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Welcome
This is the first of a three-part series focused on reopening considerations for
special education.
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Disclaimer

Today’s presentation is intended as a
summary of best practices and is not meant
as legal advice.
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Background
• School districts across New Jersey are working tirelessly to develop
reopening strategies for the 2020–2021 school year.
• There are a wide range of factors and scenarios to consider as you plan for
safe reentry and ensure that schools are prepared to accommodate
students with disabilities.
• While many resources exist to support overall district planning, few offer
guidance for special education departments.
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Learning Objectives
By the end of today’s session, you will understand and have subsequent next steps in the
following three priority areas:

• Priority 1: Teachers and school leaders are not doctors or scientists. It is important to be
making informed decisions on the nuances specific to providing students with IEPs a free
and appropriate education, hence it is important to create a COVID-19 Special Education
Steering Committee.
• Priority 2: All aspects of a child’s learning environment will be impacted by social distancing
measures. For many students with IEPs, extra care will need to be taken as it relates to
mask and distancing compliance, classroom learning spaces, therapy spaces, eating
spaces, and specialized instruction. Because of COVID-19, health and safety
procedures for special education must be created and adhered to.

• Priority 3: Given the fluidity of the situation, students may be exposed to multiple learning
environments during the 2020-21 school year. Instructional considerations for special
education will require planning and flexibility. At the same time, assessing students
present levels of academic and functional performance in a timely manner will be critical.
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Learning Objectives
In doing so, you will:
• Follow the typical day of Julio, a student with an IEP
• Assess immediate, COVID-19 related changes that will need to occur
before his return to school in the 2020-21 school year

• Through the needed modifications to Julio’s day, assess what policies and
procedures may need to be changed in your own school buildings
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Priority 1: Creation of
COVID-19 Special
Education Steering
Committee
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Following these steps will
ensure that nuanced COVID19 specific special education
decisions are made by an
informed group of
individuals.

Creation of COVID-19 Special Education Steering
Committee
➢ Have you developed a COVID-19 special education steering committee to
make policy decisions related to health and safety for students with
disabilities in various school settings?
▪ The formation of a committee dedicated to special education, comprised
of the following informed constituents:
▪ school district physician,
▪ local board of health representation,
▪ school nurses,
▪ board counsel,
▪ special education counsel,
▪ special education director,
▪ superintendent, and
▪ building leadership.
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Creation of Steering Committee: Focus and
Purpose
The needs of students with disabilities are complex, especially during a global
pandemic.
• District physician and board of health: The fluid nature of the pandemic requires
decisions rooted in science, with guidance and support from local medical experts
(e.g. the district’s physician and the local board of health).
• Children with disabilities are in situations that may create increased risk for themselves
and staff – e.g. the close proximity of staff to students in learning, hygiene, toileting, deescalation, restraint.

• Special Education Legal Counsel/Board Counsel: Students with disabilities and
their parents are afforded special rights through IDEA and New Jersey Administrative
Code Title 6A, Chapter 14. Process decisions made during the COVID-19
emergency may have downstream legal implications for the district.
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Creation of Steering Committee: Focus and
Purpose
• Special Education Director: The Director, through Supervisors and Case Managers,
is aware of the unique circumstances of children on their caseloads.
• Building Leadership: The Principals and Assistant Principals know the insides of
their buildings as well as all the staff. They play a critical role in supporting the unique
space needs that students with disabilities may have as it relates to instruction,
related services, and behavioral needs.
• School Nurse: The building-based nurse is the first line of defense when a medical
issue arises in a building. At the building level, he or she is likely the most trained in
dealing with the containment of infectious disease. They also interact with students
with disabilities, both after physical restraint as well as medication administration
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Topics for the COVID-19 Special Education
Steering Committee

https://edplan.com/COVID-19/specialeducationreentrychecklist.html
www.publicconsultinggroup.com
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Priority 2: Health and
Safety Procedures for
Special Education
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Why Are Additional Procedures Needed?
• While many school districts are creating guidelines for PPE for students and staff,
most of these guidelines do not account for the variety of situations that students with
disabilities and the staff that support them find themselves in throughout the day.

