MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER

Exceptional Children. Extraordinaryv Potential

First Steps: Early Intervention
A Parent Information Handbook

A GUIDE TO UNDERSTANDING EARLY INTERVENTION SERVICES AND
PRESCHOOL SPECIAL EDUCATION FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS






Introduction

This handbook describes services for children from birth through
age five who have developmental delays or disabilities. These
services are provided under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) and Montana law. A program called Montana
Milestones can help you understand and use these services for
your child.

Montana Milestones is Montana’s comprehensive system of early
intervention services. This is part of the IDEA Early Intervention
Program, known as Part C. It aids families with infants or
toddlers from birth to age three. The program focuses on those
with serious developmental delays or disabilities. It also helps
children diagnosed with conditions that cause significant delays
in their development. The lead agency for these services is the
Early Childhood and Family Support Division at the Montana
Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPHHS).

Early intervention is a group of services that helps young children
learn and grow. These services also support families during these
important early years. The goal is to help your child develop new
skills and to help you, as a parent, understand how to meet your
child’s needs.

Before your child turns three, you will begin transitioning from
Early Intervention services (Part C) to preschool special education
services (Part B) if they still need help. These services are for
children from age 3 until they start kindergarten. The services

for preschoolers are different from the ones your child received
as a baby or toddler. Your local school district will provide these
services under IDEA.

This handbook will explain the steps and timelines for this
transition. It will also explain how your child will be evaluated
and what the requirements are to qualify for preschool special
education services.
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Early Intervention vs. Part B/Section 619
Preschool Special Education Services

What’s the Difference?

Montana Milestones/Part C of the IDEA Early Intervention Program is funded by the U.S.
Department of Education and the State of Montana. The Montana Department of Public Health
and Human Services (DPHHS) manages this program. The Part B/Section 619 Preschool Special
Education Program is led by the Montana Office of Public Instruction (OPI) along with local school
districts. The two programs follow different procedures. They are based on federal regulations and
Montana state laws.

Montana Milestones end when the child turns three. If a child needs services from age 3 to 5, they
may qualify for Part B preschool special education. This is provided by the local school district
under the IDEA. The differences between these two programs are explained later in this handbook.
It’s important to understand the differences.
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Eligibility Criteria

PART C EARLY INTERVENTION
INFANT AND TODDLER PROGRAM

Each state must establish criteria that must
at least include:

1. Aninfant or toddler shows a
developmental delay in one or more
areas. This is determined using proper
diagnostic tools and methods.

2. Has a diagnosed physical or
mental condition likely to cause
developmental delay.

Each state must decide the percentage of
delay for eligibility in developmental delay.

The state can also establish the list of
physical or mental conditions that may result
in developmental delays.

States can add an extra eligibility category
for infants and toddlers “at risk” for
developmental delay. This is important
because early intervention services can
prevent serious delays.

PART B SPECIAL EDUCATION AND
RELATED SERVICES

IDEA - Federal Law Sets Criteria:

1. Have one of the 13 disabilities listed in the
IDEA categories.

2. Substantial need for special education
and related services.
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Eligibility Determination

PART C EARLY INTERVENTION
INFANT AND TODDLER PROGRAM

Evaluation in Part C

1.

Defined as the ongoing procedures used
by qualified staff to identify the child’s
strengths and needs. They also consider
the family’s priorities and concerns. This
helps establish the initial Individualized
Family Service Plan.

Administration of an evaluation
instrument.

Taking the child’s history, which includes
an interview with the child’s family.

Identifying the child’s level of functioning
in the following five areas:
® Cognitive development

® Physical development, including
vision and hearing

e Communication development
e Social/emotional development

® Adaptive development

Reviewing medical, educational, and
other records.

A child’s medical and other records may
help establish eligibility. You can proceed
without evaluating the child if the records
indicate a developmental delay in one or
more areas. The developmental delay
must meet the state’s eligibility criteria.

PART B SPECIAL EDUCATION AND
RELATED SERVICES

Evaluation in Part B

1.

Defined as the processes used to find out
if a child has a disability. This also includes
figuring out what special education and
related services the child needs.

Use of a variety of assessment tools and
strategies to gather relevant functional,
developmental, and academic information
about the child, including information
provided by the parents.

Determine:
e Whether the child has a disability.

® The child’s disability must adversely
affect their educational performance.
This results in their need for specific
instruction that general education
cannot offer.

A child’s medical and other records may be
considered by the evaluation team, but do

NOT have to be used to determine eligibility.
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Types of Services

PART C EARLY CHILDHOOD PART B SPECIAL EDUCATION AND
INTERVENTION RELATED SERVICES
e Services are developmental in nature. ® Services are educational in nature.
¢ [ndividualized and family-centered. ® |Individualized.
® Overseen by the service coordinator. ® Related to a child’s measurable and
e Services are provided by qualified annual goals, including academic and
personnel identified in the IFSP. functional goals.

® Overseen and implemented by a special
education teacher.

® Related services are provided by district
professionals.

Service Settings

e Settings that are natural or typical for a ® Provided in a child’s least restrictive
same-aged infant or toddler without a environment (LRE).
disability. * Educated with children who are non-
® May include home or community disabled as much as possible.
settings.

* Removal from regular class setting only if
needs can’t be met and parents agree.

Service Recipients

® Eligible child ages 0—3 and families. * Eligible students are between the ages
e Individualized Family Service Plan of 3 and 22.
(IFSP). ¢ |ndividualized Education Program
® Based on the family’s identified (IEP).
priorities and concerns for their ® Based on a child’s functional and
child’s development and assessed academic needs.

developmental needs.

Parental Rights

® Families in Part C have the same ® Families in Part B have the same parental
parental rights as families in Part B. rights as families in Part C.
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System of Payments

PART C EARLY INTERVENTION PART B SPECIAL EDUCATION AND
INFANT AND TODDLER PROGRAM RELATED SERVICES
Part C - Montana Milestones: Free appropriate public education (FAPE) is a

provision in Part B:
1. No charge to the family.
. 1. Provided at public expense.
2. Costs may be covered by insurance.
_ 2. Include preschool, elementary school, or
3. Part C covers service costs last. secondary school education.

3. Are provided with an IEP.
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Part I: Overview of Montana Milestones /
Part C of the IDEA Early Intervention Program

Early intervention is a set of services and supports that help infants and toddlers with developmental
delays or disabilities. They also help strengthen the skills of family members. Early intervention helps
eligible infants and toddlers, from birth to 36 months, learn key skills. These skills usually develop in the
first three years of life, including:

® Physical (reaching, rolling, crawling, and walking)

® Cognitive (thinking, learning, problem-solving)

e Communication (talking, listening, understanding)

® Social/Emotional (playing, feeling secure, and happy)
* Adaptive/Self-Help (eating and dressing)

It’s exciting when your child crawls or says their first word. But you might worry if they aren’t hitting
these milestones on time. If that is a concern, you may consider whether early intervention services
would benefit your child.

There are two categories for eligibility for Early Intervention Services. These categories are
Type 1 and Type 2.

The Type 1 category needs a doctor or psychologist to diagnose a physical or mental condition in an
infant or toddler. This condition should have a high chance of causing developmental delay, even if the
delay is not seen at diagnosis. Some examples include:

® Chromosomal abnormalities
® Genetic or congenital disorders
® Sensory impairments
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Disorders affecting the nervous system

Congenital infections

Severe attachment issues

Disorders from exposure to toxins, such as fetal alcohol syndrome

The Type 2 category applies when an infant or toddler has developmental delays.
These delays should be identified through appropriate tests in one or more of these areas:

® Cognitive development

Physical development (including vision and hearing)
e Communication development

¢ Social or emotional development

Adaptive development.

