Educational Alternatives Quick
Reference for Parents of Children
with Disabilities

Important Notice: This guide is current as of June 2025. Laws and options vary

by state. Always verify current regulations and requirements before making
decisions.

02 Public School Alternatives

Charter Schools

What: Publicly funded, independently operated schools

IDEA Rights: Full IDEA protections apply

Pros: Innovation, specialized programs, smaller settings

Cons: Limited transportation, lottery admission, may lack special ed experience
Cost: Free tuition, possible fees for extras

Consider: Research special education track record before applying
Magnet Schools

What: Public schools with specialized themes/curricula

IDEA Rights: Full IDEA protections apply

Pros: Specialized programs, maintain public school protections
Cons: Application process, transportation challenges

Cost: Free tuition

Consider: Ensure theme aligns with child's interests and needs

Open Enrollment/School Choice

What: Attending different public school within/outside district
IDEA Rights: Full IDEA protections apply

Pros: Access to better programs, different school culture
Cons: Transportation responsibility, application deadlines
Cost: Free tuition, transportation costs

Consider: Compare special education services between schools



153 Private School Options

Traditional Private Schools

IDEA Rights: No obligation to provide FAPE; may offer accommodations
voluntarily

Services: Limited - may receive some federal services at public school
Pros: Smaller classes, specialized attention, values alignment

Cons: Expensive, limited special education expertise, no legal protections
Cost: $5,000-$50,000+ annually

Financial Aid: Some schools offer scholarships/sliding scale

Private Special Education Schools

IDEA Rights: Full rights if district-placed; limited if parent-placed
Services: Specialized programming, trained staff, individualized attention
Pros: Disability expertise, intensive services, peer understanding

Cons: Very expensive, limited locations, social isolation from typical peers
Cost: $30,000-$100,000+ annually

Consider: May be reimbursable if district can't provide FAPE
Religious/Faith-Based Schools

IDEA Rights: Limited; some services if district-placed

Services: Varies widely by school

Pros: Values integration, community support, often smaller classes

Cons: May lack special education training, limited legal protections
Cost: Usually less than secular private schools

Consider: Verify acceptance of disability and available supports




> Homeschooling Options

Traditional Homeschooling

Legal Requirements: Varies by state - some require testing, portfolios, or
oversight

Services: May access some district services (speech therapy, evaluations)

Pros: Complete customization, flexible pacing, family values, one-on-one
attention

Cons: Parent responsibility for all teaching, limited socialization, no professional
special ed support

Cost: $500-$5,000+ annually for materials

Support: Local homeschool groups, online curricula, co-ops
Online/Virtual Schools

What: Computer-based education at home

Types: Public virtual schools (free) or private online programs

IDEA Rights: Full rights with public virtual schools

Pros: Flexible scheduling, reduced sensory overload, individualized pacing

Cons: Requires self-motivation, limited hands-on learning, technology
dependence

Cost: Free (public) to $5,000+ (private)

Consider: Internet reliability, parent supervision requirements
Hybrid/Blended Programs

What: Combination of home and school-based learning

Options: Homeschool co-ops, part-time enrollment, university model schools
Pros: Flexibility with socialization, shared teaching responsibility

Cons: Coordination challenges, limited availability

Cost: Varies widely

Services: Depends on specific program structure




@ Specialized Program Options

Therapeutic Schools

What: Schools integrating education with mental health/behavioral services
Best For: Students with significant emotional/behavioral needs

Services: Counseling, therapy, crisis intervention, specialized behavior support
Pros: Comprehensive support, trained staff, therapeutic environment

Cons: Restrictive, expensive, may delay mainstream reintegration
Placement: Usually through IEP team or court recommendation
Residential Schools

What: 24/7 educational and therapeutic programming

Best For: Students needing intensive, round-the-clock support

IDEA Rights: Full rights if educationally necessary

Pros: Intensive services, specialized expertise, peer support

Cons: Family separation, very expensive, limited locations

Cost: $50,000-$200,000+ annually

Consider: Only when less restrictive options have failed

Alternative Schools

What: Public schools for students with academic/behavioral challenges
Services: Modified curricula, behavioral support, smaller settings

