

5/14/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/iLHTT 

IDEA Part B Dispute Resolution in COVID-19 Environment Q&A 
Documents89 

6/22/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/Jizom 

IDEA Part C Dispute Resolution in COVID-19 Environment Q&A 
Documents90 

6/22/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/x7E4j 

IDEA Part B Use of Funds in COVID-19 Environment Q&A 
Documents91 

6/25/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/VznMn 

IDEA Part C Use of Funds in COVID-19 Environment Q&A 
Documents92 

6/25/202
0 

https://qrgo.page.link/keQeR 

Flexibility in Implementation of IDEA Part B Fiscal Requirements93 
6/26/202

0 
https://qrgo.page.link/wLVDm 

IDEA Part B Procedural Safeguards in the COVID-19 Environment94 
6/30/202

0 
https://qrgo.page.link/VtKiq 

IDEA Part C Procedural Safeguards in the COVID-19 Environment95 
6/30/202

0 
https://qrgo.page.link/H8WnT 

IDEA Part C Evaluation and Assessment Timelines in the COVID-19 
Environment96 

7/6/2020 https://qrgo.page.link/Zua2e 

* The URLs contained in the “Shortened URL” column have embedded hyperlinks. 
 

Source: U.S. Department of Education and QR Code Generator97  

https://qrgo.page.link/EgHsQ
https://qrgo.page.link/Mjy3v
https://qrgo.page.link/rYsB9
https://qrgo.page.link/iLHTT
https://qrgo.page.link/Jizom
https://qrgo.page.link/x7E4j
https://qrgo.page.link/VznMn
https://qrgo.page.link/keQeR
https://qrgo.page.link/wLVDm
https://qrgo.page.link/VtKiq
https://qrgo.page.link/H8WnT
https://qrgo.page.link/Zua2e
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ABOUT HANOVER RESEARCH 
Hanover Research provides high-quality, custom research and analytics through a cost-effective model that 
helps clients make informed decisions, identify and seize opportunities, and heighten their effectiveness. 
 
 

OUR SOLUTIONS 

ACADEMIC SOLUTIONS ADMINISTRATIVE SOLUTIONS 

• College & Career Readiness: 
Support on-time student graduation and prepare 
all students for post-secondary education and 
careers. 

• Program Evaluation: 
Measure program impact to support informed, 
evidence-based investments in resources that 
maximize student outcomes and manage costs. 

• Safe & Supportive Environments:  
Create an environment that supports the 
academic, cultural, and social-emotional needs of 
students, parents, and staff through a 
comprehensive annual assessment of climate and 
culture.  

• Family and Community Engagement:  
Expand and strengthen family and community 
relationships and identify community 
partnerships that support student success.  

• Talent Recruitment, Retention  
& Development:  
Attract and retain the best staff through an 
enhanced understanding of the teacher 
experience and staff professional 
development needs. 

• Operations Improvement: 
Proactively address changes in demographics, 
enrollment levels, and community 
expectations in your budgeting decisions. 

LEADERSHIP SOLUTION 
 

Build a high-performing administration that is the first choice for students, parents, and staff.  
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