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Once the IEP team has decided what services a child needs, a
decision must be made about where services will be provided.
Where the child’s IEP is carried out is called placement.
Parents have the right to be part of  the group that decides
the child’s placement.

In deciding the child’s placement, the group must make sure
that the child has the maximum opportunity appropriate to
learn with children who do not have disabilit ies—in academic,
nonacademic, and extracurricular activit ies. This part of  IDEA
is called Least Restrictive Environment or LRE.
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What Does IDEA Require?

With respect to placement, IDEA has a lot to say. Let’s start with IDEA’s LRE provisions. These are primarily
f ound at §§300.114 through 300.117.

Least Restrictive Environment is explained in IDEA as follows:

. . . To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilit ies . . . are educated with children who are
nondisabled; and . . . special classes, separate schooling or other removal of  children with disabilit ies f rom the
regular educational environment occurs only if  the nature or severity of  the disability is such that education in
regular classes with the use of  supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisf actorily.
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[§300.114(a)(2)(i)]

IDEA also requires that the child’s placement:

is determined at least annually;

is based on the child’s IEP; and

is as close as possible to the child’s home. [§300.116(b)]

Additional requirements in the law include these:

Unless the IEP requires some other arrangement, the child is educated in the school that he or she would
attend if  nondisabled. [§300.116(c)]

When looking at placement options, consideration must be given to any potential harmf ul ef f ect on the child or
on the quality of  services that he or she needs. [§300.116(d)]

A child with a disability may not be removed f rom education in age-appropriate regular classrooms just because
he or she needs modif ications to the general curriculum. [§300.116(e)]
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Who Makes the Placement Decision?

Of ten, the IEP team makes the placement decision. In some places, the placement decision is made by another
group of  people. In either case, under IDEA, the group that makes the placement decision must include the
parent(s) and others who:

are knowledgeable about the child;

understand the meaning of  his or her evaluation data; and

know the placement options.  [§300.116(a)]
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On What is the Placement Decision Based?

When discussing placement, the group should consider the child’s unique needs and determine the least
restrictive placement f or the child, based upon those needs. A placement that is least restrictive f or one child
may not be least restrictive f or another. What is least restrictive for each child is based on that child’s
unique needs. This means that the school system cannot use a “one size f its all” approach to educating
children who have a disability. Decisions must be based on individual needs as stated in the IEP, and—

may not be based on the child’s disabling condition or label (such as placement in a special class f or
students with intellectual disabilit ies just because a child has cognitive impairments);

may not be based on disability program categories (placement in an particular program f or students with
learning disabilit ies (LD) just because a child needs LD services); and

may not be based on the location of  staf f , on the f unds that are available, or on the convenience of  the
school district. (Rebhorn & Smith, 2008)
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What Kind of  Placements Are There?
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In making placement decisions, the group looks to another important part of  the IDEA, the continuum of
alternative placements. The continuum includes the dif f erent options where children can receive services.
These options include placements such as:

a general education class

a special education class

a special education school

at home, or

in a hospital or other public or private institution. [§300.115]
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How Does the Group Decide Among These Options?

Since its earliest days, IDEA has included a strong pref erence f or children with disabilit ies to be educated
alongside their peers without disabilit ies, to the maximum extent appropriate. That’s why a student’s placement
in the general education classroom is the first option the placement group should consider (71 Fed. Reg.
46588). Can the child be educated satisf actorily in the general education classroom? What aids, services, and
supports does the child need to make this possible? If  the group decides that the child’s needs can be met in
the general education class, with supports, then that placement is the LRE f or the child.
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What Supports Does the Student Need?

IDEA recognizes that, in many cases, supports must be provided to a child with a disability to enable him or her
to be educated in the general education environment, including participating in extracurricular and nonacademic
activit ies and settings. The law calls these supplementary aids and services.

These aids and services of ten play in a pivotal role in f acilitating and supporting the education of  individual
children with disabilit ies in the regular educational environment. Supplementary aids and services can be
accommodations and modif ications to the curriculum under study or the manner in which that content is
presented or a child’s progress is measured, but that’s not all they are or can be. Supplementary aids and
services can also include direct services and supports to the child, as well as support and training f or staf f
who work with that child. Determining what supplementary aids and services a particular child needs is made on
an individual basis.

Here are a f ew examples that the New Mexico Public Education Department provides online that will give you a
sense of  the variety and breadth of  possibilit ies:

Supports to address the environment (e.g., pref erential seating f or the student; changing the set-up in
the room);

Support or training f or staf f ;

Planning time f or staf f ;

Specialized equipment (e.g., wheelchair, computer, sof tware, augmentative communication device,
utensils/cups/plates, restroom equipment);

Pacing of  instruction (e.g., breaks, more time, home set of  materials);
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How subject matter is provided (e.g., taped lectures, sign language, primary
language, paired reading and writ ing);

Testing adaptations (e.g., read test to student, modif y f ormat, extend time).

For more examples, and a more detailed discussion of  these very important supports and services, please
read our page dedicated to Supplementary Aids and Services .
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Notifying Parents

Although the parents of  the child are part of  the group determining the child’s placement and are likely to be
well inf ormed as to the placement decision, the school system must still provide parents with prior written
notice regarding the placement decision a reasonable time bef ore it implements that decision.

And if  the Parents Disagree with the Placement Decision?

Should the parents disagree with the placement decision, they have recourse to IDEA’s procedural
saf eguards, which include mediation and due process procedures, as a way of  resolving the conf lict. A parent
of  a child with a disability can also f ile a state complaint.
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Conclusion

In sum, then, determining a child’s placement in the LRE must be done each and every year, basing the
placement on the child’s IEP, making the placement as close as possible to the child’s home, and placing the
child in the school he or she would normally attend if  not disabled (unless, as IDEA states, the child’s IEP
requires some other arrangement). These requirements f it within the f rame of  IDEA’s “strong pref erence, not a
mandate, f or educating children with disabilit ies in regular classes alongside their peers without disabilit ies” (71
Fed. Reg. 46585).

Special education and related services under IDEA are tightly connected to principles of  individualization and are
designed to respond appropriately to the needs of  each specif ic child. Those needs drive the IEP that’s
developed f or the child–which, in turn, drives the placement decision.
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