Each state must establish the criteria for eligibility. Montana includes these two categories:
1. Does the child have a developmental delay in one or more of the following areas? This is
assessed with the proper diagnostic tools and techniques:
A. Cognitive development
Physical development (including vision and hearing)
Communication development

Social or emotional development

moow

Adaptive development
OR

2. Does the child have a diagnosed physical or mental condition that is likely to cause
developmental delay?

Each state must set the percentage of delay needed for Category 1 eligibility. They can also create a
list of physical or mental conditions that may cause developmental delays.

To determine if a child is eligible due to developmental delay, they must meet one of these criteria:

®* A 50% delay in any one developmental area, or
* A 25% delay in two or more developmental areas.

“At Risk” for developmental delays

States have the option to add a new eligibility category for infants and toddlers who are “at risk” for
developmental delays. This is important because, without early intervention services, significant delays
may occur.

At-risk conditions can include: Infection

Low birth weight Nutritional deprivation

® Respiratory distress in a newborn e A history of abuse or neglect

* |ack of oxygen Direct effects of illegal substance abuse or withdrawal
e Brain hemorrhage from prenatal drug exposure.

Montana does not consider the “At-Risk” category. State early intervention services are not available to
children who only show signs that they may be at risk for substantial developmental delays.
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EVALUATION

In Part C, the evaluation team is made up of various experts. The evaluation process is on-going as the
child’s needs change. The process must include:

® Administration of an evaluation instrument.
® Taking the child’s history, which includes an interview with the child’s family.
* |dentifying the child’s level of function in the following five areas:
1. Cognitive development
2. Physical development (including vision and hearing)
3. Communication development
4. Social/emotional development
5. Adaptive development
® Collecting information to understand the child’s strengths and needs.
® Reviewing medical, educational, and other records.

A child’s medical and other records may help establish eligibility under this part. If the records show the
child’s level of functioning constitutes a developmental delay, other evaluations may not be necessary.
The developmental delay must meet the state’s eligibility criteria.

® The strengths and needs of the child
® The family’s priorities
® The family’s concerns

The information gathered is used to create the first Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP).
Assessments are ongoing in order to monitor the services and supports needed and provided.



TYPES OF SERVICES

When a child qualifies for Part C services, each infant or toddler with a disability, along with their family,
must be provided a service coordinator. This person coordinates all needed services. Part C services
focus on development. They look at assessment results and family input. This helps to decide what
supports and services are needed. Qualified staff will provide these services based on the child’s
unique needs and family priorities. These may include:

® Assistive technology (tools and devices a child might need)
® Audiology or hearing services

® Counseling and training for the family

® Health services

® Medical services for evaluation or diagnosis
® Nursing services

® Nutrition services

® Occupational therapy

¢ QOrientation and mobility

® Physical therapy

® Psychological services

® Sign language and cued language

® Social work

® Special instruction

® Speech and language pathology services

® Transportation

® Vision

The individuals who work with children in the Part C Program must be qualified professionals.
They may include any of the following:

e Family support specialists

® Special educators

® Speech and language pathologists
® Audiologists

® QOccupational therapists

® Physical therapists

® Psychologists

® Social workers

® Nurses

e Nutritionists

e Other medical professionals
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A professional is considered qualified if they have met the standards set for licensure by the State of
Montana. They must have a Family Support Specialist certification from the Developmental Disabilities
Program to deliver Part C service coordination.

Family-directed services help families understand their child’s special needs. They also show ways to
support the child’s development. Families are vital participants in early intervention. Their contributions
are essential. At the individual level, families help decide the services and supports for their child. At the
organizational level, they influence policies and shape early intervention programs.

Who works with the infant or toddler and their family?

Montana Milestones provides one service coordinator for each infant or toddler and their family. The
Family Support Specialist serves as the coordinator for the Montana Milestones Part C Program.

The Family Support Specialist coordinates all services among different agencies. They serve as the
main contact for ongoing activities. This means helping parents find and arrange the early intervention
services their family needs.

Cost

Montana Milestones does not charge fees for eligible children. This applies to services and supports
listed in the IFSP. If the child qualifies and has public or private insurance, those funds must be used
first. Only after that can Part C dollars cover services and support. Part C funds must be used as the
payor of last resort per federal rules and regulations. Part C can make interim payments if there’s a
delay in services. Then, Part C will ask for reimbursement from the original public or private source.

What is an Individualized Family Service Plan or IFSP?

The IFSP is a written plan of action developed by the multidisciplinary team, which includes the family.
This plan outlines the expected developmental milestones for the infant or toddler. It also details the
early intervention services and support needed to reach these goals.

A key principle of the IFSP is that families are a child’s best resource. A young child’s needs are linked
to their family’s needs. The best way to support children and meet their needs is to support and build
upon the individual strengths of their family. The IFSP is a holistic family plan with the parents as major
contributors to its development. The involvement of other team members will depend on what the child
needs. Other team members can come from different agencies. They can include doctors, therapists,
special educators, social workers, and more.

Who develops the IFSP?
A group of specialists develops the first IFSP and continues with yearly updates. The following are
required participants:

e Parent(s) or guardian(s) of the child

e Other family members, if requested by the family

® An advocate or person outside of the family, if requested by the family

® Family Support Specialist/Service Coordinator

* Professionals directly involved in the evaluation or assessment of the child’s needs

® Early intervention service provider(s) for the child or family, if known



The IFSP team includes specialists based on the child’s needs. They can be a medical practitioner,
a therapist, a child development specialist, or a social worker.
What must the IFSP include?
® The child’s current abilities and needs in these areas:
® Physical
* Cognitive
e Communication
® Social/Emotional

® Adaptive Development

® This information is collected through multidisciplinary evaluations and developmental
assessments.

e Family information (with their agreement), such as resources, priorities, and concerns.
® The results or outcomes that are expected to be achieved for the child and the family.
® The early intervention services and supports will help the child and family reach their goals.

®* When and where the services and supports will be provided. This should be in the natural
environment, like at home or somewhere in the community. If services and support can’t be
provided in the natural environment, the IFSP must explain why. It should also state when and
where these services will occur, like in a therapy office.

® The number of days or sessions for each service and how long each will last.

® The funding source for each service and support, such as private or public insurance or Part C
funds.

* The name of the Family Support Specialist/Service Coordinator overseeing the implementation
of the IFSP.

® The steps to support a child’s transition out of early intervention when exiting Part C of the IDEA
program.

The IFSP must be fully explained to the parents, and their suggestions must be considered. Parents
must give written consent before services can start. Consent must be provided in writing, or the child
will not receive services.

MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER



Service Setting

Part C of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires early intervention services and
support to be provided in natural environments as much as possible. Natural environments are settings
that are natural or typical for a same-aged infant or toddler without a disability and may include home or
community settings.

Early intervention services can only be given in other places if they cannot be properly provided in a
natural setting.

If the IFSP team decides not to provide early intervention services in a natural setting, they must
document the reason in the IFSP. An example may be an explanation of why an alternative service
setting helps the child reach their developmental goals in their IFSP.

