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INTRODUCTION: 
You are not alone. 
 
 
As parents we constantly adapt to the challenges of bringing up our 

children. We want them to be contributing members of society. 
As our kids go through the school system, there are bumps in 
the road and, sometimes, roadblocks that seem 
insurmountable. This handbook is for parents, teachers, 
support staff, administrators and other people who support 
students with special needs. 

 
 You may think that your child has special needs, and be looking for an evaluation. 
 You may have just heard from a teacher that your child has some problems at 

school. 
 You may have a child who has just been diagnosed as a student with special needs 

and you are looking for answers. 
 You may feel that no one is listening to you and that you need some information. 

 
 
 
 
 
You are not alone in this quest.  The people who prepared this handbook are either parents of 

children who have been defined as having special needs, or are people who work to 
support students with special needs. 

 
 
 
We hope this handbook will facilitate your family’s journey  in 
the world of students with special needs. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

SPECIAL NOTE: 
Masculine pronouns are used for brevity and are to be considered inclusive of both genders 
throughout this handbook.  
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SOME DEFINITIONS: 
Who is a child with special needs? 
 
 

 
As defined in the Education Act by the Ministère de l’Éducation, 

du Loisir et du Sport (MELS), there are two broad 
categories of children with special needs: (1) “At 
Risk” students and (2) “Handicapped” students. 

 
1. “At-risk” students are students who require special 
support measures because they: 

 
 experience difficulties that may lead to  failure; 
 exhibit learning delays; 
 have emotional disorders; 
 have behavioral disorders; 
 have a developmental delay or a mild intellectual 

impairment. 
 
 

 
2. Students identified as “Handicapped” are students who meet the criteria for 
disability as defined by the MELS1 (see Appendix 1).  

 
“A student is identified as “Handicapped” following an assessment2 by a 

Student Services professional. For certain classifications (e.g. Organic 
Impairments, Pervasive Developmental Disorders, Psychopathological 

Disorders, Severe Motor Impairments, Visual Impairments, Hearing 

Impairments, Intellectual Deficits, Mild to Moderate Intellectual Delay), a 
diagnosis by a medical specialist is necessary.” 

 

                                                             
1
 Students with Handicaps, Social Maladjustments or Learning Difficulties: Definitions, page 5.  To view the complete document go to:  

www.mels.gouv.qc.ca/dassc/pdf/definitionsa.pdf 

 
2 Referral for Assessment – page 9 of the “Policies and Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. Pearson School 

Board”.  To view the complete document go to www.lbpsb.qc.ca/policies/SpecialNeedsPolicy_3.5.pdf 
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IDENTIFICATION: 
How do parents know  that they have a child with special needs? 
 

 
Some children may have been identified long before attending 

school, and others will be assessed after beginning 
school.  

 
 
When you are approached with the possibility of a special need for 

your child, you and your child’s teacher need to explore 
your child’s world 

.  
 
What influences might be at play? Here are some questions that 

may help: 
 

 Are there any pre-existing 
medical conditions or side 
effects from existing medications 
that could be causing your child difficulty? 

 
 Has there been a recent change in the home environment 

that has had an effect on your child’s learning or behavior? This 
could be anything from the birth of a new sibling, a separation or 
divorce, or the illness or death of a close loved one. 

 
 Has there been any recent change in the school environment 

such as a new teacher, classroom or new student? 
 
 
  

Attached to this handbook, the “Process map for a student with special needs: navigating the 
system” provides a step-by-step approach to help you, the parent, determine whether 
your child might have special needs. 

 
 
This is only one suggested method for approaching the concerns that you have. You can 

create your own roadmap depending on where you are in the process of 
identification. 

 
 
 Keep in mind how your child’s needs will best be met by the team that is at your disposal at 

your school and at your school board. 
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DOCUMENTATION: 
How to get the papers the School Board needs. 
 
