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The Professional Educator and Their 

Responsibilities For Disabled Students

Adapted physical education and special education services have grown into a huge program beginning in 1964.  It was not until the mid 70’s that laws were being written to protect the rights of children and adults with disabilities.  In 1997, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act mandated that assessments must be administered to determine the appropriate placement of the child.  These assessments helped improve the development of the Individual Educational Plan (IEP) which was mandated in Public Law 94-142 in 1975.  Professional in education are responsible for abiding by the laws, using appropriate assessments, and developing appropriate IEP’s for individual children.

As a professional in education, laws help determine what is to occur in various situations.  There are three laws that apply to services that are provided for students that have special need.  These laws are Section 504, IDEA 97, and the American’s with Disabilities Act of 1990.  These laws not only protect the student but they protect the teachers and administrators of schools.  These laws apply to all states of the United States.  However, when you look at  law by state one may find some difference in how each state applies the law.  The only law that is exactly the same from state to state is the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.  This law affects the accessibility of all public and private services that receive federal funds.  This means that persons with disabilities, mainly physical, should be able to assess services easily.  The law mandates ramps, assigned parking spaces, bathrooms that can accommodate wheel chairs or other walking devices, etc.  For a physical educator this law means that the services they provide must be easily assessable.  There must be a wheel chair ramp so wheelchairs can enter the gym.  Also, if class is not held in the gym then the area in which the class is held should be assessable.  It is up to the teacher to make these accommodations so that they are in compliance with the ADA.  If a professional excludes a student because they are unable to assess the area they are breaking the law and risk being sued.  

An example of the law being broken was found in the Frequently Asked Questions 

section of PE Central.

I am the parent of a child with special needs who participates in an adaptive P.E. class. The children who are in wheelchairs are not allowed on the basketball gym floor so the class does not get to use the gym. This causes a problem to the other children in the class who could use the gym for basketball practice. 

I guess I do not understand how these wheels are any more harmful to the floor than a pair of gym shoes? If it is a case where the rules are that no outside shoes on the floor due to dirt, then I would say wash the wheels before class with water and get the dirt off. I mean this seriously; and with this, I would also indicate that each child has a right to equal access to program benefits based on The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. It would appear that any rule that says no wheelchairs on the floor is discrimination. I would ask the administrators what is the problem specifically and then ask them to problem solve (with you) what is a reasonable accomodation. It is important that school adminstrators, with these types of situations, understand that they are dealing with Civil Rights issues, which carry a cash penalty for districts who are found in violation. Since, it is no one's best interest for a school to be found violating a child's civil rights, working together to problem solve is the best course. If this does not work, local media sometimes can draw attention to the public and sometimes making everyone aware of the problem leads to solutions too. I am not trying to stir up a "mess", but to make the point that this is really an issue that is related to fairness and basic rights. Letting it get out of hand is not necessary if everyone thinks together. All children in a school have the right to benefit from use of the gym, even if this means an accomodation has to be made. Try working together, but put your request in writing and cite the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 which specifically calls for all programs to provide "equal opportunity for program benefits". 

The above situation is that students in an adaptive PE class who are in wheel chairs are not allowed on the basketball gym floor.  This means that the whole class is not allowed to use the facility.  This situation clearly violates the ADA of 1990.  If one is to ignore this law, the school risks having parents of the students filing a civil rights suit if accommodations are not made.  To make this situation comply to the law the teacher must develop away in which the adapted PE class has access to the gym.  If cleanliness of the wheels on the floor is the problem then a way to clean the wheels should be developed.  Wheels are no different than tennis shoes.  There is no reason to deny the class accesses to the facility.  Before students are placed into an adaptive class like the one above they must first go through an assessment. 


Assessments are very valuable to the professional.  During an assessment a team of professionals test, observe, and interview the student, teachers, and parents to help determine the student’s level of performance in various activities.  Assessments are initiated when a professional observes that a student is unable to perform developmentally appropriate tasks.  In general, the assessment helps the professionals determine what the student is capable and not capable of doing.  Assessments are used to determine if a student qualifies for adapted physical education using norm references or standardized test.  However, this method may not be appropriate when making decision regarding a student’s capabilities.


The most common mistakes made by professionals in the assessment process is using appropriate assessment instruments.  With in PE Central’s Frequently Asked Questions section, majority of the questions were in regards to using appropriate tests.  For example, the following question and answer is found on the web site:  

I am looking for assessment ideas for determining a student's need for adapted phys.ed. What services they will need and frequency. We have no formal process in place at this time. What kinds of suggestions/ideas do you have? 

All Adapted Physical Education Textbooks have a chapter for assessment and placement suggestions for students with disabilities. You can find them in your local college library. You can also order one from the publishers. The procedure for determining whether a student needs adapted physical education service or not is following: conducting an assessment, interpreting the results, making a report and suggestions to school, district, you may talk to the parents of this child, then the school district will get a team together to make final decision. You may contact your local or State Special Education Dept. to find more information about the process in your state. Please check the Adapted Assessment Instruments section of PE Central to find an assessment tool you want to use. Check the PE Central Bookstore as well. 