What happens next?

With the family’s written consent, the IFSP is implemented. This means that the services and supports
in the IFSP are given to the child and family as outlined. The information in the IFSP acts as a roadmap
for early intervention. The Family Support Specialist or Service Coordinator uses it to organize services
and supports for the child and family.

Parental Rights

Families in Part C have the same parental rights as families in Part B. In many states, Part C adopts
the Part B safeguards. In all cases, families have the right of consent from the initial referral through
transition. Part C is a completely voluntary program on the part of parents.

Parental Consent

Parents have the option to refuse early intervention services. This choice does not impact their child’s
eligibility for other services. Parents may also revoke their consent for one or more services at any time.

The IFSP is reviewed every six months and is updated at least once a year. Parents take part in the
review and revision process. They also help with annual eligibility redeterminations. The IFSP team and
parents will evaluate the child’s progress. They will determine how to update the IFSP based on the
child’s development and the family’s needs.

Let’s Chat About Early Intervention in Montana video available at:
https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/childcare/montanamilestones/




Part 2:
Steps for Early Intervention Transition to
Special Education
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Part C Early Intervention services and supports end for a child on their third birthday. If the child
requires ongoing support when transitioning to preschool, it is important to know the steps from Part C
to Part B, special education.

Early intervention and special education programs under IDEA share some key similarities, but they
also have important differences.
Similarities:

e Both aim to support children with disabilities.

* They focus on improving education and development.

® Each program requires individualized plans to meet specific needs.

Differences:

* Early intervention targets children from birth to age 3, while special education serves ages 3
until they turn 22.

* Early intervention emphasizes family involvement, but special education centers on the child’s
school experience.

* The methods used in early intervention often include play-based learning, while special
education may use more structured classroom settings.

As your child approaches their third birthday, your IFSP team will meet. They will plan how the child
moves from Early Intervention to Part B Special Education or other community programs. This meeting
takes place 3 to 9 months before your child turns three.

Some children may no longer need special services. Others may move into preschool special education
through their local school district or special education co-op. Some children may benefit from other
programs like Head Start or a community childcare center. The goal is to make sure your child has the
support they need to continue growing and learning.

Early Intervention—Transition Steps:

1. Together, the family and the Family Support Specialist identify actions to take to support the
transition from early intervention.

2. These actions are written as outcomes and objectives in the IFSP at least 90 days before the
child’s third birthday.

3. If the team is considering special education preschool, they must hold a joint conference with the
local school district. This should happen at least 90 days before the child turns three.

The Family Support Specialist educates the family about all available services and programs for their
child. These options include:

e Staying home

® Part B preschool special education

® Head Start

¢ Childcare centers

® Private preschools

e Other community settings



The “core team” for the Transition-Conference includes:
® Parents of the child
® The Family Support Specialist
* Arepresentative from the local school district or special education cooperative.

The team members will:
® Decide if other parties need to join in.

® Discuss the similarities and differences between early intervention and special education
programs under IDEA.

¢ Discuss the termination of Part C early intervention services.

® Help the child and family build a trusting, effective relationship with the preschool special
education staff and administration.

The purpose of the Early Intervention (El) Transition-Conference is to:
® Discuss any services that a child may receive.

¢ Develop a transition plan that includes, when appropriate, steps to exit the early intervention
program.

Review of the referral if one is made at the El Transition Conference.

Learn about the school district’s programs and services.

Obtain consent to release information if it has not already been completed.

Review the Evaluation Plan form (permission to evaluate).

e Parents will be provided with the Part B procedural safeguards.

Obtain written consent for the Evaluation Plan if the parent decides to proceed with the services.

e Review current evaluations and assessments to determine if additional assessments will be
needed.

® Determine the next steps.

Other things to remember about the Early Intervention (El) Transition-Conference:

More than one meeting may be necessary.

The El transition-conference should help the family learn about preschool procedures and
services.

The El transition-plan becomes part of the child’s IFSP.

The family may or may not decide to refer their child for evaluation for preschool special education
after the El transition-conference.
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PART C TO PART B: El TRANSITION-CHECKLIST

[] The El transition meeting was held, and the transition plan is part of the child’s current IFSP.

[C] The child was referred to the local school district.

[] The following records and information were provided to the school district:

(N I I B

Birth certificate

Shot (immunization) record

Social Security number

Medicaid number (if child has one)
Emergency contacts

Child’s records from early intervention agency, including IFSPs listing the child-focused
services provided

Other preschool or childcare program records

Hospital, clinic, or other medical records

Testing and evaluations were completed.

The Evaluation Report meeting was held with school staff.

The IEP team, which includes the parents, helped write the child’s IEP.

The IEP team, which includes the parents, helped determine the child’s placement.

If transportation was needed, it was identified and written into the IEP.

Parents met with the child’s new public school teacher(s).

The child met with their new teacher(s).



HELPFUL HINTS FOR FAMILIES IN TRANSITION FROM PART C TO PART B

Start early! The infant and toddler years go by quickly. You can begin to plan for your child’s next
step at age three. See our checklist with a timeline in Appendix B.

Early intervention and special education programs under IDEA share some key similarities,
but they also have important differences.
Similarities:

e Both aim to support children with disabilities.

* They focus on improving education and development.

e Each program requires individualized plans to meet specific needs.

Differences:

® Early intervention targets children from birth to age 3, while special education serves
ages 3 to 22.

e Early intervention emphasizes family involvement, but special education centers on the
child’s school experience.

* The methods used in early intervention often include play-based learning, while special
education may use more structured classroom settings.

Be part of the transition planning team. Play an active role in the decisions made about your
child’s transition.

Know and understand your child’s educational rights. A When you sign the form to have your
child evaluated by the school district, they should give you a copy of “Procedural Safeguards in
the Special Education Process.” Read the booklet. If you do not understand these rights, ask your
school representative, special education teacher, or someone from the Montana Empowerment
Center (call 1-877-870-1190 for assistance).

Know and understand the responsibilities of the school district. Preschool special education
is not the same as early intervention programs.

Think about your child’s strengths, abilities, and needs. An important role for you is to talk
about your child’s strengths. Share your child’s likes and dislikes with the team. This information
helps the school staff understand and support your child more effectively.

Remember that you are going through a transition, too. The Part C program is very nurturing
for families as well as for children. While preschool special education is focused on a child’s
educational needs. You'll be saying farewell to professionals who have been important to you
and meeting a new group of professionals. Give yourself time to adjust to the change. \

\//
\ -—
- ~
SO
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What if a family declines a referral to Part B?

If parents choose not to have the Part C Agency invite the school district to the El-Transition
Conference, they are deciding not to continue services when the child turns three.

If a parent declines the Early Intervention-Transition Conference notice for Part B, the Family Support
Specialist must give the parent(s) a written notice. This notice will explain that Part C services will
end when their child turns three. The Family Support Specialist will also provide a copy of the Part C
procedural safeguards at this time.

Once the child is three, the family can change their mind about special education services. They just
need to reach out to the school district to begin the process.

What should happen with late referrals?

Late referrals happen, for example, when children are not referred to the Part C Agency program within
90 days of their third birthday.
If a child is referred to Part C less than 45 days before their third birthday, the Part C agency:

® Can choose to conduct an initial evaluation, assessment, and IFSP meeting. However, they are
not required to do so.

® Does not have to create an early intervention transition plan.