 
There are several ways to get documentation needed by 

the School Board. This documentation can either 
be medically or psychologically based: (see 
attached “Process map for a student with special 
needs: navigating the system”).  

 
 
 
Some examples of information that is possibly already 

available to you without having had a formal 
assessment are: 

 
 Pediatrician or family doctor’s notes from your child’s medical file 
 Personal recollection or daycare recollection of intellectual milestone delays, toileting 

issues, behavioral issues, etc. 
 A copy of a release of information form 
 In some cases, where children are radically different at home and at school, 

videotape from the home environment might be appropriate. 
 
 

 
This is only a broad set of examples. Do not limit yourself. There are 
many sources of documentation.  The resource team will receive all 
documents that you have. 
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ASSESSMENTS: 
How to proceed with an assessment of your child. 
 
 
Following discussions at your child’s school, you may have chosen to proceed with an 

assessment of your child (see attached “Process map for a student with special 
needs: navigating the system”). 

 
 
An assessment can be carried out by a variety of professionals and/or specialists either within 

the school setting, in private practice, hospitals, clinics, etc. 
 
 
Within the school environment, professionals will be able to 

assess your child in collaboration with his teacher.  
This is usually done at the school during school 
hours.   

 
 
In some cases, there is individual assessment done by the 

professional in a quiet school setting outside of the 
regular classroom.  At other times, observations 
could be made by a professional in the classroom 
setting.  

 
 
 
Rest assured that all evaluations are confidential. If an observer is in a classroom, the teacher 

could tell the class that they are doing some research to respond to curious minds. 
 
 
 
After all the results are collected and analyzed, you will be advised of the outcome. 

Depending on the severity of the effects exhibited by the child and the need for a 
quick evaluation, some parents may decide to have an assessment done by a 
professional in private practice. 
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CONSULTING THE PROFESSIONALS: 
Questions to ask professionals, to guide you and your child. 
 
 
ASSESSMENT IN THE SCHOOL SETTING 
 
If you have agreed to an assessment in the school setting, these are some questions that you 

could ask of school appointed professionals: 
 

 How do they evaluate your child?  

 What are the methods/tools of evaluation that are used? 
 How often would they see your child? 

 What type of reports should you expect to receive? 
 How long does it usually take to get the reports? 

 
Be prepared to accept that assessments take time.  This is not unusual.  Sometimes, depending 

on many factors, assessment can be done quickly. Remember that the teachers and 
the rest of the resource team have probably already put some accommodations in 
place to help the student. Remember this is a continuous process.   

 
ASSESSMENT OUTSIDE OF THE SCHOOL SETTING 
 
Sometimes you might feel you need to get additional or complementary outside help, such as 

assistance from the CSSS, social workers, associations, rehabilitation centers or 
professionals in private practice.  

 
Here are some examples of questions you could ask professionals outside of the school board: 
 

 What are the professional’s credentials? 
 How long has the professional been practicing? 

 What types of children do they assess or treat? 
 How do they evaluate your child?  

 What are the methods/tools of evaluation that are used? 
 How often would they see your child? 

 What type of reports should you expect to receive? 
 How long does it usually take to get the reports? 

 Is the professional willing to come and meet with the resource team? 
 If the professional cannot evaluate your child, can they refer you to someone else in 

their field? 
 How much is it going to cost? 

 
Do not assume private care or evaluation is expensive.  Check out your insurance benefits at 

work and once again talk to the family physician about resources available to help 
you in your area. 
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RECEIVING THE ASSESSMENT: 
Being an advocate for your child. 
 
Now you will receive the results of the assessment either 

from the resource team or from the professionals 
that you have hired. 

 
 
You need to remember that you as a parent are the child’s 

advocate.  Do not be afraid to ask questions.  If 
you feel that you are not getting the answers you 
need, ask again in a different way.   

 
 
Always take notes at meetings. Sometimes it just helps to 

clarify your thoughts and concerns, and this can 
help the professionals better understand you and 
your child.  