Choosing an appropriate test is very important.  One should not use a test written in English for a Spanish-speaking student or use a test geared to infants on an eighteen-year-old.  Another poor use of an assessment would be using only one test to determine a student’s capability. When giving assessments one should administer more that one test to determine the student’s level of performance in that specific area.  One should never rely on the score of one test.  Another example of a poor use of assessment would be that a speech pathologist administering a physical fitness test on a student.  This is not appropriate because the speech pathologist is not trained to administer a physical fitness test.  An adapted physical education teacher or even a physical therapist should administer this kind of test.  When an assessment is completed then a team of professionals joins together to develop the students IEP.


IEPs are unique to the individual student.  For example, the following scenario gives you and idea of why the IEP should be written directly for the student:

  Where do the parents of the student fit into the IEP? My daughter was diagnosed with patella femoral syndrome, further she is on crutches because of an accident on a slippery deck. The MRI has shown that she has a bone bruise and torn cartilage that may be healing on it's own. She is on crutches until further notice from the orthopedic surgeon. I am not getting any communication from her high school other than this may be the cause for her not to graduate with her class at the end of this year. I am afraid to make much more noise because I fear it has already earned her an incomplete grade this first six weeks because of her visits with the doctors after this accident. I need to know a parent's rights in these plans and what the school should be providing to help her complete her PE requirement. 

Thank you for interacting with PE Central. It was not clear to me if your daughter is on an existing IEP. If so, I suggest you ask to have a meeting with her special education teacher along with her physical education teacher and voice your concerns to them. The problem at this point may just be a simple misunderstanding and by having the meeting you will be able to reach a solution. Please be positive in the meeting- stating your concern about her ability to graduate and how can all you work together to make sure that she does indeed graduate on time. The IEP is a legal document and the school is required to carry out the IEP as it is specifically written. Many times the IEP includes physical education and many times it does not, so you will need to review your daughter's IEP again and see what it specifically states about physical education. If it is included in the IEP, then the school must carry out the program as it is stated and you and your daughter have the right to make sure the school carries out the physical education IEP as it is written. If it does not include physical education, then you can ask to have another IEP meeting based on your daughter's new physical problems (surgery, crutches, etc.). If necessary, the school must provide adaptations for her so she can complete her physical education requirement. These adaptations can include adapted equipment, rules, or a separate adapted physical education class. Please know that NOT attending physical education class is NOT an adaptation- she must attend class and be involved as much as possible according to her abilities and her IEP program. Again, I suggest you start with a meeting with her special education and physical education teachers and see what all of you can work out. 

Within this situation the question is whether this student is already serviced as having a disability.  If the student is already serviced then a meeting in regards to her IEP should be called and appropriate changes should be made.  If she is not currently being serviced then the parent needs to meet with the physical education teacher and discuss with them the accommodations that need to be made for the student to successfully complete her physical education requirements.  If appropriate, an assessment period and then IEP meeting will be held.  The IEP will be written for the student and will contain many parts that include physical education.

Currently an IEP is required to have the following components: present level of performance, annual goals with short term objectives, implementers, special education and related services, participation in regular education programs, schedule of review, and a statement of transition.  Present level of performance is determined from assessment scores.  These scores help the IEP team determine what the student needs to work on. Annual goals and objectives are agreed upon to help the student improve in the low level of performance areas.  Implementers are people that have the responsibility of carrying out the objectives and assessing their accomplishments of the goals and objectives.  The IEP team decides what special education and related services are going to be provided so that the student can reach their goals and objectives.  The plan will also include the amount of time the student will spend in regular education class. This may include if they participate in general physical education or adapted physical education. The IEP provides a review schedule so that the team knows when they will meet again for review and update of the IEP.  Finally, an IEP includes a transition of how the students’ goals will transfer knowledge to real world situations.  To make the IEP document better the following should be added: assessment modifications, disability of the student, and parent responsibility.


An IEP document should contain a section that describes the method in which assessments should be given for various situations.  This would be valuable to the teacher because it would help those in contact with student know what modifications to make.  This would be very helpful to the teacher so that they would know how to assess the work progress of a student in a subject that is not covered in the IEP.  Another thing on an IEP that might be of some value is the classification of the student’s disability.  This would help those reading the IEP understand the child and why they struggle like the do.  Parental/guardian responsibilities should also be a part of the IEP.  This would help define the role of the parent in the child’s education.  Since there is a section for implementers there should be a section for parents and their role.  A student’s education does not only occur at school it also occurs at home.  These changes are valuable because they expand the knowledge that is already given on the IEP.


As on can see education is not a babysitting job.  There is a lot of work that goes into educating students.  To be able to provide beneficial education to someone that has a disability there are many step to follow to ensure the quality of the services.  The foundation of education begins with laws that establish the “rules” of what has to be done.  These laws provide educators with guidelines and a ground zero of where to start.  To determine if a student is to receive special services then the student must go through multiple assessments that are appropriately specific to the capabilities and needs of the student. Once the assessments are scored then a team of professional get together and write an IEP for the student.  This plan determines what is going to be done to help the student succeed in school.  This is how laws, assessments, and IEPs work together in the education of disabled students. 