➢ How will new procedures for personal hygiene and safety – based on
Centers for Disease Control (CDC), state, and local health guidelines – be
implemented in special education classrooms and therapy rooms?
➢ Are there protocols to accommodate students for whom traditional use of
personal protective equipment (PPE), social distancing, and hygiene
techniques may not be feasible?
➢ Are there additional sensory accommodations or modifications to match PPE
to student needs?
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Julio’s Daily Journey
For context, let’s examine an example journey for a student with a disability. Julio is a
second-grade student with autism. He is non-verbal, has dysphagia, has sensory issues, and
sometimes has behavioral challenges. In addition, he needs full assistance with toileting.

Julio receives specialized transportation in a van. He rides to school with three other
students and a van-aide. He requires the use of a harness to keep him seated and safe.
Upon arrival at the school, Julio’s paraprofessional brings him directly to his class in the
resource room. From there, he attends morning meeting.
Following morning meeting, Julio receives a related service, either Occupational Therapy,
Physical Therapy, or Speech. These therapies are provided in one of the therapy rooms.
During the morning, Julio often needs assistance from his paraprofessional with toileting.
Because Julio wears Pull-Ups at school, his paraprofessional must clean and change him.
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Julio’s Daily Journey
At lunch, Julio receives support from his paraprofessional as well as his speech and
language pathologist. Julio has dysphagia and requires assistance with eating his lunch
and support with cleaning the saliva and food that falls from his mouth. He sits in a special,
adapted chair. Lunch typically occurs in the school cafeteria at a table with his peers.

Julio attends recess at the playground with his peers.
When Julio returns from recess, he engages in learning through discreet trials that occurs
in a small cubicle, facilitated by his paraprofessional.
Julio has a visual schedule that was created by his teacher and supported by his
behaviorist. He frequently has trouble transitioning during the day and receives
reinforcements for good behavior as part of his Behavior Intervention Plan. However,
sometimes, Julio can get upset. He often goes to the sensory space as a break. There are
times that require use of de-escalation and rare occurrences of physical restraint.
At the end of the day, Julio goes home on the van with his peers and the bus-aide.
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School Bus or Van
Julio receives specialized transportation in a small van. He rides to school with three
other students and a van-aide. He requires the use of a harness to keep him seated
and safe.

Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address
the following:
•

Confirm Julio’s transportation needs for the 2020-21 school year.

•

If Julio continues riding on the van, it will need to be socially distanced. Given the
van’s size, he and one other student may possibly be the only students on board.

•

Assess if Julio can consistently wear a mask during travel on the van.

•

Assess PPE needs of the driver and especially of the van aide who will be in close
proximity of Julio when strapping him in.
Is Julio utilizing the van for
the 2020-21 SY?
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Is the district
prepared to
provide social
distancing and
harness support?

Is the district
prepared to
provide necessary
PPE for van?

Does the district
have enough vans
or busses with
fewer students on
board?
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Resource Room
Upon arrival at the school, Julio’s paraprofessional brings him directly to his class in the
resource room. From there, he attends morning meeting.
Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address
the following:
•

Assess the adequacy of the ventilation in the room.

•

Provide social distance between the students, at least three feet apart.

•

Given the small size of the existing resource room, additional space may be
required.

Is the separate room
adequately ventilated (citing
recommendations by CDC,
Board of Health)?

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

Can 3 feet of
social distancing
occur?

Does the district
have alternative
space if need be?

Will the district be
using desk
shields? If so, will
they be safely
positioned?
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Therapy Room
Following morning meeting, Julio receives a related service, either Occupational
Therapy, Physical Therapy, or Speech. These therapies are provided in one of the
therapy rooms.

Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address
the following:
•

Assess the adequacy of the ventilation in the room

•

Social distancing in the therapy room with specific guidance around proximity and
PPE needed when conducting services

•

Constant cleaning of shared Occupational and Physical Therapy equipment

Is the separate room
adequately ventilated (citing
recommendations by CDC,
Board of Health)?
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Can social
distancing occur
during the use of
specialized
equipment?