  
 
 
Here are some additional questions to ask during this phase: 
 

 What has been the outcome for children in similar circumstances? 
 What kind of therapy is appropriate? 
 What kind of specialized equipment is appropriate? 
 Where could I obtain these services?  May I have a referral? 
 How can I help my child at home? 

 
 

You have reached a milestone and have received an 
assessment that indicates that your child has special needs. Now it is 
time for an I.E.P.. 
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THE  I.E.P.: 
Understanding the individualized education plan. 
 
 
The official definition of an I.E.P. as per the MELS, Section 96.14 of the Education Act is 

available in Appendix 2. 
 

Here is the everyday definition:  
 

 An I.E.P. is the result of systematic planning of intervention strategies required 
meeting the particular needs of a student experiencing difficulties.   

 It is a flexible, working document, which helps the school and parent plan for, 
monitor, evaluate and communicate the student’s growth. 

 The I.E.P. is kept in the student’s confidential file at the school. 
 The principal shall see to the implementation and periodical evaluation of the 

education plan and inform the student’s parents on a regular basis.  
 As a parent you may need to remind the principal that an I.E.P. is due. 
 You may view the proposed schedule of I.E.P. meetings in the “Policies and 

Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. Pearson 
School Board”.3 

 You can also ask your principal about your school’s plan for I.E.P. scheduling. 
 
WHO IS PART OF THE SCHOOL’S RESOURCE TEAM 
  
Let’s start from the beginning. An I.E.P. is a document that is drafted by the resource team, 

which may consist of: 
 

 the school principal (or his representative), 
 the student’s parents/guardians 
 the classroom teacher, 
 the resource teacher, 
 integration aide, and  
 other participants could include: 

 the special education consultant, 
 the speech & language pathologist, 
 the occupational therapist, 
 the autism consultant, 
 the school psychologist, 
 other professionals from outside the school board working with the student. 

 
All the people who are, or will be, providing services to the student, need to establish a plan 

adapted to the needs of the student. This is why the I.E.P. is a collaborative, 
constantly evolving, document. 

                                                             
3 “Policies and Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. Pearson School Board”, section 2.3.1 Individualized 

Education Plan, timeframe, pages 13 and 14.  To view the complete document, go to: www.lbpsb.qc.ca/policies/SpecialNeedsPolicy_3.5.pdf 
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THE I.E.P. MEETING:  
Making sure your voice is heard during the IEP process. 
 
 
A common concern is that parents are not involved 

enough in the process. The importance of 
cooperation and joint action, especially in 
terms of participation by the student and 
parents, is of utmost importance. 

 
 
 
The school’s resource team may have drafted a 

preliminary I.E.P. for you to review. It can 
sometimes be sent home for your approval 
and/or signature. If it is appropriate, you may 
sign it and return it to school. 

 
 
 
You may request an appointment with the team through the principal to discuss and come 

to an agreement on the contents of the I.E.P..   
 
 
 
You can be creative regarding participation in the I.E.P. meeting. For example, you may wish 

to prepare draft I.E.P. information for the team to consider. You could also propose 
video or telephone conferencing if one or more team members are unable to attend in 
person.  This keeps you involved in the process to ensure that your child receives all 
the help he needs. 

 
 
If you, as a parent, disagree with the contents of the I.E.P., you can discuss this with the 

other team members that helped set up the I.E.P.. You the parent are an essential 
and required part of the process. 
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THE I.E.P. MEETING (CONT’D):  
Team collaboration is the key. 
 
 
BEFORE THE I.E.P. MEETING: PREPARATION 
 

The school will contact you to set an appointment to meet with the resource team, in 
order to create or review your child’s I.E.P..   Or you may have phoned to request the 
appointment. 

