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Uplifting lives by counseling, educating, and caring.

As a licensed professional clinical mental health counselor and special educator with expertise in
exceptional student education and clinical mental health counseling, | have dedicated my career to
supporting children, families, and educators in fostering holistic learning, growth, and development.
With a background in psychology, special education, and human development, | strive to provide
clear, actionable insights into Georgia's special education landscape. This white paper draws from
official state resources and established practices to empower parents and other stakeholders in
understanding key programs while demystifying the Alphabet Soup of Special or Exceptional
Student Education. = -------- Dr. Darleen 12/25/2025
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Special or Exceptional Student Education is confusing with its
Alphabet Soup of acronyms like FAPE, IDEA, EIP, IEP, RTl and services like OT, PT, SLP,
and Babies Can’t Wait ... and the list continues!

Special education in Georgia is governed by federal laws like the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) and state regulations, ensuring that students with disabilities receive
appropriate support to thrive academically and socially. Programs such as the Early Intervention
Program (EIP), Response to Intervention (RTI), Individualized Education Program (IEP), and Section
504 plans form a continuum of services tailored to diverse needs. EIP targets early academic risks
in grades K-5, RTl provides tiered interventions, IEPs offer customized special education for eligible
students, and Section 504 ensures accommodations for broader disabilities. This guide explores
each component, their interconnections, and best practices, highlighting the importance of early
identification and collaborative support for student success.

Introduction to Special Education in Georgia

Georgia's special education system is designed to provide infrastructure, resources, and supports
for leaders, teachers, and families to meet the needs of students with disabilities. Administered by
the Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE), it applies to all public schools and facilities
involved in educating children with disabilities, including private institutions under certain
conditions. Federal funding through IDEA supports over 215,000 K-12 students, emphasizing free
appropriate public education (FAPE) and least restrictive environments.

Special education classrooms in Georgia often feature inclusive settings with adapted materials
and supportive staff to promote engagement and learning.

These environments prioritize individualized approaches, drawing from a holistic view of child
development that integrates emotional, cognitive, and physical needs.

In practice, Georgia schools maintain detailed records for students with disabilities, ensuring
compliance with retention policies for IEPs and evaluations. Programs extend to unique settings
like juvenile justice facilities, where specialized services align with preparatory academy goals. The
pathway to support begins with identification, often through multi-tiered systems, leading to
tailored plans that evolve with the child's progress.
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Babies Can't Wait | Georgia's early intervention program (Part C of IDEA) providing free services for infants
and toddlers (birth to age 3) with developmental delays or disabilities. Includes therapies, family support, and help to
promote development before age 3. |

FAPE | Free Appropriate Public Education — A core right under IDEA ensuring every eligible child with
a disability receives a free education tailored to their unique needs, at public expense, in the least restrictive
environment. |

IDEA | Individuals with Disabilities Education Act — The federal law that guarantees students with
disabilities access to free appropriate public education, including early intervention, special education, and related
services. |

EIP | Early Intervention Program — Refers to services (Part C of IDEA) for infants and toddlers (birth to
age 3) with developmental delays, supporting growth in physical, cognitive, communication, social, and adaptive
skills. (In Georgia, this is called "Babies Can't Wait.") |

IEP | Individualized Education Program — A legally binding written plan for school-aged children (ages
3-21) with disabilities, detailing specific educational goals, services, accommodations, and supports. Developed
collaboratively by parents, educators, and specialists. |

RTI | Response to Intervention — A multi-tiered approach used in schools to provide early, targeted
academic and behavioral support to struggling students, helping identify needs and potentially determine eligibility for
special education. |

oT | Occupational Therapy — Related service in schools or early intervention focused on helping
students develop or regain fine motor skills, sensory processing, and daily living skills needed for school success
(e.g., handwriting, self-care tasks). |

PT | Physical Therapy — Related service that helps students improve gross motor skills, mobility,
strength, and coordination to access the school environment and participate in educational activities. |

SLP | Speech-Language Pathology (or Speech-Language Pathologist) — Related service addressing
communication disorders, including speech production, language understanding/expression, fluency, voice, and
social communication skills. Often called "speech therapy" in schools. |

Hospital Homebound | Instructional service for students with disabilities or medical conditions who cannot
attend school for a prolonged period; provides temporary education at home or in a hospital to prevent academic
regression. |

ESY | Extended School Year — Special education and related services provided beyond the regular
school year for eligible students who would otherwise experience substantial regression in skills during breaks;
determined by the IEP team. |
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Early Intervention Program (EIP)

The Early Intervention Program (EIP) in Georgia is a state-funded initiative aimed at providing
additional instructional resources to students in grades K-5 who are at risk of not reaching or
maintaining grade-level performance in reading and/or mathematics. Its primary goal is to help
these students achieve academic benchmarks in the shortest possible time through targeted
interventions.