® Does not need to notify the school district that the child might be eligible for preschool special
education services.

® Can assist the family with a referral for an initial evaluation for preschool special education
services.

If a child is referred for Part C at least 45 days before their third birthday, the agency must evaluate.

If the child qualifies, they must make an early intervention transition plan. This plan outlines the steps
for the El transition. They will also notify the school district of the El Transition Conference and that the
child was a late referral to Part C.

The Montana Milestones/Part C Early Intervention Program and the Office of Public Instruction, Part B/
Section 619 Program created guidance. This helps Family Support Specialists, Service Coordinators,
and local school districts ensure a smooth transition for all children.
The guidance document directs professionals to:

* Notify local school districts about potentially eligible children.

® The school district evaluates children before their third birthday.

Plan for initial early intervention transitions before the conference.

Send an El Transition Conference invitation to the school district.

Hold the El Transition Conference.

We suggest checking this guidance document for a more detailed explanation of the El-transition
process.

Scan here for: OP| Guidance: Children
Transitioning from IDEA Part C to IDEA
Part B, May 2018

Scan here for: From Early
Intervention to Preschool: A Toolkit
for Parents




Parents’ Rights in Early Intervention

In 2011, Part C regulations were announced and took effect in 2012. These rules aim to protect

the rights of parents and their infants or toddlers with disabilities. They also give families and early
intervention programs a way to resolve disputes. Each early intervention provider in Montana adheres
to the set procedural safeguards and provides the following rights:

¢ The right to informed consent for actions affecting infants, toddlers, and their families.
® The right to review and amend your child’s records.

® The right to an Individualized Family Support Plan.

® The right to receive services in natural environments.

® The right to confidentiality.

® The right to prior written notice. This gives parents important information about what the early
intervention provider plans to do or refuses to do.

® The right to access dispute resolution procedures. This ensures that any disputes under Part C

of the IDEA are resolved quickly. oI

4

T o]

Scan here for: Montana Milestones Part C Early Intervention: Parent Rights

Montana Milestones sets these procedures and ensures these safeguards are implemented across
the state.
Montana has a statewide system with clear steps for handling complaints. This includes:
* Mediation
e State complaint
® Due process hearing
Montana’s Early Childhood Family Service Division (ECFSD) allows but does not require parents

and early intervention agencies to resolve informal complaints at the local level. However, the early
intervention agency must:

Review all dispute resolution options with the parents.

1. Remind parents that they can choose another dispute resolution option at any time.

Scan here for: Montana Milestones Part C Early Intervention Program Dispute
Resolution Handbook (August 2013, Revised 2022)

-
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Part 3: Introduction to Montana’s Part B
Preschool Special Education Programs

At ages three, four, and five, it can be tough to picture your children going to “school” like older kids.
Preschool special education services are designed to meet the unique needs of a child. Services may
target:

Self-help skills
Motor development

® Language skills
® Pre-academic learning
® Social skills
® Mixture of these areas
Special education and related services for preschool children must be provided by qualified staff. These

professionals must have the training and hold licenses in their specific fields (e.g., school psychologist,
speech/language pathology, special education, physical or occupational therapy, etc.).

Preschool special education is education. It is not designed to meet a child’s medical needs, nor does it
provide childcare services.

CHILD FIND

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) states public schools must have a way to locate
and evaluate all children who have a disability. “Child Find” efforts apply to all children, starting at birth
and continuing until they turn 18 or 19 (depending on the school district in which you live). Children
must live within the boundaries of a public school district.
Child Find includes children in:

® Early intervention services

® Head Start

e Preschool
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® Private schools
e Public schools

® Homeschool

The IDEA requires both the early intervention program under Part C and the public school special
education program under Part B to participate in Child Find. Part C mainly targets infants and toddlers
with disabilities. Meanwhile, Part B serves a broader age range, from 3 to 18 years old. (Check with
your local school district for age eligibility. Some districts go up to age 19).

Parents may refer their child for a special education evaluation. A child may also be referred because of
concerns raised by a preschool screening.

A referral begins the process for a full educational evaluation. A referral may be made by anyone,

but parents must consent to the evaluation. It’s best to work with the school district or agency
representative to complete the referral form. The referral lists concerns that suggest the child might
have a disability. These concerns address how the child’s disability may impact their education. As a
result, the child may need special education and related services. This information helps the Evaluation
Team in deciding the types of assessments necessary for a full evaluation.

To make a parent referral you must:

Contact your local school district.

Discuss the reasons for suspecting that your child has a disability.

Fill out the district’s referral form describing your concerns for your child.
® Give your consent in writing so that your child can be evaluated for special education services.

PARENTAL RIGHTS IN THE SPECIAL EDUCATION PROCESS

Parents of children in special education play a key role in shaping their child’s educational program.
They are equal partners with the professionals at the table. To guarantee that parents have an
opportunity to participate, special education law provides parents with several rights.

* Notice — You have the right to receive prior written notice within a reasonable time. This must
happen before the school changes or refuses to change your child’s identification, evaluation,
or placement.

® Records — You have the right to inspect and review all your child’s educational records.
You have the right to confidentiality of your child’s school records.

® Consent — You must provide written consent before the school district can evaluate your child or
place your child or provide special education services.

* Evaluations — It is important to understand the following about evaluations:
° You may refuse to sign consent for the evaluation.

° If your child is evaluated and you think the evaluation is not adequate, you have the right to
get an independent educational evaluation.

° The school district must reevaluate your child at least every three years unless
the district and the parent agree otherwise.
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° All tests must be given in the language that the child knows best.
° You have the right to be fully informed of the results of the evaluation.

Due Process — You have the right to an impartial due process hearing if you disagree with the
school district on a special education matter.

Complaints — You have the right to file a complaint with the Office of Public Instruction (OPI) if
you believe the school district is not complying with special education laws.

Mediation — You may request mediation to resolve disputes.

EVALUATION

If you believe your child may have a disability, start by referring them to the local education agency.
After that, you need to provide written consent for the evaluation. An assessment must look at all areas
of concern. It must also be unbiased and nondiscriminatory. If your child speaks a language other than
English, your child must be tested in the language that they use and understand. An evaluation must
include all areas related to the suspected disability. Assessments may include:

Individualized testing

Review of records

Collection of samples of your child’s work

Vision and hearing screenings and if needed an exam
Medical history

Standardized developmental assessment

Language development evaluation

Observations of social and emotional behavior
Observations in various environments

Information from family members and others who know the child well

After the parent signs the Evaluation Plan, the Evaluation Team will assess the child. Part B evaluations
determine if a child has a disability under IDEA. It also identifies what special education and related
services the child requires, if any. The evaluation procedures must include:

1.

A variety of assessment tools and strategies. This includes functional, developmental,
social emotional and academic details. Parent input is critical and required. This information
determines:

a. Whether the child has a disability and needs special education services; and

b. The contents of the child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP). This includes ways
to help the child succeed in the general education setting.

Reliable tools to measure cognitive and behavioral factors, along with physical or developmental
ones.



The child should be assessed for any suspected disabilities before turning 3. This includes all relevant
areas, such as:

3.

4
5
6.
7
8
9

Health

Vision

Hearing

Social and emotional status
Intelligence

Academic performance

Communicative status

10. Motor abilities

ELIGIBILITY FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES UNDER IDEA

To be eligible for Part B special education, a child must meet two criteria. First, they must have a
qualifying disability under IDEA. Second, the disability must negatively impact their school performance.
This impact creates a need for special education and related services. These services help the student
progress in the general education curriculum.