 
 
You should bring copies of all of the documentation relating to your child to the meeting. A few 

days before the meeting, you may wish to provide this information along with 
previous I.E.P.s to the resource team. This includes and is not limited to: 

 
 medical reports and records; 
 previous I.E.P.s; 
 notes from teachers/daycare workers; 
 all records of communications and plans related to the way your child’s special needs 

were dealt with in previous facilities; 
 photocopies from books, articles, association meetings, professional presentations, 

etc.; 
 recommendations from previous evaluations: 

 from professional assessments, 
 from ongoing treatment plans; 

 personal experience; 
 your goals for your child. 

 
 
Often following an assessment, professionals include recommendations in their report which 

may help your child learn better. 
 
We suggest focusing on the 2 or 3 most relevant recommendations that you think will help 

your child.  
 
 
YOU ARE YOUR CHILD’S ADVOCATE!! If these ideas are new to the team, you must be 

prepared to help create the strategies for implementation as part of a team. 
 
 
You may wish to view a blank I.E.P. form as found in the “Policies and Administrative Practices 

for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. Pearson School Board”.4 

 

                                                             
4 Blank I.E.P.s for elementary and secondary on pages 24 to 27 in the “Policies and Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the 

Lester B. Pearson School Board”.  To view the complete document go to www.lbpsb.qc.ca/policies/SpecialNeedsPolicy_3.5.pdf 
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THE I.E.P. MEETING (CONT’D):  
The I.E.P. meeting is about creative solutions. 
 

 
 
“The emotional demands often associated with this type of meeting may be a positive 
motivating factor for parents, or may make them feel they are being judged and prevent 
them from committing to the process. The parents should be treated as true partners who 
are able to make a difference in the preparation of the plan.”

5
  

 

We, as parents, have a great deal invested in seeing an effective I.E.P. put into place. At times, 
this can lead to a variety of emotions. Whatever your feelings, it is helpful to 
acknowledge them and work to remain a positive contributor to your child’s I.E.P.. 

 
 
To help alleviate some of the anxiety of the unknown, here are some guidelines for you, the 

parent, to keep in mind. 
 

 The I.E.P. meeting will be relatively informal and usually held before or after school or 
during a time when the teachers are available.  

 The principal or his representative will chair an I.E.P. meeting. 
 Try to provide as much information as you can about your child’s needs from your 

experience and your knowledge of the nature of your child’s difficulties. 
 Ask whether any particular strategies have already been attempted by the teacher 

and inquire as to whether they have had any results. 
 

 
Here are some roles and responsibilities from the MELS to inform you about the 

teacher’s role in the I.E.P. process. Note that many of these responsibilities apply 
equally to parents.  

 
 “Pool all information on the student’s situation (strengths, difficulties, etc.). 

 Reach a consensus on prioritizing the student’s needs. 
 Establish objectives. 

 Determine means: strategies, resources, time frame. 

 Record the information. 
 Inform everyone concerned. 

 Implement and monitor the various methods. 

 Evaluate the student’s progress on a continuous basis. 

 Adjust the interventions to suit the student’s situation and development. 
 Maintain communications with the parents.”6 

 
 

                                                             
5 MELS roles and responsabilites Based on the models in Recension des écrits sur le plan d’intervention auprès des personnes handicapées ou en 

difficulté, a research report prepared by Pauline Beaupré, Guy Ouellet and Sarto Roy (Québec : Gouvernement du Québec, 2002), 66 pages. 
 
6
 MELS roles and responsabilites Based on the models in Recension des écrits sur le plan d’intervention auprès des personnes handicapées ou en 

difficulté, a research report prepared by Pauline Beaupré, Guy Ouellet and Sarto Roy (Québec : Gouvernement du Québec, 2002), 66 pages. 
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THE I.E.P. MEETING (CONT’D):  
Don’t forget to follow up. 
 
 
It may be helpful to take notes during the meeting. Ensure that you are facilitating exchanges 

between yourself and the resource team. Minutes of the I.E.P. meeting can be taken 
separately or entered as points directly onto a blank I.E.P. form as actions are 
decided. 