Pros: Specialized support, flexible programming

Cons: Often seen as "last resort," limited academic rigor

Placement: Usually through district recommendation or disciplinary action




¢ Funding and Financial Considerations
Education Savings Accounts (ESA)

Available: Limited states

What: Public funds for private education expenses

Amount: Varies by state ($5,000-$15,000+ annually)

Uses: Private tuition, tutoring, therapies, materials

Eligibility: Usually requires disability documentation

School Vouchers

Available: Select states and programs

What: Public funding for private school tuition

Amount: Often covers partial tuition

Considerations: May waive some disability rights

Tax Credits and Deductions

Federal: Limited education expense deductions

State: Varies - some offer education credits

Private: Educational expenses may qualify as medical deductions
Scholarships and Grants

Disability-Specific: Organizations offer education scholarships
Private School: Many schools offer need-based aid

Community: Local organizations may provide support




IT1 Legal Rights Considerations
IDEA Protections by Setting

Public Schools: Full IDEA rights and protections

Charter/Magnet: Full IDEA rights and protections

Private (District-Placed): Full IDEA rights and protections

Private (Parent-Placed): Limited services, proportionate share of funds
Homeschool: Varies by state, usually limited services

Online Public: Full IDEA rights and protections

Section 504 and ADA Rights

Public Settings: Full anti-discrimination protections Private Settings: Limited
protections, varies by funding sources Religious Schools: Limited protections

Due Process Rights

Keep Rights: Public schools, charter schools, district-placed private schools
Limited Rights: Parent-placed private schools, homeschooling No Rights:
Purely private arrangements

), Decision-Making Framework

Evaluate Current Situation

Is child making appropriate progress?
Are current services meeting needs?
What specific concerns exist?

Have all options been explored in current setting?

Research Alternatives

Academic Fit: Does program match child's learning needs?

Social Environment: Will child find appropriate peer connections?
Services Available: Can specialized needs be met?

Family Values: Does setting align with family priorities?

Practical Factors: Location, transportation, scheduling

Financial Planning

Calculate total costs (tuition, transportation, materials, lost services)



e Investigate funding options and timelines
e Consider opportunity costs and family impact
e Plan for potential return to public school
Trial Periods
e Start with least disruptive changes when possible
e Maintain relationships with current school during transition
e Keep documentation of what works/doesn't work

e Plan re-evaluation timeline

|| Quick Action Steps
Before Making Changes

o Document current school issues and attempted solutions o0 Research state laws
regarding chosen alternative O Visit/interview potential new settings 0O
Understand financial obligations and funding options 0 Consult with educational
advocate or attorney if needed o Develop transition timeline with concrete steps

During Transition

0 Maintain detailed records of all communications o Transfer educational
records promptly o Coordinate with new setting on service needs 0 Monitor
child's adjustment and progress closely 0 Keep communication open with all
providers

Ongoing Evaluation

o Regular progress monitoring (monthly/quarterly) o Maintain flexibility to
adjust or change course 0 Document successes and challenges o Plan for future
transitions (grade changes, graduation) 0 Keep informed about changes in
law/available options

£ Red Flags and Warning Signs
Avoid Programs That

e Promise "cures" or unrealistic outcomes
e Refuse to provide references from other families
e Lack proper licensing or accreditation

e Pressure quick decisions without allowing research



e Cannot clearly explain their educational approach
e Have high staff turnover or complaints

Warning Signs to Monitor
e Child's regression in academic or social skills
e Increased anxiety, depression, or behavioral issues
e [solation from peers or community
e Family stress significantly impacting other children

e Financial strain threatening family stability

L Key Resources

Research and Information
e State Department of Education: School choice options, regulations
e Parent Training Centers: Neutral information and support
e Disability Rights Organizations: Legal rights information
e Local Support Groups: Real family experiences
Legal Support
e Educational Advocates: Guidance on rights and options
e Special Education Attorneys: Complex legal situations
e Mediation Services: Resolving disputes with schools
Financial Resources
e State Education Agencies: Funding program information
e Scholarship Organizations: Financial assistance programs

e Tax Professionals: Education expense planning

Remember: The "best" educational setting is the one where your child can learn,
grow, and thrive while receiving appropriate services and supports. What works
for other families may not work for yours. Trust your instincts, gather
information, and make decisions based on your child's unique needs and your
family's circumstances.
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