Are cleaning
protocols in place to
ensure timely
cleaning of
equipment?

Are protocols in
place to ensure safe
proximity between
the therapist and
student?
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Bathroom and Staff Assistance
During the morning, Julio often needs assistance from his paraprofessional with toileting. Because
Julio wears diapers at school, his paraprofessional must clean and change him. In addition, Julio
does not like the feeling of cold water on his hands and frequently refuses to wash his hands.

Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address the following:
•

Because of the close proximity to both personal aerosols as well as personal bodily fluids, in
coordination with district physician, assess PPE needs required to safely assist Julio with his
toileting needs.

•

Additional cleaning guidelines for bathrooms and disposal guidelines of items containing bodily
fluids.

•

Handwashing protocols for all students with signage that is both written as well as using graphic
picture symbols.

•

Coordination with Julio’s behaviorist to create a social story for washing hands as well as a token
economy for hand-washing compliance.
Have protocols been
developed for students who
have unique toileting
needs?
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Have protocols
been developed
for disposal of
items containing
bodily fluids?

Has signage been
created that can
be understood by
students?

Has the
behaviorist been
consulted to
support
compliance?

23

Cafeteria and Eating Space
At lunch, Julio receives support from his paraprofessional as well as his speech and
language pathologist. Julio has dysphagia and requires assistance with eating his
lunch and support with cleaning the saliva and food that falls from his mouth. He sits in
a special, adapted chair. Lunch typically occurs in the school cafeteria at a table with
his peers.
Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address
the following:
•

Julio will need a safe space to eat his lunch with his paraprofessional and/or speech
and language pathologist. Both staff will be in very close proximity to Julio as both
staff may be spoon feeding him. They will need PPE to address the potential for
spitting, drooling, and coughing.

Have individual student level
protocols been developed for
students with unique feeding
needs?
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Have preparations
been made to provide
necessary PPE to staff
during student
feeding?

Are protocols in place
to support the safe
handling and washing
of specialized feeding
equipment?
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Procedures: Sensory Spaces, De-escalation, and
Restraint
Julio has a visual schedule that was created by his teacher and supported by his behaviorist. He
frequently has trouble transitioning during the day and receives reinforcements for good behavior as
part of his Behavior Intervention Plan. However, sometimes, Julio can get upset. He often goes to
the sensory space as a break. There are times that require use of de-escalation and rare
occurrences of physical restraint.

Given the COVID-19 emergency, the district should consider procedures that address the
following:
•

With assistance from his special education teacher and behaviorist, modify Julio’s visual
schedule as needed.

•

Assess whether a behavior intervention plan is needed.

•

With support from the COVID-19 Special Education Steering Committee, assess
appropriate PPE use during physical restraint. Carefully assess the use of masks and
face shields.

•

Clean all items within sensory space after student use.
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Sensory Accommodations: Masks and Face
Shields
Julio is reluctant to have objects touch his face or head. His parents reported
that he exhibited self injurious behaviors when they tried to have him wear a
mask over the summer.
Julio’s IEP team convened remotely and it was determined that it would be
appropriate to conduct a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA). Through
the FBA, the district’s behaviorist determined the next step should be to
create a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) to address his refusal to wear the
mask and subsequent self injurious behavior.

Practice during
ESY
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Utilization of
social stories to
reinforce
compliance

Utilization of a
token economy
to reinforce
compliance
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Sensory Accommodations or Modifications to
Match PPE to Students
Julio’s teachers and behaviorist have been successful at having him wear his
mask 80% of the day. Although they were pleased, they had to determine
how to keep him, his peers, and the staff he works with safe for the remaining
20% of the day. It was determined that when Julio was not wearing his mask,
he would be seated at his desk wearing a face shield attached to a baseball
cap.
Given the Julio’s circumstances, some other considerations could include:
▪