The eligibility categories for special education include:

Autism

Deaf-Blindness

Deafness

Developmental Delay (DD) (ages 3-8)
Emotional Disturbance (ED)

Hearing Impairment

Intellectual Delay

Orthopedic Impairment

Other Health Impairment (OHI)
Specific Learning Disability (SLD)
Speech or Language Impairment
Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)

Visual impairment, including blindness

Part B definitions of children who are deaf or hard of hearing include:

1.

Deaf-blindness — Having both hearing and vision problems at the same time. This condition
leads to serious communication challenges and significant developmental and educational
needs. These needs are so severe that special education programs for deaf or blind children
cannot meet them.

Deafness — A significant hearing loss. It makes it difficult for a child to process language through
hearing, with or without hearing aids. This can negatively impact their performance in school.
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3. Hearing impairment — A loss of hearing. It can be either permanent or temporary. It negatively
impacts a child’s learning, but it doesn’t fall under the definition of deafness in this section.

4. Multiple disabilities — Having more than one impairment. For example, this could be an
intellectual disability along with blindness or orthopedic issues. These combinations create
severe educational needs. Because of this, special education programs for just one impairment
cannot meet all the needs. Multiple disabilities do not include deaf-blindness.

The Evaluation Team can identify a child’s educational needs by reviewing the comprehensive
educational evaluation. School districts must inform parents about the options available and the
procedures used in special education.

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)

When a child enters a preschool special education program they are guaranteed all of the protections
and benefits of the federal and state special education laws. The central benefit under these laws is a
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). Every child who qualifies for special education has the right
to FAPE. It does not matter how severe the child’s disabilities may be or how much special education
the child requires. Every qualifying child must:

® Receive an appropriate educational program.
® Be provided this at no cost to the parents.

Individualized Education Program (IEP)

Part B services focus on education and are tailored to each individual. They relate to a child’s yearly
goals, both academic and functional. These goals aim to:

1. Support the child’s needs so that they can engage in the general education curriculum and take
part in suitable activities.

2. Meet the child’s other educational needs that result from the child’s disability.

Parents are important decision-makers in the special education of young children. The family and
school personnel become the team that makes decisions about the child’s needs and services.
Representatives of your school district should discuss with you:

® The nature of your child’s disability and its implications for education.

* The methods of coordinating your child’s services.

® The school district’s special education services, procedures, and programs.
Planning for services happens at the Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting. The parents are

considered full members of the IEP team. The IEP document outlines the child’s special education plan.
It may include related services like speech, occupational, and physical therapy.

At the IEP meeting, goals and objectives are written. These goals address the identified needs and

are based on the child’s level of performance. The |IEP team also sets the starting date for special
education and related services. The team decides what services are necessary to meet the educational
and functional goals of the child. The team also decides:

* Where the child will be placed to receive those services. This is known as the “placement.”
® Frequency and duration of those services.



Children are not required to take part in preschool special education programs. Their involvement is
voluntary. The local school district provides the needed education and related services for the child. In
local schools, the main contact for the parents is usually their child’s special education teacher.

Related Services

The child’s IEP must include a statement about the needed special education and related services. It
should also include any supplementary aids and services that are backed by practical, peer-reviewed
research. Additionally, the IEP must state the program modifications and supports that will be provided
to the child. Part B guidelines explain special education, related services, and supplementary aids and
services in detail.

Children in special education can access many services. These services are provided if the student
needs them to succeed in their education. These related services may include:

® Transportation

® Early Identification and Assessment

® [nterpreting services

* Medical services

® Therapeutic Recreation

® Physical therapy

® Occupational therapy

® Orientation and Mobility

® School health/nursing services

® Speech and Language

® Recreation

¢ Social work in schools

® Psychological services

® Counseling

® Rehabilitation counseling

® Assistive technology

® Parent counseling and training

e Staff training

The IEP should state:
The related services that the child needs.

Where the service will be provided.
® How much service will be provided in a given week.

When the service will start and end.
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Placement in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)

Every child in special education must be placed in a program that is in the least restrictive environment.
The least restrictive environment means that the child with disabilities is included in the general
education environment with peers who do not have disabilities as much and as frequently as possible.
The least restrictive environment (LRE) for a student with a disability varies for each individual. It
depends on their unique needs and is not a one-size-fits-all requirement. LRE supports teaching
students with disabilities alongside their non-disabled peers as much as possible. However, placement
depends on whether the student’s needs can be met in that setting with supplementary aids and
services.

Extended School Year

Special education services usually happen during the school year. Some children need more schooling
than what regular education offers. Extended School Year (ESY) services may be written into the IEP
and provided to a child during the summer months. ESY services are offered to prevent significant loss
of previously learned skills and to support emerging skills. ESY services help the child regain those
skills faster in the fall school session. ESY applies to specific educational goals and objectives.

For more information on ESY, contact:

e Office of Public Instruction (OPI) at (406) 444-0169
® Montana Empowerment Center at 1-877-870-1190

Transportation

If a child needs transportation as a related service, the school district must:
® Provide transportation
® Contract with another agency or
® Contract with the parents to bring their child to school.

Transportation means round trip, home to school and school to home. If a parent has been offered a
transportation contract, but does not want to transport the child, the school district is still responsible
for providing transportation. Parents cannot be forced to provide transportation if they are unwilling or
unable to do so.

IEP Review

The Individualized Education Plan (IEP) needs to be checked and updated every year. This is important
because preschool children grow and change quickly. Parents can ask for a review at any time. The
annual review should look at preparing your child for primary grades and less restrictive settings if
appropriate.

A full reevaluation of the child’s strengths and weaknesses must be completed every three years. This
is unless the parents and school district agree to a different schedule. Parents or teachers can ask for
a reevaluation whenever needed. However, only one evaluation is conducted per year. The district may
deny performing a reevaluation, but the school must put the denial in a written notice to the parent. This
notice is known as a Prior Written Notice.



What if my student doesn’t qualify for special education services under IDEA? - Section 504,
Special Education, and 504 Plans

Section 504 requires a school district to provide a “free appropriate public education” (FAPE) to each
eligible student in its jurisdiction, regardless of the nature or severity of the disability. Under Section
504, an appropriate education for a student with a disability could consist of education in a regular
classroom, education in a regular classroom with supplementary services, or special education

and related services. A child who has a disability but does not qualify for special education services
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) may still be entitled to services or
accommodations under Section 504.

The school must provide a plan for providing reasonable accommodations and other services so a child
may participate fully in the school setting. Parents are usually invited to a meeting where the plan is
developed. Putting the plan in writing is an effective way to document what services the school will be
providing.

For more information, reach out to the Montana Empowerment Center at (1-877-870-1190).

Independent Educational Evaluation

If the results of the comprehensive educational evaluation don’t match your view of your child, you
can request an independent educational evaluation (IEE). You can make this request in writing. See
appendix B for sample letters.

The IEE must be done by a qualified examiner from outside the school district. You can request a list of
qualified professionals from the school district who can do an IEE. The school district must pay for the
Independent Educational Evaluation.

If the district disagrees with the need for an Independent Educational Evaluation, they may request a
due process hearing. The district can argue that its evaluation was appropriate. Thus, it should not have
to pay for the Independent Educational Evaluation.

