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A Step-by-Step Guide to Getting Your Child  
with Special Needs Preschool Services

Making the Transition  
to Preschool
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Your Child is Turning 3!

Soon your child will be celebrating their 3rd birthday. 
Along with birthday celebrations will come a change 
in your child’s services. She will be moving on from 
the Early Start Program, which is family driven 
and medically based to a school program, which is 
educationally based. This can be an exciting time 
but also a time of worry as you transition your 
child’s services. This six step guide on transitioning 
to preschool services will help you to navigate this 
move from your family program to a school program. 
Remember all transitions are difficult and that you 
will get through this with time, patience and support.

STEP 1 
REFERRAL PROCESS

Six months before the child’s third birthday, the 

service coordinator must:

• Notify the parent of a child who may be 
eligible for special education preschool 
services that transition planning will occur 
within the next 3 to 6 months; and

• Notify the local school district that there 
will be a final IFSP and Transition meeting at 
least 3 months before the child turns three. 
Everyone must agree on a date for this 
meeting at least 30 days after the notice was 
received.

If your child is receiving services from the 
Early Start Program this referral process 
will begin by your social worker sending a 
packet of information to your local school 
district notifying them that your child will 
soon be turning 3 years of age and will need 
to be assessed for school district services. 
They cannot do this without your permission 
so please make sure to sign the release of 
information form that they will provide to you. 

If your child is not a client of the Regional 
Center you can write a letter to the local school 
district in the city where you live asking for an 
assessment for special education services. Your 
written letter will require by law that the school 
district respond within 15 days (not counting 
weekends or school vacations of more than 5 
days). 

Final IFSP Meeting

Individualized Family Service Plan
If your child will not be requiring continuing 
services at this time, you will meet with 
the team to discuss the outcomes of early 
intervention and next steps for your child. Ask 
your social worker if you would like help getting 
information about Head Start preschools, other 
preschool programs or childcare.
 
Please see Placement Programs on page X. 
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STEP 2
TRANSITION MEETING

What happens at the transition planning 

meeting?

Federal law requires that the parent, school 
district and regional center discuss possible 
preschool special education services as well as 
the transition steps, including:
• Future placements and parent input 

regarding these placements.
• Procedure to prepare the child for changes 

in service delivery and adjustments to new 
settings.

• Transmission of information and records to 
the school district.

Questions You May Want to Ask at a Transition 

Meeting

• What are the differences between early 
intervention and preschool services?

• How will our child’s eligibility be 
determined?

• What are the different ways services can be 
provided?

• Whom do we contact if we want to visit a 

program or classroom?
• How can we communicate the unique 

strengths and needs of our child?
• Can you provide us with information about 

community resources?
• When will we meet next?

STEP 3 
ASSESSMENT PLAN

Within 15 days of your child’s referral (not 
counting weekends or school vacations of more 
than 5 days), the school district is required by 
law to develop an assessment plan. This plan 
must include the type of assessments to be 
done and who will do them. It is important to 
make sure that your child is assessed in all areas 
that are related to his/her suspected disability. 
If you are not sure all areas are being tested, 
you may want to consult with an unbiased 3rd 
party professional.

You have the right to request assessments in 
other areas that you feel are related to your 
child’s disability and not sign the consent for 
assessment until you and the school district 
reach an agreement on the assessments to be 
used. (34 C.F.R. Sec. 300-500, Cal. Ed. Code 
Sec. 56321). Request any additional assessments 
that your child needs. The assessment cannot 
move forward until you return the signed 
assessment plan.

Please be aware that the timeline will stop 
until the assessment plan is signed by you 
and returned to your school district. This is an 
important step in your timely transition. 
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STEP 4
ASSESSMENT

At this age testing is often done in a classroom 
setting where the child plays and is observed by 
the various members of the assessment team. 
The team will sometimes observe your child in a 
more natural setting such as your home or your 
child’s Early Intervention Program. They will also 
need input from a parent perspective as part of 
the assessment. Remember that you know your 
child best and are a member of the team.

