
Special Education Acronyms
A Guide to Commonly Used Terms

Special education can often seem overwhelming to those unfamiliar with its terminology, 
especially with the myriad of acronyms used. Below is a comprehensive guide to some of the 
most commonly used acronyms in the field of special education. These acronyms represent laws,
processes, programs, and services that help ensure students with disabilities receive adequate 
support.

Legal Framework and Policies
 IDEA: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act – A federal law ensuring services to 

children with disabilities throughout the nation, focusing on providing free and 
appropriate public education (FAPE).

 ADA: Americans with Disabilities Act – A civil rights law prohibiting discrimination 
against individuals with disabilities in all areas of public life.

 Section 504: Refers to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which prohibits 
discrimination based on disability and ensures accommodations for students in general 
education settings.

Educational Programs and Services
 IEP: Individualized Education Program – A legally binding document outlining special 

education services, goals, and accommodations for students with disabilities.

 IFSP: Individualized Family Service Plan – Designed for children ages birth to three, this
plan supports early intervention services and involves the family in goal-setting.

 LRE: Least Restrictive Environment – Refers to the placement of students with 
disabilities in a setting that allows them to participate alongside their non-disabled peers 
to the greatest extent possible.



Assessment and Evaluation
 FBA: Functional Behavioral Assessment – A process used to understand the reasons 

behind challenging behaviors and develop strategies to address them.

 BIP: Behavior Intervention Plan – A plan developed to address challenging behaviors, 
typically based on the findings of an FBA.

 RTI: Response to Intervention – A multi-tier approach to the early identification and 
support of students with learning and behavioral needs.

Disability Categories
 ADHD: Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder – A neurodevelopmental condition 

affecting attention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity.

 ASD: Autism Spectrum Disorder – A developmental disorder affecting communication, 
behavior, and social interaction.

 SLD: Specific Learning Disability – A category covering various learning differences, 
such as dyslexia or dyscalculia.

Educational Placements and Support
 ESY: Extended School Year – Services provided beyond the regular academic year for 

eligible students with disabilities to prevent regression.

 PBIS: Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports – A proactive approach to 
improving school climate and addressing behavioral challenges.

 AT: Assistive Technology – Devices or services that enhance the ability of students with 
disabilities to perform tasks that might otherwise be difficult or impossible.

Collaboration and Teamwork
 LEA: Local Education Agency – Refers to the district or organization responsible for 

providing education services.



 SLP: Speech-Language Pathologist – A professional who provides services to address 
speech and language challenges.

 OT: Occupational Therapist – A specialist who helps students develop skills needed for 
daily activities.

Transition and Postsecondary Support
 IDE: Individualized Developmental Education – Refers to programs that support older 

students transitioning to adulthood.

 VR: Vocational Rehabilitation – Services that help individuals with disabilities prepare 
for, obtain, and maintain employment.

 PT: Physical Therapist – A professional who assists students with mobility and physical 
challenges.

Conclusion
Understanding special education acronyms is essential for professionals, parents, and anyone 
involved in advocating for students with disabilities. Familiarity with these terms ensures clear 
communication and better collaboration in creating inclusive educational environments.

This guide highlights just a fraction of the acronyms used in special education. Continual 
learning and engagement with resources can help everyone navigate the complexities of special 
education with confidence and compassion.