The Evaluation Team must consider the results of an independent educational evaluation. However,
they do not have to agree with them.

If you can’t reach an agreement, you can use one or more dispute resolution options. These options
include:

® Mediation
® Filing an administrative complaint
® Due process hearing

What if the district doesn’t offer preschool special education services?

The IDEA requires all school districts to offer a full continuum of services. If a district does not have
preschool special education services available at the time a child is referred, it must either:

1. Develop preschool special education services.
2. Contract with a program that can provide the services.

If the school district works with another program, like Head Start, it must ensure that the IEP and
related services follow the IEP guidelines.
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Knowledge Counts! - Empowering Parents

Your child will gain many new skills in early intervention and preschool special education. As a parent,
you will learn more about yourself, your child, and the educational options available. The more you
learn, the better you can guide your child’s education.

As a parent of a child with a disability, you can become empowered in several ways:

1.

o o M O

Reach out to national, state, and local disability groups to learn more about your child’s disability.
You may also contact us at the Montana Empowerment Center (1-877-870-1190).

Explore special education and disabilities. Use local resources, like your public library, for more
information on family and professional topics.

Asking questions of the professionals who work with your child.
Keeping careful records of your child’s medical and educational history.
Participating in parent training workshops.

Joining a parent group lets you connect with others. You can find emotional and social support
from peers.

If a child is labeled with a “developmental delay,” an evaluation must happen before turning 9.
This checks if they qualify for special education services in another category. This change in
eligibility may be hard for parents. Knowing that it is coming may help.



GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Assessment—Tests used to determine the individual child’s present level of performance and early
intervention or educational needs.

At Risk—A child who has conditions that make it likely that they may have some developmental delays.

Developmental Delay (Part B)—A child up to 9 years old with a significant delay in development who
needs special education and related services.

Special Education Disability Categories (under Montana Law)—The IDEA states that Evaluation
Report Teams must classify students with disabilities, aged six and older, into these categories:

* Autism * Speech or language impairment

* Orthopedic impairment * Developmental Delay (up to age 9)
¢ [ntellectual delay (cognitive delay) e Traumatic brain injury

® Other health impairment e Emotional disturbance

* Deaf-blindness e Visual impairment.

* Specific learning disability * Hearing impairment

® Deafness

Intellectual (Cognitive)—Refers to the brain processes used for thinking, reasoning, understanding,
and judgment.

Comprehensive Educational Evaluation—Tests and observations done by public school staff to find
out if the child has a disability and requires special education and related services. The Evaluation
Report Team discusses the results of the educational evaluation. A parent has the option to share

any evaluations and assessments done by the child and family agency or other qualified individuals.
Evaluations from outside the school district must be considered by the evaluation Team.

Developmental —Steps or stages of mental, physical, and social growth in children under the age of
eighteen.

Developmental Delay Part C—Having a diagnosed physical or mental condition that has a high
probability of resulting in developmental delay, even though the delay may not exist at the time of
diagnosis, or experiencing developmental delays as measured by appropriate diagnostic instruments in
one or more of the following areas:

¢ Cognitive development
® Physical development, including:
° Vision and hearing
°  Communication development
° Social or emotional development

°  Adaptive development
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Due Process (in early intervention)—Refers to a process for resolving a dispute between the family
and the child and family service agency related to the delivery of early intervention services.

Evaluation—The process of finding out if a child qualifies or continues to qualify for early intervention
or special education services. This includes finding out the status of the child in several developmental
areas.

Evaluation Team—Includes school professionals, parents and other individuals who have knowledge
or special expertise regarding the student, including related services personnel.

Extended School Year (ESY)—Special education and related services that are provided during
summer vacation. It helps prevent kids from losing important skills they have already learned. The IEP
team needs to discuss Extended School Year at each meeting. They must detail the services, along
with specific goals and objectives. Not all students in special education need an extended school year.
Similarly, not every service listed in the IEP is provided during ESY. Extended School Year services are
tailored for each student.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)—This is the federal law that gives the legal
authority for early intervention and special education services. It covers children from birth to age 21.

Individualized Education Plan (IEP)— A written document that outlines the special education and
related services for a child with disabilities. It ensures they receive a free appropriate public education.
The program is designed to meet the individual special education and related services needs of an
eligible child.

Individual Family Service Plan (IFSP)—A written document that outlines early intervention services
for the child and family. The plan aims to meet their needs based on the child’s development needs and
the family’s priorities.

Intervention—Activities designed to help a child with a disability and their family when the child is
struggling.

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)—This term means that students with disabilities should be
educated alongside their non-disabled peers in the general education environment as much as possible
with supports. The least restrictive environment (LRE) for a student with a disability varies for each
individual. It depends on their unique needs and is not a one-size-fits-all requirement.

Natural Environment —aA place where infants and toddlers without disabilities are usually found.
For example, a family home or a child care facility. Whenever possible, early intervention services are
delivered in natural environments.

Part B (special education)—Refers to the part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
that outlines services for children ages 3 until they turn 22.

Part C (early intervention)—Refers to the part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
that outlines services for children from birth until they turn 3.

Preschool Special Education—These are services for children with disabilities aged 3 through 5.
They focus on meeting each child’s unique developmental needs. This approach centers on the child.



Preschool Screening—Preschool screening checks the child’s overall health, hearing, and vision.
It also looks at speech, language, general development, fine and gross motor skills, and behavior.
Screening procedures are a brief look at a child to determine whether they need further assessment.
Screening might result in a referral for a full educational evaluation. Montana’s regulations don’t set
specific screening procedures. So, each public school creates its own preschool screening process.
Screening activities are not individualized assessments requiring prior parental consent.

Referral for Evaluation—When a parent or school staff member asks for a full educational evaluation.
They want to see if their child has a disability that requires special education.

Related Services—These include transportation and other support services. They help children with
disabilities benefit from special education. Related services cannot stand alone. A special education
service must be in place before adding a related service to the IEP.

Service Delivery—How, when and where early intervention services are given to the child and family.

Therapy— Treatment for physical or psychological conditions. The most common therapies provided
through early intervention and special education are:

« Occupational therapy,

o Physical therapy,

« Speech and language therapy

Transition—The movement from one program to another. At age three, young children with disabilities
move from early intervention services to preschool special education or other community services.
Families also experience a transition from their early intervention program to other services. This could
be within the same local agency or through different community programs.
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Appendix A - Summary of IDEA Services for Children

Please note that your child may be referred for evaluation and qualify for services at any age.

Age: Birth to Age 3 (Part C Services)
Service: Home-based Early Intervention

How to qualify?
If you suspect a disability or delay:

1. Contact your local early intervention provider. See Appendix C for your provider and contact
details. (please note that some school districts have preschool screening at this age and will refer
to the Early Intervention provider if needed)

2. Sign consent for assessment.
3. Early Intervention providers will assess needs and decide eligibility based on the results.

4. If your child qualifies for early intervention services, you and the early intervention provider will
determine the appropriate services to include in the IFSP (Individualized Family Service Plan).

5. Transition to preschool special education services starts six to three months before a child’s third
birthday.

Age: 3-5 Year Old (Part B 619 Services)
Service: School-based preschool special education

How to qualify?
If you suspect a disability or delay:

1. Request an evaluation through your local school district in writing. See Appendix B for a sample
letter.

2. Sign the consent for assessment.
3. School personnel will conduct assessments.

4. You and the school staff will look at the assessment results. Then, you will decide if preschool
special education services are needed during an Evaluation Report Team meeting.