• If your child is found eligible for special 
education, an IEP meeting will be scheduled. 
This meeting will take place with your school 
district. 

• If your child is found eligible for special 
education and your school district does not 
have an appropriate pre-school program for 
your child, they will provide other options 
that best suit your child’s unique needs. 

• If your child does not qualify for services 
based on the assessment, a meeting will 
take place to review her assessments and 
explain why.

STEP 5 
IEP MEETING

An IEP meeting is held after all assessments 
are completed with all IEP team members. At 
this time the results of the assessments will be 
reviewed and eligibility for special education 
services determined.

IEP Team Members

As a parent, you are an expert on your child; 
therefore the most important part of the IEP 
team. You have the right to invite any other 
individuals that you want as long as you inform 
the other team members ahead of time. You 
can also invite your spouse/partner or friend to 
provide support to you. 

The team may also consist of:
• Special Education Director (or a 

representative of your school district who is 
authorized to commit the necessary funding 
to provide services).

• Teachers/Therapists from your Early Start 
Program.

• Additional Specialists working with your 
child.

• School Psychologist.
• Translator as needed.

IEP Checklist

• Strengths and Weakness of your child.
• Results of assessments.
• Your child’s eligibility for special education 

services.
• Goals and objectives for your child’s 

program.
• Designated Instructional Services for your 

child (i.e. Speech, ABA, transportation, etc.) 
Please see Designated Instructional Services 
on page X.
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• Preschool placement for your child. Please 
see Step 6 - Placement Programs on page X.

• Names of professionals that will be 
providing the services.

• Amount of time and where the services will 
be provided.

IEP Tips

• Inform the district 24 hrs ahead of time if 
you would like to bring a recording device to 
record the meeting.

• Have someone with you that can take notes.
• Speak with your child’s specialists ahead 

of time and know what services you want 
for your child. Stay focused on getting the 
services he needs.

• Know your child’s rights - A required 
component of IDEA (Individuals

• with Disabilities Education Act) is FAPE 
(Free and Appropriate Education) which 
mandates that school districts provide 
access to general education and specialized 
educational services. It also requires that 
children with disabilities receive support 
free of charge as is provided to non-
disabled students. It also provides access to 
general education services for children with 
disabilities by encouraging that support and 
related services be provided to children in 
their general education settings as much as 
possible.

• Try not to get emotional, and call a break if 
you need to.

• Prepare a checklist of everything you want 
to review in the meeting and make sure it is 
completed. If you feel that not enough time 
has been allotted to complete the IEP, ask 
for a continuation.

• Keep track of all records and 
communications regarding your child’s IEP 
and keep it in a folder for future reference.  It 
is always important to have a paper trail.

• Always document any phone conversations 
regarding your childs’ IEP.

Signing the IEP

Agree with IEP 
You may sign the IEP form. This will allow 
services to begin. 

Unsure of IEP
These meetings can be overwhelming and you 
may want time to digest all the information 
from the meeting. You can take the IEP home 
with you and read it. If you feel comfortable 
with what is offered you may sign and return it.

Disagree with IEP
There is a spot to sign that states you have 
attended the meeting, but that you are not 
giving your permission to implement the IEP at 
this time. If you disagree with the IEP then you 
need to verbally reject it. Please see Rejecting 
the IEP & Next Steps on page 8.

If there is only a portion of the IEP that you 
do not agree with, you may sign the IEP and 
include a statement of exceptions in the space 
provided. This will allow the services you agree 
with to begin while the exceptions you listed 
will be on hold until the matter is resolved.
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STEP 6 PLACEMENT PROGRAMS
Preschool placement is an important 
developmental milestone. While you may not be 
ready to let your child grow up, it is important 
that they develop a sense of self-assurance. 
This may include them going to a classroom 
environment by themselves and performing 
tasks independently.

In any of the following settings, adaptations can 
be made for your child.