 
When the I.E.P. form is completed you will receive a copy of it for your signature. 
  
 
If you have any questions or notice any corrections that are required, they should be dealt 

with BEFORE you sign the document.   
 
 
A signed copy of the I.E.P. will remain in your child’s confidential file at the school.  
 
 
An I.E.P. is in effect for the school year.  Periodically, you will be provided information about your 

child’s progress and this is noted on the I.E.P.. As mentioned before, if necessary, 
the I.E.P. can be amended during the year to better suit your child’s special needs. 

 
 
 
AFTER THE I.E.P. MEETING: FEEDBACK 
 
Remember that as a parent, you are one of the primary evaluators of the success of the plan put 

in place for your child. You know your child best, and you may recognize the positive 
or negative effects of a strategy before anyone else. It is important to share your 
perceptions with the resource team. 

  
 
More importantly, whether it is an I.E.P. strategy or not, the other team members, particularly 

the teaching staff, need to know which strategies are working well. Reporting the 
positive gains allows new procedures and techniques to be developed which may 
also benefit other students.  

 
 
If you discover after the meeting that you can share new information that is useful to resource 

team, arrange to deliver it.  Remember to keep the lines of communication open. 
 
 
Should you feel that something is not being implemented according to plan or needs to 

change, it is YOUR responsibility to discuss this change with the resource team. 
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AVAILABLE SERVICES: 
Are services available for children at all ages? 
 
 
 
WHAT SERVICES ARE AVAILABLE FOR CHILDREN 14-18 YEARS OLD?   

 
Children who have reached the age of 14 are considered to be 

independent and therefore are rightfully entitled to 
attend any I.E.P. meetings.  In addition, they must 
agree to the interventions being proposed and must 
sign off on the I.E.P. with the parents. 

 
 
One of the challenges at this age is to attain agreement on 

the type of adjustments that will be made for the 
student.  Certain assessments of the child could 
make this step even more difficult.  Reassurance 
from a trusted third party (teacher, counselor, 
professional) could help when preparing the I.E.P.  

 
 
This is an important step for the child/adolescent.  It allows them the flexibility they require to 
have their needs met by the I.E.P. while continuing to ensure their scholastic success. 

 

 
 
 
WHAT SERVICES ARE AVAILABLE FOR CHILDREN 18-21 YEARS OLD? 

 

The school board is responsible for the education of children who are considered to be “At 
Risk” up to the age of 18. 

 
 
The school board is equally responsible for the education of children who are considered 

“Handicapped” up to the age of 21. 
 
 
There are various programs available for 18 to 21 year old students.  Eligibility is based 

on specific criteria for each program. These programs may be housed in a cegep 
facility but are totally separate from the regular cegep and are under the auspices of 
our school board. 
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HELPFUL HINTS: 
Suggestions from parents to parents. 
 
 
The suggestions from parents who have been through these different phases are:  
 

 Keep copies of everything in a binder.  This 
means copies of the reports, assessments, 
professional opinions etc. that your child has 
received in the past.  

  
 Keep a record of who received any documents 

and when they were sent out.   
 

 Keep notes on conversations you have with 
professionals, teachers, principals, etc. 
regarding your child.  Since this is an ongoing 
learning process, referring back to your notes 
can keep you focused and provide historical data. 

 
 Use positive statements and be clear when discussing your child’s case. 

 
 Remember your child’s teacher is the primary contact. 

Work on maintaining a friendly and collaborative 
environment with the teacher. 

 
 If parents have concerns that cannot be addressed with the 

teacher, talk to the principal or vice-principal(s) at the 
school.  They are a valuable resource there to help you. 

 
 Be a support to your child’s class. Offer to help the 

teacher do whatever needs to be done.   
 

 
 
 

CONCLUSION: 
Our hopes for you and your child. 
 
