
 

S P E C I A L  E D U C AT I O N  A N D  E A R LY  I N T E R V E N T I O N :   

D e c r e a s i n g  t h e  s c h o o l  r e a d i n e s s  a n d  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  

Evidence has shown that children and youth with disabilities learn and progress more when 

educated with their non-disabled peers. And Maryland recognizes the importance by 

educating over 67% of students with disabilities, ages 6-21 in the general education classroom 

more than 80% of the school day. [1] However, approximately 13% of students with disabilities 

are in separate, self-contained classrooms for the majority of their days and 7% of are served 

in separated special education facilities. [2] More must be done to build the capacity of Local 

School Systems, programs and schools so more children and youth with disabilities have 

opportunities to learn and play with their peers with and without disabilities.  

 
The Maryland State Department of Education’s Division of Special Education/Early Intervention Services 

recognizes this need and the Division’s strategic plan commits to narrowing the school readiness and 

achievement gap for children and youth with disabilities through a variety of measures. The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires that students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate 

public education. Over 102,000 children with disabilities receive special education services through 

Maryland’s public school system. [3] Supports and services for these children and youth are paid for with 

federal, state and local funds.  

 

Special Education 

The IDEA requires that students with disabilities, ages 3 through 

21, receive a free and appropriate public education with the 

services and supports necessary to be educated in the least 

restrictive environment with their non-disabled peers to the 

greatest extent possible. Adequate funding, collaboration, a 

variety of services and supports for students, and professional 

development and technical assistance for teachers are needed for 

students with disabilities   to access and make progress in the 

general education curriculum, taught with their non-disabled peers.   

 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework and set of principles to provide all students equal 

opportunities to learn.  UDL principles make curriculum goals, instructional materials, teaching methods and 

assessments accessible for all learners. Beginning in the 2013-2014 school year, local school systems in 

Maryland must apply the principles of UDL in the development of curriculum. By 2014-2015, UDL must be 

used in the development and provision of curriculum, instructional materials, instruction, professional 

development, and student assessments. 

 

To be successful, educators must have more training and support.. Teacher preparation as well as ongoing 

professional development must address the skills needed to provide high-quality instruction, interventions 

and support to all students, including students with disabilities. There are over 102,000 students who receive 

special education and related services, 12% of the entire student population. However, most educators only 

take one required course in special education. That one course, required by most colleges and universities for 

a degree in general education, does not prepare educators to teach all students.  

 

1 Maryland Special Education/Early Intervention Services Census Data and Related Tables. 
2 MSDE, Annual Performance Report (2011-2012). Revised May 13, 2013. 

3 Id. Table 18a. 
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Building the capacity of local school systems to educate 

children and youth with disabilities is imperative to meeting 

the requirements of state and federal law and preparing them 

for success in the least restrictive environment, educated 

with their non-disabled peers. 

 

Early Intervention 

The Maryland Infants and Toddlers Program (MITP) provides early intervention services to over 16,000 young 

children and their families annually, a 78% increase over the past ten years. [4]  These services must be provided 

in natural environments - settings that are typical for same-aged peers without disabilities, including the home, 

child care programs, libraries, playgrounds, and other community settings. State funding was last increased in 

2009, bringing the total to $10.4 million – where it remains today. Comparatively, since then there has been a 

20% increase in the number of children eligible for MITP services, this results in a 17% decrease in State 

general fund dollars available per child. [5]  

 

According to national research, high quality early intervention programs can have positive results for children, 

including increases in short and long term academic achievement, reduction in grade retention, and reduction in 

special education referrals. [6]   

 

In 2009, MSDE began expanding early intervention services to children and families beyond a child’s third 

birthday. This extended option offers families of eligible children the choice to remain on an Individualized 

Family Service Plan (IFSP) after age three and until the beginning of the school year after the child’s fourth 

While Maryland continues to focus on initiatives that improve results for students with disabilities, additional 

steps must be taken to ensure the school readiness and achievement gaps between children and youth with 

disabilities and their non-disabled peers are narrowed.   

 

There must be a commitment to fully fund the system of early childhood supports and services, including the 

MD Infants and Toddlers Program and Preschool Special Education. In addition, Maryland must commit 

funding to build the capacity of local school systems so that all students can learn together. 

 

Priority Issues: 
To ensure children and youth with disabilities receive the services and supports they need to be educated in 

the least restrictive setting  with their non-disabled peers, the Maryland State Department of Education should 

work with local school systems, families and other stakeholders to: 

 Fully implement a seamless, coordinated and comprehensive statewide system of services for children, 

birth through age 5, and their families.  

 Build the capacity of local school systems to educate all students with disabilities in the least restrictive 

environment and hold each accountable for improvements.  

 Identify and implement ways to more effectively prepare all new and existing general educators to teach 

and support students with disabilities in general education classrooms.  

Children with developmental delays who are 

identified and served are less likely to require 

special education in later years.  

 64% of children with disabilities, ages 3-5 attend a regular early childhood program and receive 

the majority of their special education and related services in that program 

  19% attend a separate special education class, school or facility.  

For more information, please contact:  

Rachel London, Director, Children & Family Policy, 410-767-3786 or RLondon@md-council.org 

4 MSDE, January 2013. Moving Maryland Forward: Building a Birth through Five System of Services for Children with Disabilities and Their Families.  
5 Id. Pg. 7. 

6 From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development, Shonkoff & Phillips (2000).  