• Private Preschool – children that will no 
longer require special education services 
when they turn 3 that requires tuition (unless 
you qualify for a Head Start Program or 
other community preschool). 

• Inclusion Preschool - districts may contract 
with local preschools that use an inclusion 
model for students that can function with 
typically developing peers. Please see 
Inclusion on page 8.

• Specialized Preschool – serves children with 
certain diagnosis or needs.
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TRANSITION TIMELINE WORKSHEET
A Six Step Process from Transition Meeting to IEP for your child entering 
Preschool

Step 1 – Referral to School District

When your child is 2 year and 6 months, your social worker should call to talk with you about your 
referral to your local school district.  If you do not receive the phone call please feel free to call her 
with a reminder. 
Date:  ____________________________________________________________________________

Step 2 – Transition Meeting

A transition meeting with your social worker, a representative from your school district and your 
family will be scheduled. 
Date:  ____________________________________________________________________________

Step 3 – Assessment Plan

Within 15 calendar days of the receipt of the referral (not counting school vacations of more than 5 
days), the school district will present you with an assessment plan.

To Be Received By:  _________________________________________________________________

Date Received:  ____________________________________________________________________

Date Signed & Returned:  ____________________________________________________________

Step 4 – Assessment

The School District will implement an assessment for your child.

Date Begun:  ______________________________________________________________________

Date Completed:  __________________________________________________________________

Step 5 – IEP Meeting

Within 60 calendar days of receipt of the signed assessment plan (not counting days between 
regular school sessions or most days of school vacations) your IEP team meeting will be held. 
IEP Date:  _________________________________________________________________________

Step 6 – Placement Program

Once you and the school district agree on services and placement, a signed IEP will go into your 
child’s files. You will then meet annually (or more if need be) with your IEP team.

Signed IEP Date:  ___________________________________________________________________

Placement:  _______________________________________________________________________

Services: __________________________________________________________________________
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INCLUSION
Inclusion means that your child is able to be 
part of a preschool that includes children with 
and without special needs. The law guarantees 
that all children have access to a free, 
appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least 
restrictive environment (LRE), and that should 
first mean the general education classroom.

Some children benefit from being included 
with typically developing peers. It offers them 
the opportunity to have peers who will model 
age appropriate behaviors and skills. Inclusion 
emphasizes an acceptance of your child without 
focusing on his disabilities. 

Often children with special needs in this 
setting will receive additional support and 
accommodations to help them be successful. 
This could include a 1:1 aide; pull outs during 
the day for extra instruction and other 
related services. Please see DIS (Designated 
Instructional Services) below.

DIS 
(Designated Instructional Services)

Also known as related services, your child 

may benefit from these. Eligibility for DIS is 
determined by an assessment during the IEP 
process or by referral after placement. DIS is 
something you must have written into the IEP 
for your child to receive.

• SLP – Speech and Language therapy 
provided by a speech pathologist

• Orientation & Mobility Instruction – teaches 
children with visual impairments how to 
navigate through their environment

• Audio logical Services – assists children with 
hearing loss

• PT/OT – Physical therapy & Occupational 
therapy

• Vision Services
• Mental Health Services
• Health & Nursing Services
• Specialized Physical Health Care Services
• ESY - Services are designed to support a 

student with a disability as documented 
under the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act 

• (IDEA) to maintain the academic, social/
behavioral, communication, or other skills 
that they have learned as part of their IEP

• Transportation to and from school
• APE – Adapted Physical Education
• 1:1 Instructional aide/shadow/

Paraprofessional – a qualified professional 
to assist your child during their day to 
help them with required tasks that may be 
difficult due to their disability

• ABA – Applied Behavior Analysis

REJECTING THE IEP AND NEXT STEPS
By verbally rejecting the IEP you give the 
school personnel the opportunity to re-think 
the services they are offering. It is advisable to 
know your child’s legal rights if you are going 
to do this. You may also want to consult with an 
advocate or attorney that specializes in special 
education law to advise you on this. 
Once you have verbally rejected the IEP and if 
you are unable to come to an agreement, you 
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must put your rejection in writing:

• On the IEP form there is a line that states, 
“I do not accept the educational program” 
next to a box. You must check this box and 
sign and date as well.