If the Evaluation Report Team finds that your child needs preschool special education services, you and
the school district staff will hold an IEP (Individualized Education Program) meeting within 30 days to:

e Discuss appropriate special education and related services.

® Develop an IEP (Individualized Education Program).

° The IEP services begin when you approve and sign it. Note that you do not have to sign the
IEP right away if you do not agree with it. Let the school know when you plan to return the
IEP.

° The IEP can be reviewed at any time as your child’s needs change. You can request an
IEP meeting in writing at any time. See Appendix B for a sample letter for requesting an IEP
meeting.

° If you have questions or concerns about the IEP, contact the Montana Empowerment
Center. They can answer questions and go over the IEP with you.



Age: 6 until they turn 22 (Part B Services)
Service: School-based special education

How to qualify?
If you suspect a disability or delay:

1. Request an evaluation through your local school district in writing. See Appendix B for a sample
letter.

2. Sign the consent for assessment.
3. School personnel will conduct assessments.

4. You and the school staff will look at the assessment results at the evaluation team meeting.
The team decides if special education and related services are needed.

If the Evaluation Report Team finds that your child needs special education services, you and the
school district staff will hold an IEP (Individualized Education Program) meeting to:

® Discuss appropriate special education and related services.
® Develop an IEP (Individualized Education Program).

° The IEP services begin when you approve and sign it. Note that you do not have to sign the

IEP right away if you do not agree with it. Let the school know when you plan to return the
IEP.

° The IEP can be reviewed at any time as your child’s needs change. You can request an

IEP meeting in writing at any time. See Appendix B for a sample letter for requesting an IEP
meeting.

e |f you have questions or concerns about the IEP, contact the Montana Empowerment
Center. They can answer questions and go over the IEP with you.
Review the IEP once a year.

o

o

Re-evaluation every three years or as needed.

Secondary Transition planning for adulthood may begin at age 14, but must begin by age 16. It’s time to
plan for graduation and life after high school. See our Transition Handbook for more information.
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Appendix B - Part C to Part B Early Intervention
Transition Checklist

By 30 months of age (2 and a half years):
[l Understand that Early Intervention services will end by your child’s 3rd birthday.

[] Learn about the early intervention transition process from your Service Coordinator.

Ol Begin exploring preschool options, including special education (Part B) services.

By 30-32 months of age (2 and a half years):

[] Attend an Early Intervention Transition Planning Meeting with your Service Coordinator and
others involved in your child’s care.

] Give written consent to share information with the local school district or other potential service
providers.

[] Receive information about your rights under IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act).
[l Review your child’s current Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) and begin identifying new
goals for preschool services, if eligible.
By 33-36 months of age (2 and a half to 3 years):

[] Give consent for a full educational evaluation to determine eligibility for Part B (Preschool
Special Education) services.

L] eligible, help develop an Individualized Education Program (IEP) with the school district.
L] If not eligible for Part B, explore other community-based preschool or support services.
[] vVisit potential preschool programs and ask questions about routines, supports, and family
involvement.
By Age 3:

[l Confirm that an IEP or other services are in place to begin on or before your child’s 3rd
birthday.

[l Review and understand the new plan and how it supports your child’s learning and
development.

[] Say goodbye to your Early Intervention team and celebrate your child’s progress!
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Appendix C - Sample Letters

Here are a few sample letters you might want to write. Use these as a guide and add details about your
situation.

1. Requesting a Referral and Assessment for special education services
Requesting a Parent-Teacher Conference

2.

3. Requesting an IEP team meeting

4. Requesting Facilitation or Mediation or Filing a complaint
5.

Requesting due process.
Letter Requesting an Evaluation (or re-evaluation) for Special Education Services

Your Name(s)

Address

Town, MT 59000

concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date
Principal
School Name
Town, MT

Dear Mr./Ms.

On behalf of our child, (name), we are concerned that they has certain education needs and deficits
that adversely affect their educational performance to the degree that our child needs special education
and related services. These concerns include: (Describe your concerns; for example, is not making
progress; having behaviors at school, falling behind in their classwork, does not understand what they
are learning in school, or has a new medical diagnosis that we think affects learning).

As a result, we are requesting a comprehensive special education evaluation be completed. It is our
understanding that we must sign a consent to evaluate form for this process to begin. Please make that
form available as soon as possible. We look forward to hearing from you within the week.

Sincerely,
[signatures]
Signature(s)

Your printed name(s)

406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)
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Sample Letters

Letter Requesting a Parent-Teacher Conference

Your Name(s)

Address

Town, MT 59000

concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date
Teacher,
School Name
Town, MT

Dear Mr./Ms.

We would like to arrange a private conference with you to discuss our child (name’s) progress. We
have some concerns and questions about what we can do to support (name’s) learning (State the
areas of concern; for example, math, reading, social skills, behaviors). We would like to meet as soon
as possible. Times we could meet with you are: (Provide a few dates and times that are convenient).

Please call or email (put in your preferred phone number and email address) to confirm a meeting date
and time. If we are not available, please leave a message. We hope to hear from you this week. We
look forward to talking with you and we appreciate your help.

Sincerely,

Signature(s)

Your printed Name(s)

406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)



Sample Letters
Letter Requesting an IEP Team Meeting

Your Name(s)

Address

Town, MT 59000

concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Principal or Special Education Case Manager
School Name

Town, MT

Dear Mr./Ms.

Our son/daughter, (name) is an eligible student currently receiving special education services as part of
an (IEP). We realize an IEP is typically reviewed annually, but we feel we need to review (name’s) plan
and progress sooner than that. We would like to discuss some concerns with the team that may warrant
making changes in the IEP. We have concerns about (State your concerns; for example, is not making
progress; having behaviors at school, falling behind in their classwork, does not understand what they
are learning in school).

We would appreciate having this meeting within the next two weeks so that necessary changes can be
made in a timely manner. Times we could meet with the team are: (Provide a few dates and times that
are convenient). Thank you for your help in this matter. We look forward to seeing you and the other
IEP team members soon.

Sincerely,
Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)

406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)
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Sample Letters

Letter to Request Facilitation, Mediation or to File a Complaint

Your Name(s)

Address

Town, MT 59000

concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Office of Public Instruction, Early Assistance Program
P.O. Box 202501

Helena, MT 59620-2501

Dear Sir or Madam:

We are [requesting facilitation, mediation or filing a formal complaint with/against] the school district
where our child is receiving a special education program under an IEP. [Describe the problem and your
specific complaint. [ For example: Despite the fact that our child’s IEP specifically states [son, daughter]
will receive speech therapy daily for 30 minutes, our child has not received such therapy for over a
month.]

[Describe the impact of the problem and why you need facilitation, mediation or want to file a complaint]

We would appreciate your assistance [in getting facilitation, mediation or filing a complaint.] Please
provide any forms we may use to accomplish this.

Sincerely,

Signature(s)

Your printed name(s)

406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)



Sample Letters
Letter Requesting Due Process

Your Name(s)

Address

Town, MT 59000

concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Office of Public Instruction, Early Assistance Program
P.O. Box 202501

Helena, MT 59620-2501

Dear Sir or Madam:

Our child is an IDEA-eligible student who is being served under an IEP at public school. Currently,
we disagree with school personnel about the appropriateness of our child’s educational program and
placement. We do not think that the current program is providing our child with educational benefits,
even though the staff says that the program is working effectively.