It is our hope that this handbook better equips you and your child with positive strategies to help 

you attain your goals. Navigating the special needs system is a process that can 
seem daunting, but perseverance will serve you well. Feel free to think outside the 
box, be creative and add your own imprint to the journey into special needs. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS YOU MAY ENCOUNTER: 
 

 
 
 
ASD  AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER 

BD    BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS 

CSSS CENTRE DE SANTE ET SERVICE SOCIAUX 

IA    INTEGRATION AIDE 

I.E.P.   INDIVIDUALIZED EDUCATION PLAN 

LBPSB  LESTER B. PEARSON SCHOOL BOARD 

LD  LEARNING DIFFICULTIES 

MELS   MINISTERE DE L’ÉDUCATION, DU LOISIR ET DU SPORT 

MI  MILD INTELLECTUAL DELAYS 

OT  OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST 

PDD  PERVASIVE DEVELOPMENTAL DISORDER 

SN  SPECIAL NEEDS 

SNAC SPECIAL NEEDS ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                             
7
 SNAC is mandated by Section 185 of the Education Act of Québec - see www.mels.gouv.qc.ca 

 
8 “Policies and Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. Pearson School Board”, to view the complete document, go 

to: www.lbpsb.qc.ca/policies/SpecialNeedsPolicy_3.5.pdf 

 
This document was prepared under the auspices of the Special Needs 
Advisory Committee (SNAC)7 to the Lester B. Pearson School Board 
(LBPSB). 

 
The mandate of the Communication sub-committee, which is composed of 
parents of children with special needs, was to produce an easy-to-
understand handbook focusing on the main issues facing parents of 
children with special needs. It is meant as an adjunct to the “Policies and 
Administrative Practices for Students with Special Needs of the Lester B. 
Pearson School Board”.8 
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APPENDIX 1:  
 
The ten “Handicapped” codes as defined by MELS9 
 

33   Mild motor impairments or organic impairments 
34   Language disorders 
24   Moderate to severe intellectual impairments 
23   Profound intellectual impairments 
50   Pervasive developmental disorders 
53   Psychopathological disorders 
99   Atypical disorders 
36   Severe motor impairments 
42   Visual impairments 
44   Hearing impairments 

 

 
 
 
APPENDIX 2: 
 
The official definition of an I.E.P. as per MELS.  Section 96.14 of the Education Act10 is: 

 
“In the case of a handicapped student or a student with a social maladjustment 
or a learning disability, the principal, with the assistance of the student’s 
parents, of the staff providing services to the student, and of the student 
himself, unless the student is unable to do so, shall establish an individualized 
education plan adapted to the needs of the student.  The IEP must be 
consistent with the School Board’s Policy concerning the organization of 
services for handicapped students and students with social maladjustments or 
learning disabilities and in keeping with the ability and needs of the student as 
evaluated by the school board before the student’s placement and enrolment at 
the school. 
 
“The principal shall see to the implementation and periodical evaluation of the 
education plan and inform the student’s parents on a regular basis.” 

 
 

                                                             
9 See document entitled xxxx at www.mels.gouv.qc.ca 
10 Section 96.14 of the Education Act of Québec - see www.mels.gouv.qc.ca 
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Meet Teacher to 

resolve roadblocks.   

 

Meet Teacher to 

resolve roadblocks.   

 

Meet Teacher to 

resolve roadblocks.   

 

Confidential file 

created.  

2- START HERE 
 

SCHOOL THINKS 

STUDENT HAS 

SPECIAL NEEDS. 

NO 

NO 

NO 

Parents communicate 

concerns to Sector Director. 

Director agrees. 

 

Parents communicate concerns 

to Student Services 

Department at School Board.  

Student Services agree. 

 

Teacher 

agrees. 

 

Parents / 

Resource 

Team agree 

on need for 

assessment. 

Parents communicate 

concerns to Principal. 

Principal agrees. 

 

Student Services Department reviews 

private assessment and may submit it to 

MELS. *** 

 

Student not identified as having 

special needs. 

YES 

NO 

NO 

NO 
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