
 
 
 

  

 
REFERRAL FOR AN INITIAL EVALUATION: 

A Guide for Parents 
and Caregivers 

It can be stressful when your child is having trouble with learning, behavior, or development. If you’re a parent 
who’s wondering whether your child needs help, you don’t have to wait or hope things get better on their own. 
Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), you have the right to ask for an evaluation to see if 
your child may have a disability and needs special education services, and the school must respond with action. 

Schools also have a responsibility, called Child Find, to identify, locate, and evaluate students who may need 
support. They must look for students who may have a disability and accept referrals from parents or others 
outside school to start the special education evaluation process. Schools cannot delay, deny, or discourage a 
referral. This resource explains what a referral is, what happens after you make one, and what you can expect 
throughout the process. 

What is a Referral? 

A referral is a request to find out whether your 
child has a disability and, if so, if they need special 
education services. You can make a referral to your 
child’s school if you have concerns about your child’s 
learning, behavior, communication, or development. 
It is recommended that you ask your child’s teacher, 
administrator, or any other school employee about 
the steps for submitting a referral. A referral can be 
spoken or written and should include a description of 
your concerns or observations. Schools must help you 
document a spoken referral but may not require you 
to use a specific form. You also do not have to use any 
“magic words” to start the process. 

For younger children (under age six), referrals may 
also come from doctors, early childhood programs, or 
community organizations. 

No matter who makes the referral, 
the school must notify you. 

A referral may come from any individual with 
knowledge of a student, such as: 

•	 You, the parent; 

•	 The student, provided that educational rights 
have transferred to the student; 

•	 An employee of the local education agency (LEA) 
the student is enrolled in who has knowledge of 
the student; 

•	 An employee of a public agency who has 
knowledge of the student; 

•	 A pediatrician or other medical professional, 
including physicians, hospitals, and other health 
providers; 

•	 Child development facilities, including day care 
centers, child care centers, and early childhood 
programs; 

•	 District agencies and programs, including IDEA 
Part C programs; 

•	 Community and civic organizations; and 

•	 Advocacy organizations. 



What Happens After a Referral? 

If a referral is made verbally, the school must 
write it down, provide you with a copy of the 
procedural safeguards notice, and send you a letter 
acknowledging the referral within three business 
days. This letter explains the evaluation process, your 
rights, and next steps. 

The school cannot require more 
information before accepting the referral 
and cannot delay the evaluation process 
to gather additional data. 

What Comes Next? 

If the school decides to move forward with an 
evaluation, it may conduct more assessments and 
gather more information on your child to help 
decide if they are eligible for special education and 
determine their educational needs. If the school 
declines to evaluate your child, it should consider 
other ways to support them to address concerns 
raised in the referral. If you disagree with the school’s 
decision, you can request a meeting to discuss their 
proposal or refusal to conduct the evaluation and next 
steps for your child, giving you an opportunity to ask 
how the school will make sure your child’s educational 
needs are met. 

After the school team reviews the referral, they must 
review your child’s information to decide whether 
they think your child may have a suspected disability 
and might need special education services. This is 
called the Analysis of Existing Data (AED) or Student 
Educational Progress (SEP) meeting. 

Part of this review of information includes asking 
you, the parent, for input. The team will also review 
information such as: 

•	 Evaluations, medical records, and information 
you provide; 

•	 Attendance data, student work, and classroom 
observations; and 

•	 Input from teachers. 

Once this information has been collected, the school 
must provide you with a copy of the AED and a prior 
written notice (PWN). These documents give you 
a summary of the information reviewed and the 
school’s decision on whether to continue with an 
evaluation. The PWN helps you understand why the 
school made its decision and what will happen next. 
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