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Special Education referrals in Comprehensive Distance or Hybrid 
Learning Models:  

Consideration for Responding to Requests for Evaluation 
 
As school resumes, in whatever form, we can be sure that students will be coming back with a 
wide range of experiences and feelings. Now, more than ever, it’s important to collaboratively 
work to meet the needs of all students. This can first and foremost be done by addressing basic 
human needs of safety and connection. Our first priority should be working to connect with all 
students and listen to what their experience has been, what their worries might be, and what 
their thoughts are about moving forward.  
 
During this current health crisis, there will be times when moving to an evaluation for special 
education services might be appropriate. However, we encourage staff and families to keep the 
following information in mind when considering whether to refer for evaluation: 
 

● Students will have experienced varying levels of trauma and instability during school 
closure and are returning to a non-traditional school setting. It’s important to remember 
that regression in many areas (academic, social-emotional, behavioral) can be expected 
for most students, and this does not necessarily indicate the presence of a disability that 
requires special education (ASCA-NASP, 2020) 

 
● At best, students received approximately 75% of last year’s instruction, so higher levels 

of academic risk (below-average performance) can be expected (ASCA-NASP, 2020).   
 

● Estimates indicate that student academic skills may be up to four months behind where 
they were in March 2020 (Bielinski et al., 2020). 

 
● It is important that students receive several weeks of high-quality instruction and 

intervention as part of the decision-making process about possible referral for special 
education evaluation (ODE, 2020). 
 

● Progress data from before school closure will need to be given strong consideration, as 
well as current performance as compared to classroom peers (ODE, 2020). 
 

● Many students continue to feel the impact of the pandemic experience, and high levels 
of anxiety, behavioral dysregulation, and possible trauma can significantly impact their 
ability to perform well on any assessment, whether in the classroom or during a special 
education evaluation (OSPA, 2020). 
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● Academic screening measures were not normed for school closures, distance learning, 
or hybrid learning models, and standardized academic assessments may have limited 
utility for interpretation.  As such, educators will need to rely on multiple screenings of all 
students, over time, in order to determine what constitutes high, average, or low 
performance at this time (OSPA, 2020). 

 
The Oregon Department of Education (ODE, 2020) recommends that schools should focus first 
on best instruction, identifying student strengths, and providing support as students return to 
school.  As school teams, this will be our first priority. Students are best able to learn and make 
progress when they are feeling physically and psychologically safe. While we will be working on 
ways to identify specific student needs and individualize interventions, a great deal of our 
energy and focus will be on ensuring safety and wellness, cultivating connection and 
relationship, and centering equity. Beyond that, school teams will have to work to identify what 
supports are available to review data at both a classroom and school level.  
 
Experts in the field suggest that schools focus on instruction, intervention, and monitoring skill 
growth, rather than requesting a special education evaluation right away.  Student progress 
during that instruction will help indicate if skill loss was due to interrupted schooling or if a 
disability should be suspected (ASCA-NASP, 2020; Bielinski et al., 2020) 
 
If you have further questions or concerns, contact your school psychologist or building 
administrator. 
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