Despite our efforts to come to an agreement, we find that we are still at odds with the school district.
We are formally requesting a due process hearing to determine what is legally and educationally
appropriate for our child. We would consider formal mediation and resolution sessions as interim steps
to assist us in resolving these issues without resorting to a due process hearing.

We think our child’s current program is detrimental and needs to be changed as quickly as possible.
We would appreciate hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,
Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)

406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)

MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER

39



Appendix D

Resources

Montana Milestones/Part C of IDEA Early Intervention Program Resources
(Infants and Toddlers, Birth Until they turn 3)

Children’s Special Health Services
406-444-3617 » 800-762-9891 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/cshs/index

Disability Services Division Programs
406-444-4545 - 877-296-1197 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/BHDD/DisabilityServices/
developmentaldisabilities/

Montana Head Start Association
406-443-0620 - http://mtheadstart.org/

Home and Community Based Services https://dphhs.mt.gov/hcbs
Montana 211 - Dial 211 https://montana211.org/about

Montana Child Care Resource & Referral Network
https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/childcare/childcareresourceandreferral

Montana Children’s Health Insurance Plan
888-258-3489 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/hmk

Montana Independent Living Services
https://dphhs.mt.gov/detd/independentliving/Center

Montana Law Help https://www.montanalawhelp.org
Montana Medicaid Programs https://dphhs.mt.gov/montanahealthcareprograms

Montana School for Deaf & Blind Children
406-771-6000 * 800-882-6732 * https://www.msdbmustangs.org

Office of Public Instruction (OPI)
406-444-3095 - 888-231-9393 - https://opi.mt.gov/

Office of Public Instruction (OPl) — Special Education
888-231-9393 https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-Education/
Special-Education-Family-Resources

State Commissioner of Insurance 406-444-2040 https://csimt.gov



State Resources

Children’s Special Health Services
406-444-3617 « 800-762-9891 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/cshs/index

Disability Services Division Programs
406-444-4545 - 877-296-1197 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/BHDD/DisabilityServices/

developmentaldisabilities/

Montana Head Start Association
406-443-0620 - http://mtheadstart.org/

Home and Community Based Services
https://dphhs.mt.gov/hcbs

Montana 211 - Dial 211 - https://montana211.org/about

Montana Child Care Resource & Referral Network
https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/childcare/childcareresourceandreferral

Montana Children’s Health Insurance Plan
888-258-3489 - https://dphhs.mt.gov/hmk

Montana Independent Living Services
https://dphhs.mt.gov/detd/independentliving/Center

Montana Law Help
https://www.montanalawhelp.org/

Montana Medicaid Programs
https://dphhs.mt.gov/montanahealthcareprograms/

Montana School for Deaf & Blind Children
406-771-6000 - 800-882-6732 * https://www.msdbmustangs.org

Office of Public Instruction (OPI)
406-444-3095 + 888-231-9393 + https://opi.mt.gov/

Office of Public Instruction (OPl) — Special Education
888-231-9393 https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-Education/

Special-Education-Family-Resources

State Commissioner of Insurance
406-444-2040 https://csimt.gov
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National Resources

ADA Information
800-514-0301 (voice) * 800-514-0383 (TTY) - www.ada.gov

ARC - Health Insurance Policy
800-433-5255 - http://www.thearc.org

Disability Rights Laws http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/cguide.htm

Federal Communications Commission
1-888-225-5322 (voice) « 1-888-835-5322 (TTY) * https://www.fcc.gov/accessibility

Montana Yellow Pages for Kids with Disabilities
http://www.yellowpagesforkids.com/help/mt.htm

National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY)
https://www.parentcenterhub.org

Regional ADA and IT Technical Assistance Centers
800-949-4232 (voice/TTY) « www.adata.org

Social Security

800-772-1213 voice * 800-325-0778 (TTY) - Publications http://www.ssa.gov » SSI/SSDI Forms
http://www. ssa.gov/forms « Pass Plan http://www.socialsecurity.gov/online/ssa-545.html| « Regional
Communications Office (Denver) 303-844-1888

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services IDEA
Information 1-800-872-5327 (voice/TTY) « https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/individuals-disabilities

U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division (ADA Title Il and Iil) 800-514-0301 (voice)
800-514-0383 (TTY) » www.ada.gov

U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, Office of Civil Rights (ADA
Title Il) 888-446-4511 (voice/relay) « www.fta.dot.gov/ad















MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER

Exceptional Children, Extraordinary Potential

Empower, Encourage and Educate all Montana families
with children and young adults with disabilities.

Our Vision

We envision that individuals and families with children and young adults with
disabilities will have the information, resources and support they need to make
informed and empowered choices.

Our Values

¢ MEC believes that families are the most knowledgeable about their children because they have the most
significant influence and direct impact on their children’s lives. Enabled through information, training, and
skills, families can, do and will make good decisions to assist, support, and empower their children.

o Families and individuals with disabilities are a necessary component in policy-making decisions that
directly affect them.

e The community is enhanced by the integration, engagement and participation of all children and adults.

¢ All children and young adults can learn and have the right to participate in their schools and communities.

¢ Families should be supported and positively enabled so that they can nurture their children.

¢ Individualization of services is needed to meet the unique needs of individuals.

¢ There should be high expectations for individuals who are experiencing a disability. Collaborative efforts
among parents, professionals and people with disabilities are necessary for success.

¢ The use of language about families and people with disabilities should be respectful and in recognition of
their dignity and rights as full citizens and equitable human beings.

¢ Individuals, families and educators are more confident and successful when they have access to current
information from evidence-based practices which empower them to implement and put such practices
into action.

877-870-1190 | mtempowermentcenter.org




EARLY INTERVENTION:
A PARENT INFORMATION HANDBOOK

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Infant and Toddler Programs and Preschool
Special Education.

The Early Intervention: A Parent Information Handbook is an introduction to Montana’s early childhood
intervention and special education preschool programs.

Children grow and develop many skills through the first five years of life. Sometimes a child needs
special help to make sure they are developing skills.

Early intervention focuses on helping babies and toddlers learn the basic and brand-new skills that
typically develop during the first three years of life. Preschool Early Intervention (El) Services focus
on the growth and/or skill development for children ages 3-5 years old.

> Both programs are provided at no cost to families.
> Meet the needs and priorities of the family and child
> Help the family understand and enhance the child’s development in many areas

Included in this booklet is:

> Information on the differences in each program
> Ways to make a referral

> Eligibility requirements and evaluation process
> Difference between an Individualized

Family Services Plan (IFSP) and/or
Individualized Education Plan

[}
[ |
|

MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER

Exceptional Children, Extraordinary Potential

1-877-870-1190
mtempowermentcenter.org

The Montana Empowerment Center, (MEC) is a private, nonprofit Montana organization founded
in 2020 by parents of children with disabilities. MEC provides resources, training, and support for
individuals with disabilities, their families, and the professionals who serve them. MEC services
are available throughout Montana and are free to individuals with disabilities and their families.
Please contact us if you enjoyed this Handbook and would like more information about MEC.

Scan here for a survey about our materials: it is important
to us to hear from you as a part of our grant requirements.

A publication of Montana Empowerment Center (MEC).
Montana Parent’s Handbook to Early Intervention
© 2026 Montana Empowerment Center