EIP eligibility is determined by assessments showing below-grade performance, and services are
delivered via models like augmented, self-contained, or pull-out classes. For instance, in districts
like Fulton County, students qualify based on reading or math deficits, with progress monitored to

ensure timely exit from the program. Illustrations of EIP in action often depict small-group activities

fo

cused on foundational skills, fostering confidence and early success.

THE EARLY INTERVENTION PROGRAM (EIP)

Unlike more intensive special education services, EIP emphasizes prevention and is not limited to
students with diagnosed disabilities, making it a crucial first line of support in Georgia's educational
framework. EIP is typically the second tier of RTI.

Response to Intervention (RTI)
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multi-tiered framework that guides educators in matching
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In districts like Cobb County, RTI is a flexible problem-
solving model that monitors progress and adjusts
interventions accordingly. The pyramid structure visually
represents this progression, with the base (Tier 1)
encompassing all students and narrowing to specialized
tiers for those requiring more support.

This approach helps identify learning and behavioral

needs early, potentially preventing the need for formal
special education services. RTl integrates with Georgia
Performance Standards, ensuring alignment with core
curriculum while providing evidence-based strategies.
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Individualized Education Program (IEP)

The Individualized Education Program (IEP) is a
cornerstone of special education under IDEA, outlining
tailored educational goals, services, and
accommodations for eligible students with disabilities.
In Georgia, IEPs must be developed within 30 days of
eligibility determination and reviewed annually,

INDIVIDUALIZED
EDUCATION PLAN

Studant Name

e ._1 The process begins with evaluation, leading to a
e customized plan that includes measurable objectives,
| P __ related services (e.g., speech therapy), and placement
CisuMansgst in the least restrictive environment. Flowcharts of the
Special Education Services L T IEP process illustrate key steps from referral to

involving parents, teachers, and specialists.

Annual Goals

implementation and review.

For example, in Cherokee County, IEPs address
specific needs like behavioral supports or modified
curricula. Virtual schools like Georgia Connections
Academy also adapt IEPs for online settings,
offering consultation and specialized instruction.

Section 504 Plans

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act provides
accommodations for students with physical
or mental impairments that substantially limit
major life activities, ensuring equal access to
education without the need for special
education. Unlike IEPs, 504 plans focus on
modifications like extended time on tests or
seating adjustments, applicable in any
federally funded program.

In Georgia, eligibility requires documentation of impairment and its impact, with plans
developed by a team to provide FAPE. Infographics comparing 504 plans to IEPs highlight
differences: 504 is broader and anti-discriminatory, while IEPs are more intensive.

Districts like Muscogee County emphasize meeting disabled students' needs equivalently
to non-disabled peers.
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Interconnections and Best Practices

These programs interconnect: RTI often serves as a precursor to IEP or 504 eligibility, while
EIP provides foundational support that may transition into more formal plans. Best
practices include early screening, parent involvement, and data monitoring to ensure
interventions are effective. In holistic terms, addressing emotional and developmental
aspects enhances outcomes, aligning with my expertise in mental health counseling.

Conclusion

Early identification and intervention promote the best
outcomes for young children with developmental delays
and other special needs. This is the reason for an early
program to identify and provide support to infants and very
young children — and the program is called Babies Can’t
Wait. Additionally, children aged 3 and up may qualify for a
Special Education Pre-K and/or Kindergarten program if

Education documented to have a diagnosis of a disability or exhibit
Alphabet

Special

symptoms of potential Autism Spectrum Disorder or other
developmental delay. Very young children do not
necessarily have to be diagnosed with a developmental
problem or Autism, but rather can receive early
intervention type services to allow them to catch up
developmentally and avoid future diagnosis and ongoing
problems with learning.

Georgia's special education framework empowers students through EIP, RTI, IEP, and
Section 504, promoting equity and growth. All children deserve access to FAPE, or Free
Appropriate Public Education. They can access specialized intervention services such as
OT, Occupational Therapy; PT, Physical Therapy, and SLP, Speech Language Pathology
services. By understanding these tools, educators and families can advocate effectively,
fostering environments where every child thrives. Continued collaboration and
professional development are key to evolving these supports.
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