Face shields

▪

Masks of different shapes, sizes, materials

▪

Plexiglass barriers
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Other Considerations
The utilization of Universal Design will assure that supports benefit students with
disabilities as well as the general student population:
• Ensuring that plexiglass barriers do not impact the line of sight for all students. This
is especially important for students with visual or hearing impairments (line of sight
required for seeing ASL or lipreading)
• Assuring that teachers have face shields in situations where students may need to
see the teacher’s face
• If students are in a configuration where they are looking straight at the teacher,
assure that all FM systems are in working order
• In buildings where hallway traffic patterns are changed (e.g. one-way corridors),
assuring that visually impaired students have opportunities to learn new patterns with
their TVI or Orientation and Mobility specialists

• Configuring general education settings in a manner that is supportive of all students,
including students who may need sensory breaks, a process likely identified in a
Behavior Intervention Plan
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Other Considerations: Staffing Plans to Safely
Reopen
Assessing how to safely staff your schools will be a significant priority. Many
districts have conducted surveys over the summer to determine how COVID19 may impact their work. Some district staff may be “high risk” and request
work accommodations.
Some considerations:
• As you approach the 2020-21 school year, assess specific special
education staffing needs to safely open buildings.
• Assess staffing needs to simultaneously have a remote learning
component – in both a full week, A/B split, blended, or fully virtual.
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Priority 3:
Instructional
Considerations for
Special Education

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

Why Are Additional Considerations Needed?
• According to the NWEA, when students return to school next year, relative to a typical
school year, they are likely to retain about 70 percent of learning gains in reading and
less than 50 percent of learning gains in mathematics. Learning losses will likely be
even greater for students with disabilities and will require creative solutions to
address academic and skill regression.
➢ Is there a plan for assessing students’ present levels of performance and
regression of skills when students return that includes progress toward IEP
goals?

➢ Is there a plan for providing continuity of services to the greatest extent
possible during a school closure, school schools close again in the 2020-21
school year?
➢ Is there a plan to support students who may have special difficulty
transitioning back to the school environment?
➢ Are there students who did not receive special education services during the
school closure?
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I

IEPs and Instruction: Plan for Assessing Students’
Present Levels of Performance and Regression of
Skills When Students Return
➢ Is there a plan for assessing students’ present levels of performance and
regression of skills when students return that includes progress toward IEP
goals?
▪ Considerations
▪ Continuing assessments delivered in the past (e.g. running records)
▪ Districts should consider formative assessments with the following
characteristics:
▪ Delivered to students, either in-person or remotely, and scored
very quickly.
▪ Dip into the previous grade’s content as appropriate for students
who have deficits caused by the school closures.
▪ Allow a teacher to differentiate instruction and provide scaffolding
for students who may have been affected by the COVID slide in
various ways.
▪ Allow a teacher to set long-term, challenging goals for students.
https://www.nciea.org/blog/educational-assessment/start-now-coherent-assessment-system-fall
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Plans for Providing Continuity of Services to the
Greatest Extent Possible Should Buildings Close Again
➢ Is there a plan for providing continuity of services to the greatest extent
possible during a school closure, if schools close again in the 2020-21
school year?
▪ Considerations:
▪ Change from 5 days, in-person to A/B in-person and blended
instruction
▪ Change from A/B, in-person to blended instruction to fully online
▪ Change from face-to-face related service provision to telepractice
▪ Families choosing to opt for remote learning while a blended model is
still in effect