• Write any comments you would like 
pertaining to your reasons for rejecting the 
IEP.

• Keep a full copy of the rejected IEP, 
including the page indicating your rejection.

• The State Office of Special Education will 
be notified once you have signed your 
rejection.

• At this time a school representative may 
contact you with a notice of mediation or 
another meeting attempting to reach a 
compromise. If you reach a compromise, 
sign a revised IEP and services will begin. 
If you cannot come to a compromise, see 
bullet below.

• If you cannot come to agreement, your case 
will need a Due Process Hearing before an 
impartial hearing officer. This officer has the 
power to decide the issue of the IEP. You will 
want to contact an advocate or attorney for 
assistance if you are going to due process

HOW WE CAN HELP
We are here at The Family Resource Center 
of AbilityPath to help you with the six step 
transition to Pre-School services as well as 
assisting you in the development of your IEP.
We serve families of children with special needs 
in San Mateo County. Our resource coordinators 
are available to meet with you about your 
child’s transition and IEP and can even attend 
IEP meetings with you. (Please call 3 weeks in 
advance of your IEP to schedule).

We can also offer parent support groups and 
match you with a peer parent to offer additional 
support during this time.

The Family Resource Center is a program of 
AbilityPath, a private non-profit serving the 
individuals with disabilities in the community 
for over 100 years. Our center was developed to 
assist families by offering support, information, 
workshops and resources.
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SPECIAL EDUCATION 
ACRONYMS

ABA Applied Behavior Analysis 

ADA Americans with Disabilities Act 

ADD Attention Deficit Disorder

ADHD Attention Deficit Hyperactivity  Disorder

APE Adapted Physical Education 

ASL American Sign Language 

BD Behavior Disorder 

BIP Behavioral Intervention Plan

CAT6 California Achievement Test 6 

CP Cerebral Palsy

DB Deaf/Blind

DD Developmental Disability 

DIS Designated Instruction and Services 

ED Emotionally Disturbed

ELL English Language Learner (previously  ESL)

ESY Extended School Year

FAPE Free Appropriate Public Education 

FERPA Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act

FBA Functional Behavioral Assessment

HI Hearing Impaired

HOH Hard of Hearing

ID Intellectual Disability

IDEA Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

          of 2004

IEE Independent Educational Evaluation 

IEP Individualized Education Program 

IFSP Individualized Family Service Plan 

ITP Individual Transition Plan

LD Learning Disability

LED Local Education Agency

LEP Limited English Proficient

LRE Least Restrictive Environment 

MD Multiple Disabilities

MDT Multi-Disciplinary Team

MH Multiple Handicapped

MS Multiple Sclerosis

NCLB No Child Left Behind 

NA Nonpublic Agency

NPS Nonpublic School (private) 

OAH Office of Administrative Hearings 

OCR Office of Civil Rights

OCS On-Campus Suspension

OHI Other Health Impaired 

OI Orthopedically Impaired

OSERS Office of Special Education and 

              Rehabilitative Services

OSEP Office of Special Education Programs 

OT Occupational Therapy

PDD Pervasive Developmental Disorder 

PT Physical Therapy

PTI Parent Training and Information Center

PWN Prior Written Notice 

RSP Resource Specialist Program 

RTI Response to Intervention State 

       Education Agency

SCC Self-contained Classroom 

SDC Special Day Class

SDE State Department of Education

SELPA Special Education Local Plan Area 

SH Severely Handicapped

SLD Specific Learning Disability 

SLI Speech/Language Impaired 

SLP Speech Language Pathologist

SST Student Study Team

STAR California’s Standard Testing and Reporting

TBI Traumatic Brain Injury 

VI Visually Impaired
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