5-days-a-Week In
Buildings

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

Remote Learning

Blended A/B
Schedule
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Plans for Providing Continuity of Services to the
Greatest Extent Possible Should Buildings Close Again
➢ Is there a plan for providing continuity of services to the greatest extent
possible during a school closure, if schools close again in the 2020-21
school year?
▪ Considerations:
▪ Reduce variability and provide consistent, structured schedules for
students with disabilities
▪ Improve participation tracking
▪ Develop school-level teams and action plans to respond to
attendance, academic, and social-emotional needs
▪ Provide frequent opportunities for parents/guardians to provide
meaningful feedback, offer input, and ask questions
▪ Modified programming for students with moderate to severe
disabilities
▪ Implementation of individual distance learning plans
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Fully Remote Option
➢ Is the district prepared to provide FAPE to students with IEPs whose
families choose to take the fully remote option from the start of the 2020-21
school year?
▪ Considerations:
▪ Continued related service provision via Telepractice.
▪ Enhanced utilization of paraprofessionals, virtually.
▪ Potential need for contracted supports.
▪ Professional development plan focused on strategies for on-line
instruction, teletherapy, and de-escalation in the virtual classroom
▪ Increased daily interaction with a consistent weekly schedule for
students, including a blend of synchronous and asynchronous
instruction
▪ Develop school-level teams and action plans to respond to
attendance, academic, and social-emotional needs
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Plans to Support Students Who May Have
Special Difficulties Transitioning Back to School
➢ Is there a plan to support students who may have special difficulty
transitioning back to the school environment?
▪ Considerations:
▪ Pattern rigidity
▪ Anxiety
▪ Attachment

▪ Role of the paraprofessional in supporting child back in building, with
informal or formal considerations (within IEP).

Is the child having difficulty
transitioning back to
school?
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Has there been
home/school
communication
about the matter?

Are there supports
that can be put
into place, formal
or informal?
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Students Who Did Not Receive Special Education
Services During the School Closure
➢ Are there students who did not receive special education services during
the school closure?
▪ Considerations:
▪ Bridging the digital divide and overcoming technology challenges
(e.g. internet connectivity, hardware)
▪ Parental choice
▪ Home-life challenges

Are there still potential
challenges with access for the
2020-21 SY?
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If they are tech
challenges, has the
district assessed
what it can do to
support the child?

Is the case manager
playing an active role
in continuing the
communication with
the family?
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Summary
• Returning to school for the 2020-21 school year will be unlike any other.
• Priority 1: Teachers and school leaders are not doctors or scientists. It is important to
be making informed decisions on the nuances specific to providing students with IEPs
a free and appropriate education, hence it is important to create a COVID-19 Special
Education Steering Committee.
• Priority 2: All aspects of a child’s learning environment will be impacted by social
distancing measures. For many students with IEPs, extra care will need to be taken
as it relates to mask and distancing compliance, classroom learning spaces, therapy
spaces, eating spaces, and specialized instruction. Because of COVID-19, health
and safety procedures for special education must be created and adhered to.
• Priority 3: Given the fluidity of the situation, students may be exposed to multiple
learning environments during the 2020-21 school year. Instructional
considerations for special education will require planning and flexibility. At the
same time, assessing students present levels of academic and functional
performance in a timely manner will be critical.
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How Can PCG Help?

PCG Supports for Reopening Success
Supports for Student Learning

Supports for Staff

• Tools to implement a Multi-Tiered System of
Supports for academics and mental health
• Additional staff to deliver virtual compensatory
services and virtual instruction
• Curriculum and programs to reinforce learning

• Professional development on remote/blended
learning and lesson design
• On-demand coaching services
• Effective utilization of paraprofessionals

Analysis of the
Impact of School
Closures on
Special Education
Supports for Family Engagement

Supports for Leadership

• Family focus groups
• Remote IEP meetings and parental consent
• Translation of special education documents

• Strategic review and planning
• Capacity and contingency review and planning
• On-demand executive coaching

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

42

Additional PCG Resources
1. Special Education Reentry
Checklist:
https://edplan.com/COVID19/specialeducationreentrychecklist
.html
2. EDPlan Blog:
https://edplan.com/blog/

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

43

Matthew Korobkin
Senior Advisor, Special Education at Public Consulting Group
mkorobkin@pcgus.com

Lauren English-Mezzino
Senior Consultant at Public Consulting Group
lenglishmezzino@pcgus.com

www.publicconsultinggroup.com

44

NJSBA Pandemic Discussion Summer Series

To replay this webinar, as well as obtain handouts:
https://www.njsba.org/training/pandemic-discussion-summer-series/
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